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of Music in Anatomical Theatres*
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Abstract

In some early modern European anatomical theatres (Bologna, Padua, Leiden), the 
presence of instrumental music is documented during public dissections 
performed in the medical faculties of universities. This essay discusses the 
possible reasons for this curious presence in relation to the documented situations. 
In one context (Bologna), music seasoned the festive and carnivalesque 
atmosphere in which the annual public dissection was set. In a different context 
(Padua), music seems to have fulfilled a rebalancing and soothing function. This 
article raises the possibility that music also served as an adjuvant to personal 
reflection on the theme of death, at the same time as what was happening not only 
in the literary and pictorial fields but also on the theatrical stage. This is the time 
when opera was born and established itself, where the slow lingering over 
sentimental descriptions resembles a ‘vivisection of the soul’.

Keywords:Anatomical theatres, early modern age, music, Bologna, 
Padua.

* The conception of this essay benefited from my research stay at the 
Forschungsbibliothek Gotha der Universität Erfurt (Germany), as Hiob-
Ludolf-Fellow of the Herzog-Ernst-Fellowship-Programme (September-
October 2022). In Gotha, I enjoyed the excellent facilities offered by both 
the staff of the Research Centre and the important Library present there.

Introduction

In universities throughout Europe in the sixteenth century, there was a truly 
extraordinary interest in anatomical dissection, practiced systematically 

1
since Alexandrian times, but previously already by Aristotle.  The 
preferred bodies for dissections for demonstrative purposes have always 
been those of prisoners sentenced to death, better if not local. Over time, a 
significant change in scientific perspective took place: starting from the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, professional observation of the human 
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body detached itself from the traditional Galenic view, which handed down 
knowledge without any direct relationship with the patient, whether alive 
or dead. This physical contact was previously traditionally entrusted to a 
lower-ranking professional, typically a barber, whose practical ease in 
approaching the human body made him act like a real surgeon. While the 
actual medicus studied the human body in official books, without getting 
his hands dirty by carving its limbs, it was a barber who intervened with his 
empirical surgical expertise to deal with various pathologies, ‘such as 
fractures and dislocated bones, bladder stones, hernias, and cataracts, 
which university-trained physicians tended not to treat because they were 

2considered too dangerous (especially the last two)’, practiced bloodletting, 
3

and treated venereal diseases with various poultices.  Basically, the task of 
the doctor who had trained in a university environment consisted in 
carrying over the established and immutable knowledge derived from the 
classical authors (in chronological order: Hippocrates, Aristotle, Galen, 
Avicenna). The event was typically organized in the following way: an 

‘extraordinary’ professor (i.e. not 
among the most important ones) read or 
declaimed the authoritative works ex 
cathedra [Figure 1]; another professor 
(‘ordinary’) indicated with his finger or 
a wand the spot indicated by the reader 
where the corpse was to be carved; 
finally, there was the surgeon (-barber) 
who materially slashed the body, under 
the watchful eyes of the students and 

4often also of external onlookers.  There 
were, therefore, three figures involved 
in this model of anatomy lecture, 
defined ‘quodlibetary’ from the Latin 
term quodlibet, which indicated the 
medieval dispute on any topic (de 
quolibet), proposed by anyone (a 
quolibet): lector, demonstrator, and 

5sector.  This procedure clearly marked 
the cultural distance of the third 

Figure 1
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pro tagon i s t ,  who  d id  no t  
understand Latin – the language of 
the university, of the official books 
– and therefore needed to be 
directed by the academic to know 
where to cut the cadaver [Figure 2].

From the end of the fifteenth 
century onwards, a new theoretical 
attitude took hold that considered 
the human body as an object to be 
investigated, not just observed, in 
order to confirm the traditional 

6
Galenic approach in vogue.  This 
attitude involved both medical 
scholars and enthusiasts of other 
scientific fields, such as men of 

7
letters  and artists of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. A logical 
consequence was that many 
professional draughtsmen began to 
portray the human body with 

8  ref ined precision. Medical  
students normally paid special fees to attend anatomical dissections 
performed on animals and humans, more expensive if the dissection 
involved a rare female corpse. By the sixteenth century, however, the small 
private places used for that purpose, such as the professor’s room that 
convened a few students, or the dismountable structures specially erected 
(often outdoors) to be used from time to time, were no longer sufficient. 
The renewed enthusiasm for dissections necessitated the building of 
permanent university anatomical theatres, where autopsies could be 
performed and viewed by a large interested audience that included 
authorities and curious onlookers.

