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PART ONE

The unbearable queerness of anatomy



… what is there remaining to be done, if it be not to arrange the facts in hand, with a view to their proper interpretation?



— Joseph Maclise, Surgical Anatomy (London, 1856), preface

INTRODUCTION


1.1 A queer ventriloquism act

It’s November 6, 1867. Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., Harvard’s renowned Professor of Anatomy and Physiology steps to the podium, amidst thumping cheers, to deliver a lecture to the incoming class. After a few throat-clearing remarks, he announces his subject, “scholastic and bedside teaching.”1 But then leads his audience down an obscure byway of the colonial past, conjuring up “an imaginary clinical lesson from the lips of an historical personage.” Which turns out to be Giles Firmin, the preacher-physician who, in the year 1647, is said to have performed the first anatomical dissection in British North America. Holmes is the quintessential modernizer, famous for doubting the value of traditional remedies and tried-and-true therapies like blistering and bloodletting. He is the man who championed the use of anesthesia (he coined the word), and championed Semmelweiss’s revolutionary research on “the contagiousness of puerperal [childbed] fever.” And then campaigned to get doctors and surgeons to take precautions—handwashing—to avoid fatally contaminating patients with infectious matter.2 But still relishes the lore of bygone medical follies, errant beliefs, and anatomical play. And is delighted to hand on that legacy.

And so Holmes relates how Firmin, in the course of dissecting “some poor wretch who had swung upon the gallows,” may have “turned to his book, as he laid bare the mysteries of the hidden organs.” Perhaps, he speculates, it might have been a well-used copy of Firmin’s “precious Vesalius”:


… or [Vesalius’s] figures repeated in the multifarious volume of Ambroise Paré; [or] … the Aldine octavo in which Fallopius recorded his fresh observations; or that giant folio of Spigelius just issued from the press of Amsterdam, in which lovely ladies display their viscera with a coquettish grace implying that it is rather a pleasure than otherwise to show the lace-like omentum, and hold up their appendices epiploicae as if they were saying “these are our jewels.” (279)



It’s a curious anecdote, at once celebratory and mocking. As a descendant of first-wave settlers (Holmes also coined the term “Brahmin” as a label for the “caste” of elite Bostonians he belonged to), Holmes surely knows that Firmin, who accompanied his father Giles Firmin Sr. on the voyage from England to Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1632, was not just an anatomist but also a pious Puritan minister who preached the Word in tracts and sermons.3 Firmin urged Christian devotion upon his congregants and warned against sinful thoughts and theological error. Yet, in Holmes’s reverie, Firmin breaks from his dissection to take pleasure in an anatomical peep-show, replete with “lovely ladies” (prostitutes?) displaying their anatomical wares in one of the great illustrated atlases of early modern Europe (Figs. 1.1–3). And here Holmes lets the mask slip a bit. Even as he marks the utter absurdity of early anatomical engravings compared to the sober pictorial conventions of modern times, his pleasure in the fanciful plates of yore, and their eccentric, mildly titillating showmanship, shines through.

[image: An anatomical illustration of a muscular male figure with internal organs exposed.]

1.1 A dissected man lifts up his “lace-like omentum.” Adrianus Spigelius, De humani corporis fabrica libri… (Amsterdam, 1627), bk. 8, tab. 6. Art: Odoardo Fialetti. Copperplate engraving: Francesco Valesio. 41 × 26 cm. Hagströmer Medico-Historical Library.



[image: An anatomical illustration of a muscular male figure with exposed internal organs and muscles, standing in a dynamic pose.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of a human figure with muscles and tendons exposed, standing in a dynamic pose.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of a human figure with internal organs exposed, standing in a natural setting.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of a human figure with internal organs exposed, standing in a natural setting.]

1.2–5 TOP ROW: Anatomical cockettes. Adrianus Spigelius, De humani corporis fabrica libri… bk. 4, tabs. 12, 16. BOTTOM ROW: Some less immodest female performers. BOTTOM LEFT: De humani corporis fabrica libri… bk.8, tab. 19. BOTTOM RIGHT: De foetu formato (Padua, 1626), tab. 4. Art: Odoardo Fialetti. Copperplate engraving: Francesco Valesio. 41 × 26 cm. Hagströmer Medico-Historical Library.



