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$ÒÓÈÄÍÍÄŴÒ La dissection des 
parties du corps humain 
Special Collections featured item for August 2014 by 
Erika Delbecque, former Liaison Librarian for Pharmacy 
and Mathematics. 
 

Charles Estienne, La dissection des parties du corps humain divisee en trois livres. Paris: 
chez Simon de Colines, 1546. 

Item from the Cole Library COLE--X092F/02, University of Reading Special Collections 
Services.  

 

"ŊŃŔŎŇŕ $ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ La dissection des parties du corps 

humain [see title-page shown left] is one of the great 

illust rated anatomical works of the sixteen th 

century. It offers a fine example of the 

accomplishments and innovations of the Parisian 

printing hou ses of this period, and its  full -page 

woodcuts have fascinated readers to this day.  

 

Charles Estienne (c. 1504-1564) was a French 

physician who conceived of this work when he 

was still a medical student in Padua. It was at this 

time that he also met Étienn e de la Rivière, the 

surgeon who would carry out the dissections that 

ŒŔőŘŋņŇņ ŖŊŇ ńŃŕŋŕ ňőŔ ŖŊŇ ńőőōȃŕ ŋŎŎŗŕŖŔŃŖŋőŐŕǫ 

and who is likely to have contributed to their 

design. As the stepson of Simon de Colines, 

Charles Estienne was able to have his work  
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ŒŗńŎŋŕŊŇņ ńś őŐŇ őň ŖŊŇ ŉŔŇŃŖŇŕŖ ŒŔŋŐŖŋŐŉ ŊőŗŕŇŕ ŋŐ %ŔŃŐŅŇǮ #Ň "őŎŋŐŇŕȃ ŋŐňŎŗŇŐŖŋŃŎ 

innovations in the design and type of French printing can also be seen in La Dissection, such 

as the clean layout of th e page and the use of italic fo nt, in which de Colin es, a former type -

cutter, followed Italian models.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This woodcut was made by Étienne de la Rivière, and includes his initials (hanging from a tree stump on 

the lower right hand side of the image). The use of an explanatory index was one of Estienne's innovations 

 

The printing of the work was delayed by several years because of a dispute between 

Estienne and de la Rivière, in which the latter accused the former of plagiarism because his 
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contribution to the work was not acknowledged. The Latin version, De Dissectione Partium 

Corporis Humani Libri III, was finally published in 1545, and duly recognised Étienne de la 

1ŋŘŋŰŔŇȃŕ ŇňňőŔŖŕ ńś ŎŋŕŖŋŐŉ Ŋŋŏ Ńŕ ŖŊŇ Ņő-author on the title -page. When it was published , 

$ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ řőŔō řŃŕ őŐŎś ŖŊŇ ňőŗŔŖŊ ňŗŎŎś ŋŎŎŗŕŖŔŃŖŇņ ŃŐŃŖőŏŋŅŃl work on the whole body in 

Europe. The fact that the French translation app eared the next year testifies to the 

popularity of the Dissectione, and the interest that the science of anatomy generated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

/ŎŃŖŇ ňŔőŏ 5ŇŕŃŎŋŗŕȃŕ De humani corpo ris fabrica libri septem  

 

For the most part, Estienne based his Dissectione on the works of the Ancient Roman 

physician and surgeon Galen of Pergamon.  Many errors in the Galenic doctrine would be 

corrected by Vesalius, whose ground -breaking work De humani corporis fabrica libri septem [see 

image above] was published two years prior to the Dissectione in 1543. Nevertheless, De fabrica 

was in fact ŅőŐŅŇŋŘŇņ ŃňŖŇŔ $ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ řőŔō, and scholars have recently recognised the 

influence it had on the work of Vesalius, who studied with Estienne at the University of 

Paris in the 1530s. Although La Dissection is less successful in its attempt at anatomical 

illustration than De fabrica, it  contains some original contributions to the science of 

anatomy , as well as the earliest illustrations of the whole external venous and nervous 

system and of detailed brain dissections  [see image below].   
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Plate showing dissection of the brain from Book 2. Note the broken lines betraying that both the depiction 

of the dissection and the skullcap on the table are later insets into the original woodcut. 
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Through the publication of his work, Estienne, who had already published popular works 

on agriculture and literature prior to the Dissectione, aimed to bring anatomical knowledge to 

a wider audience. Annual dissections had become a standard part of univers ity education for 

medical students in the fifteenth century, and through using print, Estienne was able to 