The first permanent anatomical theatres set up in Europe seem to have 
9 10

been the Spanish ones: Salamanca (1554)  and Barcelona (1573).  But the 
oldest surviving structure was the one in Padua, inaugurated on 16 January 

Figure 2
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1595. Padua is located in Veneto, in Northern Italy, and at the time the town 
was an integral part of the domain of the wealthy Venetian Republic for 
almost two centuries. Its glorious university established in the thirteenth 
century attracted many foreign students for its excellent teaching of 
medicine, eased by the traditional local religious tolerance, which, during 
the Counter-Reformation era, was obviously an important element for the 
many Protestants wishing to study in Italy. The University of Padua hosted 
the cream of the teachers of the time, and many fundamental anatomical 
achievements were made precisely in that environment (to give just one 
eloquent example: William Harvey’s discovery of blood circulation, 
probably one of the greatest anatomical discoveries ever made).

The Flemish medicus Andreas Vesalius (1514-1564) [Figure 3] also 
graduated from the University of Padua in 1537, and then taught there until 

1 5 4 2 :  w e  o w e  h i m  t h e  
affirmation of the new scientific 
attitude according to which it 
was the teacher himself who had 
to engrave the corpse instead of 
one of his assistants, an act 
which implied a clear intention 
to explore rather than merely 
confirm what the official 

11medical canon stated. The so-
called ‘Vesalian revolution’ thus 
inaugurated a new course in 
anatomical studies, which made 
investigation within the human 
body the true goal of anatomical 
dissection. This is attested by the 
famous image on the title page of 
his most important treatise De 
humani corporis fabrica (Basel: 
JohannesOporinus, 1543), 
w h i c h  s h o w s  Ve s a l i u s  
personally working on a cadaver Figure 3
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surrounded by a disorderly and pressing crowd of spectators.

A l r e a d y  b u i l t  i n  
1583/84, the permanent 
anatomical theatre of Padua 
[Figure 4] was then rearranged 
ten years later and was 
inaugurated in January 1595 
inside the Palazzo del Bo, the 
main university building, 
where it can still be visited 
today. The famous surgeon 
and anatomist Girolamo 
Fabrici d’Acquapendente 
(1533-1619) promoted its 

12 construction. It was also he 
who asked the Venetian Senate 

in 1595 to abolish the entrance fee to the annual anatomical demonstration 
13

and to open the theatre to the public.

In at least three known contexts – two Italian, one Dutch – music 
became an integral part of this medical-scientific world. What appears 
astonishing at first sight, is actually not so surprising if one considers that 
the very common peregrinatio did not always take place for purely 
academic reasons, especially when carried out by the wealthiest foreign 
students. This testimony concerning the University of Padua confirms it: 
‘Not all the ones who are called Students, and who go to Padua, go there to 
study letters; especially the majority of French students want to learn to 
ride, to dance, and to practice in the handling of any sort of weapon, and in 
music; and to finally know the Italian customs and manners they love; and 

14
more for other similar virtues than for the sake of letters’.  It should also 
not be forgotten that the commercial phenomenon of music printing 

15
originated in Venice, of whose territory Padua was part.  It is a fact, 
however, that after the death of the famous Fabrici, a scholar who attracted 
a great number of foreign students, many Germans moved from Padua to 

16
Leiden, in Holland.

Corpse and Sound : Some Thoughts on the Function of 
Music in Anatomical Theatres
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Considering the known cases in which music resonated during 
anatomical dissections between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it 
can be deduced that this interesting need arose from different reasons from 
time to time. In this paper, I will summarise some of the reasons that seem 
to underlie the demand for music in such contexts which, while it may seem 
curious to us, if not even morbid, evidently did not seem strange at all to 
those directly involved at the time. Reflections on this request for music 
lead me to consider that there were essentially two possible purposes to 
which it was assigned in anatomical theatres: firstly, to exorcise the 
understandable religious or social disturbance produced by the act of 
incision performed in first person, or from the simple view of the dissection 
performed by others; secondly, to rebalance and soothe the imbalance 
caused by such disturbance. However, I believe that the listeners of music 
in the anatomical theatre also benefited from a third important effect: in 
that unusual context, listening to music may have produced in the hearer an 
inner withdrawal, a reflective self-isolation on the theme of life and death, 
also very present in the contemporary artworks.