What’s odder still about Holmes’s recital is that the most coquettish of Spigelius’s figures, the ones that demonstratively hold up their jewels and show off their lacy omenta, are not “lovely ladies.” On a few pages, Spigelius does feature female subjects in coquettish poses, but mostly he shows scenes of ladies posed in modestly welcoming postures to demonstrate the anatomy of the female reproductive system and various stages of pregnancy (Figs. 1.4–5). Some of the ladies in Spigelius’s De foetu formato (Padua, 1626) are dissected in such a way as to resemble a blossoming flower. Not terribly modest that, but the showmanship resides in the hands of the anatomist and artist, and not in any (imagined) acts of cadaveric coquetterie. The anatomized ladies may flirt a bit with the reader, but do not display their omentum, and no jewel-like appendices epiploicae are displayed (as far as I can see). No, in Spigelius’s Amsterdam folio of 1627, the figures who most theatrically “display their viscera with a coquettish grace” are male (Figs. 1.1–3).

To our twenty-first-century eyes, then, Spigelius’s flirty men may be accounted not only as odd, but queer, a prima facie case of seventeenth-century anatomical voguing. (Padua is burning.) But not the way Holmes tells it. That salient fact of campy showmanship is overlooked. Or suppressed.

It’s hard to say why. Holmes could have consulted his own copy of the rare 1627 first edition of the Spigelius folio.4 But maybe only gave the figures a cursory glance before writing up his lecture, and mistakenly took the flirtatious coques for coquettes. Or relied on faulty memory, and neglected to check his copy. Or was so blinkered by immersion in hetero norms as to not even see it.

Or … maybe he was in on the carnivalesque jokery staged by artist Odoardo Fialetti at the behest of Giulio Casseri (aka “Casserius”), professor of anatomy at the University of Padua, in the folio that was completed and posthumously published under the name of his successor Adriaan van den Spiegel (aka “Spigelius”).5 Maybe Holmes kept his anatomical “cockettes” as a private pleasure, and was disinclined to publicly acknowledge the homoerotic flavor of the performance, reluctant to let his audience of young medical students in on the joke. Or maybe Holmes was (intentionally or not) translating Fialetti’s polymorphously perverse display into an idiom of impropriety that he and the lecture hall attendees could more easily tolerate and comprehend: frat-boy gazing on female subjects. Maybe maybe maybe maybe.

Holmes, of course, was not just a celebrated champion of scientific medicine, but also a distinguished man of letters, a novelist, poet, journalist and the author of The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table (1858), which was regarded for a century or more as a classic of American comic literary prose. In that vein, the opening gambit of his 1867 lecture is a jesting act of historical ventriloquism. Double ventriloquism: Holmes inhabiting the figure of Firmin inhabiting Spigelius. An act that enables the Harvard professor to flaunt his love and knowledge of rare illustrated medical books—Holmes was an avid bibliophile (Fig. 1.6) and book-collector.6 And bear in mind again the venue: Holmes concocted his anatomical puppet show for a convocation of male students and professors, an audience very likely including bibliophilic colleagues (and later expanded to a wider readership of medical men via publication in his collected Medical Essays).7 To put a fine point on it: Holmes’s rare Spigelius was an object of bibliophilic desire that enfolded objects of representational desire—images of flirtatious anatomized men miming female objects of desire. So: double, triple desire, at men, among men, between men. A travesty in gender and history and anatomy and bibliophilia. How very queer.

[image: Man sitting at a desk in a study filled with books and a chandelier overhead.]

1.6 Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. in his office with some of his books (c.1890). Countway Library of Medicine, Harvard University, from an original in the Boston Medical Library.





1.2 An advisory, an acknowledgment

And so to begin: a coy daydream about a seventeenth-century Puritan taking pleasure in an anatomical striptease, narrated in a prologue to a mid-nineteenth-century for-gentlemen-only lecture (later a printed essay) on scholastic and bedside teaching. And now, here in the twenty-first century, repurposed to introduce the work you are presently reading. Which is a book on perverse desire in the center and margins of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anatomical figure—and on the queerness of certain anatomical illustrations and the men who made them, gazed upon them, studied them, collected them. In the foreground: works by William Cheselden and Joseph Maclise. Behind and ahead of them: Casserius and Spigelius, Gautier Dagoty, Paolo Mascagni, Jones and Richard Quain, John and Charles Bell, J.-B.-M. Bourgery and N.-H. Jacob, M.-P.-C. Sappey, Baron Dupuytren, Henry Gray, William Hunter, and many others. (Familiar names to those who know the history of medicine …)

In the pages that follow, we will read images from the past, up close and at a distance: medical and artistic renderings of dead and dissected bodies (mostly naked, mostly male), erect and flaccid penises, open and closed vaginas, buttocks and rectums. And we’ll think about perverse desire and same-sex erotics, and how once upon a time such things were mixed up with sober professional conduct, scientific investigation, art pedagogy and connoisseurship. And with politics, ideology, social standing, friendship, and sexual identity.

