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“Fabrica” and “Epitome” of Vesalius as Anatomical Books

by Tatsuo SAKAI

Andreas Vesalius opened the history of modern anatomy by his two works, Fabrica and Epitome
published in 1543. In the present study, I have analyzed their general arrangement, contents of the text
as well as anatomical figures, and evaluated these two works of Vesalius as anatomical books. Among
the 7 books of Fabrica, the first 4 books describe systematic anatomy of skeleton, muscles, blood
vessels and nerves, whereas the remaining 3 books deal with topographical anatomy of the abdominal
and thoracic viscera as well as of the head region, including brain and eye. The text of Fabrica
describes not only the structure of individual organs, but also how he dissected out these organs. The
Epitome consists of 6 chapters in a style of systematic anatomy with chapter titles of skeleton, muscles,
alimentary organs, circulatory system, nervous system, and reproductive organs, respectively. How-
ever, arrangement of the contents in Epitome is quite different from that in modern books of systematic
anatomy, especially in that the chapter 3 of Epitome describes not only the alimentary organs, but also
the kidneys and the whole venous system of the body. This arrangement is in harmony with the Galenic
theory of physiology. The two works of Vesalius can be characterized as follows. The Fabrica can be
regarded as both a textbook of anatomy and technical manual of dissection. It established the scientific
basis of anatomy by making anatomical findings verifiable through detailed technical description. The

456

(44)



Epitome contains anatomical findings selected from Fabrica, and can be regarded as a textbook of
systematic anatomy in accordance with Galenic physiology. Thus the two works of Vesalius have two
contradicting aspects, namely a modern aspect establishing the basis of scientific anatomy, and a
medieval one following a truly Galenic theory of physiology.
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