
Figure 1

Figure 2

Armed with Scalpel and Cuirass: Violence, Masculinity, and Juan Valverde de Amusco

by Stephanie Nadalo

The images in Juan Valverde de Amusco’s Historia de la composition del cuerpo humano, first published in 1556,
have often elicited the criticism of medical scholars who denounce his inclusion of non-anatomical visual
information. One historian described how Valverde’s treatise robbed the anatomical illustrations of their accuracy
through the inclusion of extraneous visual elements: 

[Valverde] has added some non-essential remarks and has added some plates engraved upon
copper [...] without adding to accuracy: on the contrary in several respects Valverde robbed
them of their exactitude by complicating them with objects strange to anatomy. Thus one finds
cadavers with cuirass, shield, and sword,--very strange ornaments for the art.1

Although the description is imaginative and somewhat inaccurate (there is no ornamental shield illustrated in
Valverde’s text), the author’s confusion reveals the very anxiety and unease that Valverde’s imagery has elicited. 

Irrespective of issues of accuracy, images such as the self–displaying figures (Fig. 1) and
the armored Roman breastplates with internal organs (Fig. 2) illustrate how Valverde
pursued two significant themes in his engravings. On the one hand, by emphasizing the
physical violence present within the anatomy theater, Valverde defined dissection as a
masculine and aggressive practice. On the other hand, the incorporation of uncanny and
grotesque elements into his pictures served to destabilize the presumed authority of
images and foreclose their potential to function as objective visual testimony. These
features acted as constant reminders to the viewer that true knowledge of the body could
be obtained by dissection only, rather than through text or image. 

Visual tropes reinforcing masculine violence and uncanny
violation appear regularly throughout Valverde’s book,

sometimes within the same image. His illustrations often contrast the animation and
apparent liveliness of the anatomical figures with the grotesque violence inherent to the
practice of anatomy.2 This is especially apparent in his series of self-displaying figures
engaged in their own bodily violation. In one of these images, a male figure grips his
omentum (the peritoneum fold that connects the stomach to other organs) in his mouth
and turns his head to display his intestines beneath (Fig. 1). In a different image, a
dissected figure plunges his hands into the chest of another dissected corpse. Through
such juxtapositions Valverde conflates the roles of the dissector with the dissected, the
violator with the violated. 

One of Valverde’s visual references to violence explicitly situates dissection within the context of war. In this engraved
plate (Fig. 2), Valverde displays male viscera framed within Imperial Roman cuirasses (armored breastplates). On
one level, the visual trope suggests homage to the great treatise of Vesalius. As Glenn Harcourt has pointed out,
Vesalius’s Fabrica included an image of human viscera framed within the truncated body of a famous fragment of
ancient sculpture known as the Torso Belvedere (Fig. 3). Regarding this image, Harcourt argues that Vesalius’s
graphic transposition of internal organs onto an antique ideal physical male form served to simultaneously mediate
the violence inherent in dissection and reinforce the notion of a normative male body.1 Valverde’s reinterpretation of
the Vesalian sculptural torsos charged his anatomical imagery with an additional layer of meaning through the
inclusion of Roman armor. The visual conflation between anatomy and war is likely related to Valverde’s historical
account of medicine which he discusses in the prologue to his treatise. According to Valverde, the healing arts
emerged out of the Trojan War. The first doctor, Aesklepius, was the son of Apollo and nephew of Mercury, 
“considered a god among Greeks” for his talent in the healing arts.3 Valverde mentions that Aesklepius’s sons,
Machaon and Podaleirius, were also celebrated doctors. Considering Valverde’s subsequent skepticism about the
authority of ancient texts, it is not without potential irony that he assures his reader that this medical lineage is true
because Homer affirms it as such (in Book 11 of the Iliad).4 

Thus, the cuirass-intestine images evoke the heroic origins of medicine and connect it
directly to war. But the viewer’s perceptual and conceptual understanding of these
images is deliberately destabilized by Valverde’s emphasis on the uncanny.5 Although the
cuirasses purportedly reveal the dissected viscera of the human body, they also set up a
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series of rhetorical juxtapositions that question the boundary between interior and
exterior: exposure is contrasted to concealment, vulnerability to impregnability, and
embodiment to disembodiment. 

Valverde’s use of conflicting representational approaches in the cuirass-intestine image,
and throughout his entire visual program, serves to highlight the artificial organization
of information within any image. His unique strategy of combining conflicting
conceptual systems must be understood in relation to the severe skepticism he expresses

in the prologue regarding the unreliability of written texts. 

After locating the origins of medicine within the Trojan War, Valverde builds on one major premise–the danger of
accepting the authority of texts without empirical verification. After discussing numerous notable physicians,
Valverde laments Galen’s hegemonic control over medical knowledge. Like Vesalius, he also criticizes physicians for
not realizing that because it was derived through animal and not human dissection, Galen’s information was in error.
He describes how Galen’s text remained unchallenged until Vesalius, “opened the eyes of many,” and demonstrated
the fallacy of trusting everything one reads.6 Valverde reminds the reader that one should not trust without first
examining the truth, because all texts are written by men and are susceptible to man’s fallible nature.7 Finally, with a
mix of wit and sarcasm, Valverde implies that even his own treatise remains suspect because it lacks a physical
specimen. He advises his reader to either come to Italy, where anyone–anyone male–can witness a dissection, or take
the initiative and prove all truths for himself. 

Thus, in claiming that anatomical truth was only verifiable through reading the “book” of
the body, Valverde questions the authority of his own treatise. By accentuating elements
of the grotesque and uncanny, Valverde highlights the constructed nature of all images
and forces his reader to recall the original source–the human body. Despite his
skepticism of all authoritative texts, Valverde redeems his own treatise through his
warning to his readers: each man must examine the truth for himself in order to uncover
those fallacies which he can, “touch with his own hands.”8 This idea is reinforced visually
in a small scene that appears with an engraved portrait of Valverde (Fig. 4). In the image
to the bottom left, both Valverde and his assistant are shown directly touching the
cadaver, as though to physically demonstrate the information contained in the book that
Valverde holds with his left hand. Through these means, Valverde suggests two aspects
that are crucial for gaining anatomical knowledge: the text-image serves as a recorded
proposition, and the physical body acts as its verifying proof. Without the physical specimen, the text and images are
incomplete–even potentially misleading–but the text also verifies the body. This text-specimen dependency can be
perceived as the teleological impetus informing Valverde’s most anomalous visual contributions. 

Like war, dissection in the 16th century remained a thoroughly masculine activity. Women were rarely allowed to
practice dissection in university settings, and were not officially trained as physicians. Although the readership of
anatomical treatises was predominately male, even the very few potential female readers of Valverde’s text would have
been denied access to a physical specimen for verification. In requiring a physical body for verifying proof, anatomical
knowledge in the 16th century remained firmly in the domain of men and gods. 
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