Corporeal estrangement stood at the center of the anatomical enterprise. The dead body, full of horrific smells, atrocious sights and infectious perils, was made to perform provocations which tested, informed and entertained anatomists, medical students, onlookers. And also—via specimens, models and pictures—a more distant and more public viewership. Medical students were notoriously prankish, high-spirited, even riotous, in dissecting rooms, graveyards and anatomical lectures. Those outrages were met with efforts to impose limits, at a bare minimum decorum. And, in some respects, so it is today. In keeping, then, with present-day ethical protocols, here’s an advisory: if you don’t wish to see, you may at any time depart these pages (as if anyone needs my permission).

I hope you decide to stay the course. But before we get properly started, in the interests of full disclosure I need to make a confession: I take pleasure in all of this. I delight in the beauty, sensuality, eroticism, burlesquerie, high artistry and low, the sheer peculiarity—as did the men who are the protagonists of this book. If I get carried away with my appreciation, and indulge in something approaching an “erotics” (as Susan Sontag once urged her readers to do, without ever really explaining what that might mean), please bear with me.8 Our historical actors had to disavow or conceal or encode their pleasure. I don’t. You don’t. But, even so, the sources and nature of that pleasure cannot be plain and simple. It has a differential history, objects, effects. Which are worthy of consideration.

If the images here discomfort you, that’s also worth considering. You may feel

[image: An icon of an abstract line divider.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of a human skeleton standing in a dynamic pose with a landscape in the background.] 









2.1 Queer explains everyone







2.2 Queer history


[image: An illustration of a human figure standing on a pedestal with a cherubic figure at the base.]













2.3 The gaze and its objects



[image: An icon of an abstract line divider.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of a muscular male figure standing with one arm raised and labeled muscle groups.]






[image: An icon of an abstract line divider.]

[image: An illustration of a human head with detailed anatomical features and various labeled sections of the face.]
[image: A detailed anatomical illustration of the human figure, showing the lymphatic system with labeled vessels and nodes.]
[image: Anatomical illustration of the male external genitalia with labeled sections.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of the human back showing the lymphatic system with detailed nerve pathways.]








2.4 Proliferating views, intensified viewing










2.5 An odd term







2.6 Default genders of anatomy


[image: An anatomical illustration of the human body with labeled organs and systems.]
[image: An anatomical illustration of a human body with labeled organs and systems, including the skeletal, muscular, and circulatory systems.]








[image: An illustration of a fetus inside the womb with the umbilical cord attached.]






[image: Two wax anatomical models of a woman lying on a bed, one with an exposed abdomen showing internal organs.] 




[image: An anatomical illustration of a muscular male back, showing detailed muscle structure.] 






2.7 Homoerotics queered

















2.8 The epistemology of the anatomical closet











3.1 Mystery men, mute images



[image: An anatomical illustration of the human circulatory system, showing the veins and arteries in the back view of a male body.]









[image: An anatomical illustration of a human back, showing detailed, labeled muscle sections.]





[image: An illustration of a seated muscular human figure with the title page of the book 'The Muscles of the Human Body' beside.]






[image: Two detailed illustrations showing the lateral view of the perineal muscles and the pelvic floor, highlighting anatomical features.]







3.2 The mystery penis


[image: An open book titled 'Atlas of Medicine', with the title page visible and another page showing text.] 





[image: An open book displaying a detailed anatomical illustration of a bladder.]













[image: An illustration of a woman sitting on a man's lap in a pharmacy, with multiple shelves in the background.]






3.3 The penis and medical eyes



[image: An open book titled 'The Male Generative Organs in Health and Disease' with the title page visible and an anatomical illustration of the male pelvis.]
[image: An open book showing the anatomical illustration of the male reproductive system with labeled parts and a descriptive text chapter.]









[image: A detailed anatomical diagram of the erect penis and related sections, labeled with parts A through F.]







3.4 The closet’s edge








[image: An icon of an abstract line divider.]
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