ŔŇŒŎŋŅŃŖŇ ŖŊŋŕ ŒŔőŅŇŕŕ ňőŔ ŃŐśőŐŇ řŊő ŊŃņ ŃŐ ŋŐŖŇŔŇŕŖ ŋŐ ŃŐŃŖőŏśǮ ʄŅŅőŔņŋŐŉ Ŗő $ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ 

preface to the work, the many illustrations in the book ser ve to replicate the experience of 

witnessing a live demonstration of a dissection as closely as possible:  

 

Ȅ-őŕŖŔŇ ŋŐŖŇŐŖŋőŐ ŇŖ ņŇŎŋńŇŔŃŖŋőŐ ŐȃŇŕŖ œŗŇ ņŇ ŖŇ ŏőŐŕŖŔŇŔ ŖŃŐŖ ŕŇŗŎŇŏŇŐŖ ŇŖ ņŇŕŅŔŋŒŔŇ ŇŐ ŅŇ 

lieu ce que nous avons veu devant noz yeulx et faict dis ŕŇœŗŇŔ ŇŐ ŐőŕŖŔŇ ŒŔŇŕŇŐŅŇȅ 

Ȅ.ŗŔ ŋŐŖŇŐŖŋőŐ ŃŐņ ŅőŐŕŋņŇŔŃŖŋőŐ ŋŕ őŐŎś Ŗő ŕŊőř ŃŐņ ņŇŕŅŔŋńŇ Ŗő śőŗ ŕőŎŇŎś řŊŃŖ řŇ ŊŃŘŇ 

ńŇňőŔŇ őŗŔ ŇśŇŕ ŃŐņ ŊŃŘŇ ņŋŕŕŇŅŖŇņ ŋŐ őŗŔ ŒŔŇŕŇŐŅŇȅ 

 

Nevertheless, many scholars have since commented on the inaccuracy of the anatomy in 

th e illustrations. Often, the depictions of the organs are indistinct or incorrect, and the 

proportions are poor. However, others have argued that despite his naive claim to 

ŃŗŖŊŇŐŖŋŅŋŖś ŋŐ ŖŊŇ ŒŔŇňŃŅŇǫ ŃŅŅŗŔŃŅś ŏŃś ŐőŖ ŊŃŘŇ ńŇŇŐ $ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ ŒŔŋŏŃŔś ŅőŐŅŇŔŐǭ in 

rendering the mysteries of human anatomy visible through print, the need for 

ŅőŏŒŔŇŊŇŐŕŋńŋŎŋŖś Ŗő ŖŊŇ ŎŃś ŔŇŃņŇŔ ŏŃś ŊŃŘŇ ŌŗŕŖŋňŋŇņ ŖŊŇŕŇ ņŇŘŋŃŖŋőŐŕ ŋŐ $ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ ŇśŇŕǮ  

 

La Dissection is divided in to three books, and it contains 64  full -page woodcut il lustrations, 

and 101 small woodcuts in the text. One is signed by Étienne de la Rivière, some are signed 

by the engraver Jean Jollat, others include a monogram commonly used by the workshop of 

the famous engraver Geoffrey Tory, and yet others reveal nothin g of their authorship. In 

some of the woodcuts, part of the original has been replaced by a newer inset depicting the 

dissection [see image above], which suggest that they may have been unused woodcuts from 

ņŇ "őŎŋŐŇŕȃ ŒŔŋŐŖŋŐŉ ŊőŗŕŇ ŖŊŃŖ řŇŔŇ ŔŇŒŗŔŒőŕŇņ ŋŐŖő ŃŐŃŖőŏŋŅŃŎ ŋŎŎŗŕŖŔŃŖŋőŐŕ ňőŔ $ŕŖŋŇŐŐŇȃŕ 

work.  

 

The varying provenance of the illustrations is reflected in their variety in style and quality. 

In the first book, we encounter a series of skeletons depicted against landscape 

backgrounds, mostly executed in a crude, popula r style. They contrast sharply with the 

mannerist style of the elaborate landscapes and extravagant poses of the figures in the 

second book. The illustrations in this book refer to the practice of dissection as a spectacle: 

the bodies are artificially arra nged in dramatic poses, and some illustrations include 

depictions of spectators. The act of dissecting is thus aestheticised and displaced, possibly to 

alleviate the discomfort associated with the idea of dissection for the reader.  
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Plate depicting dissection of the uterus, showing twin foetuses. Again, note the broken lines indicating the 

inset into the original woodcut. The plate contains a wealth of detail such as the carvings and decorations 

on the opulent furniture. 

 


