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William Hogarth ‘The Four Stages of Cruelty’ – the Anatomy Lesson 
 
This looks a pretty fearsome place into which we’ve stumbled. It shows a doctor 
carrying out an anatomy lesson for his students who are grouped around the 
operating table. 
 
(Reproduce the above picture in outline and number those involved in the 
anatomy lesson) 
 



1. The figure lying on the table. Note the rope around his neck. How has the 
doctor obtained this corpse for dissection? From whom might he have 
bought it? 

2. The Instructor. What indication is there that he is in charge of the 
procedure? 

3. The Three Anatomy Assistants. What tasks are they carrying out? 
4. The Audience. Does the audience pay particular attention to what is going 

on? 
5. Why is the gentleman in the background pointing to the skeleton? 
6. What impression is the artist giving of doctors in the mid eighteenth 

century? What evidence is there to support your answer? 
 
 
Does William Hogarth give us a fair picture of the state of medicine at this 
time? 
Below is the title page to Andreas Vesalius’ book on anatomy which was 
published in 1543. 
 



 
 
lane.stanford.edu/.../history/vesaliusTPfull.jpg 
 
From title page of Andreas Vesalius' De humani corporis fabrica [1543] 
 
Hogarth’s drawing is taken from a famous work by the Belgian anatomist 
Andreas Vesalius.  
 

1. What similarities can you discover in this title page and William Hogarth’s 
cartoon 200 years later? 



2. Why might he have chosen to model his cartoon on this title page from a 
serious work? 

 
Now we can dip into some of the books in the Tomlinson collection and 
discover whether William Hogarth was giving a fair account of anatomy and 
surgery in the middle of the Eighteenth century. 
 
To find out more about Vesalius: 
www.vesalius.com/ 
www.vesalius.com/cfoli_cardio.asp 
www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/ttp/vesalius/accessible/introduction. 
 
 
Who was Andreas Versalius? 

At the dawn of the sixteenth century, European scholars could gain only a crude 
understanding of the anatomy of humans and animals. At the handful of 
universities where students trained in medicine—such as Bologna or Paris—
professors read from the books of the Roman physician Galen. Galen had 
combined the philosophical work of Aristotle and other Greeks with his own 
lifetime of dissections, creating a system that explained not just the structure 
of the human body, but how the body worked. 

After the fall of Rome, Galen’s legacy lived on in Arab cities like Baghdad, where 
his work was translated, pored over, and encrusted with interpretations and 
commentaries. In the 1100s, Europeans began to translate Galen from Arabic 
and made his work the basis of medical training. But in the many steps of 
translation, much of the spirit of Galen’s work—especially his emphasis on 
observing for oneself rather than relying on authority—was lost. A tradition had 
emerged in which professors read Galen to their students, while a surgeon 
dissected an executed criminal to show the relevant parts of the body. There 
was no point in the professor looking for himself at the body, since everything 
worth learning could be found in Galen’s books. 

Observing the human body 
A young Flemish anatomist changed all that when he realized 
that Galen was dramatically wrong. Andreas Vesalius (1514-
1564) started out his career as a defender of “Galenism” at 
the University of Paris. But when he moved to the University 
of Padua, he began dissecting corpses for himself to show his 
students the fine details of anatomy. He drew charts for the 

students to study, and the exquisite quality of the charts made Vesalius 
famous—so famous that the criminal court judge of Padua made sure he had a 
steady supply of cadavers from the gallows. 



As he grew more familiar with the human body, Vesalius began to notice that 
here and there, Galen had made mistakes. The human breastbone is made of 
three segments; Galen said seven. Galen claimed that the humerus (the upper 
arm bone) was the longest bone in the body, save only the femur; Vesalius saw 
that the tibia and fibula of the shin pushed the humerus to fourth. Over the 
centuries, anatomists sometimes had minor quibbles with Galen, but Vesalius 
began to suspect that there was something seriously wrong with his work. 
Vesalius widened his scope, dissecting animals, and reading over his Galen more 
carefully. The source of the mistake dawned on him. Galen had never dissected a 
human. The traditions of Rome did not allow such a practice, and so Galen had 
had to make do with dissecting animals and examining his patients during 
surgery. Instead of humans, Galen was often writing about oxen or Barbary 
macaques. 

Vesalius dissects a 
female cadaver in his 
anatomy lab. 
  

 
Vesalius found that 
the human 
breastbone has 
three segments, not 
seven as Galen 
claimed. 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Challenging Galenism 

At age 25, Vesalius launched a full assault on 
Galen. Lecturing at Padua and then at 
Bologna, he rigged up skeletons of humans 
and of Barbary macaques, and showed the 
assembled students how wrong Galen had 
been. Vesalius then set out to put together a 
new anatomy book that included his 
discoveries. Over the next four years 
Vesalius worked with the finest block cutters 
of Venice and draftsmen from Titian’s 
workshop. He named his book De humani 
corporis fabrica libri septem, or “The Seven 
Books on the Structure of the Human 
Body”—commonly known as the Fabrica. In 
this 1543 masterwork, men and women now 
stood stripped of skin (right). Skeletons 
(left) leaned lazily against columns in the 
rolling Italian countryside. 

Humans are not so unique 
Fabrica launched a new tradition in anatomy 
in Europe, in which anatomists trusted only 
their own observations and explored the body 
like a new continent. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

Images from the Fabrica (click to 
see larger versions) 