Music to exorcise the disturbance

In Bologna, dissection for 
legal purposes was already 
traditional in the fourteenth 

17
century.  The university 
statutes of 1405 regulate 
anatomical dissections, that 
took place in private and 
which students attended by 

18
paying a fee.  Subsequently, 
a very interesting tradition 
from an anthropological 
point of view was born, 
which transformed the 
anatomical event into a real 
public show to exhibit the 
excellence of the university 

1 9
t e a c h e r s ,  w i t h  t h e  

20   concurrence of music.
Figure 5
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However, we do not know what kind of music was performed there [Figure 
5]. It seems that this tradition was also shared in the seventeenth century by 
other Northern Italian cities (at least Ferrara and Padua), and by at least two 

21
British cities (London and Edinburgh).  In 1613 or 1614, a flute 
performance was planned at the anatomical theatre in Leiden (Holland), to 
enrich the public dissection event. But although the same musicians who 
played at graduation parties were involved, the performance at the 
anatomical theatre did not take place, perhaps because of the expense 

22involved.

In short, the presence of music marked the festive event, like at the 
inauguration of the academic year. The public of the annual public 
dissection was made up of religious and civic dignitaries, from the 
university and the city, but also from general curious people who bought 
the entrance ticket and, at least in Bologna, entered the anatomical theatre 
in masks: the annual public dissection was in fact held there at Carnival, 

23
and could variably last up to six weeks.  Carnival was an appropriate time 
for several reasons. First of all, it was a cold period, during which the 
corpse could be better preserved, and secondly, it was a time when students 
and academics were on vacation. Finally, it was a time when it was allowed 
to ‘subvert’ the normal canons of life, and therefore the understandable 
melancholy arising from attending an autopsy could be soothed by the 

24moral reversal typical of the carnivalesque fiction.

In the Bolognese context, it is plausible to think that the purpose of the 
music during the dissection had a purely ‘exorcistic’ value. This 
interpretation would be in line with the consideration of Seicento as the 
century of maximum consumption of emetic and purgative drugs. In the 
widespread belief that ailments originated from humoral imbalances, 
emetics and purgatives were widely used in order to expel the pathologies 
produced by body imbalances, or simply to prevent any health 

25imbalances.  It is therefore possible to consider music as a kind of 
‘psychoactive drug’ useful precisely to remove the emotional disturbance 
caused by the shocking vision of anatomical dissections.

Music to balance the mood

The presence of instrumental music is also documented at the University of 
Padua, during the annual public dissection held inside the anatomical 
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theatre. We are informed of this through the chronicle of the German 
students of Padua contained in the Proceedings of the Natio Germanica 
Artista (Acta inclytae nationis Germanicae artistarum qui sunt Patavii, 
manuscript 471 of the Historical Archives of the University of Padua) of 12 
December 1597 and 8 January 1600. From these documents, we learn not 
only that the presence of music during the dissections lasted several days, 
and was also usual in previous years, but also that the tradition was 
interrupted and then resumed on the occasions reported in the Proceedings. 
Conversely to what happened in Bologna, however, the atmosphere 
recorded in these chronicles does not seem festive at all. Indeed, the music 
was explicitly requested by the students themselves in order to calm the 
disturbing students’ noisy tempers during dissections, and it seems that the 
music fulfilled the pre-established task well. The chronicles mention an 
indeterminate number of players (fidicines), generic musicians of stringed 
instruments (lutes? violins?) especially paid for their professional 
performance, although there is no mention of what kind of music they 

26played.

This situation seems very different from the one already seen in 
Bologna. In Padua, music served to appease the agitated spirits. It, 
therefore, seems to echo the purifying function related both to the 
Neoplatonic conception that reads music as order and harmony, and to the 
Aristotelian vision that connects it to pleasure. In both cases, music is 
considered in its homeopathic function, a consequence of the isomorphism 

27
between matter and living being.  Music, therefore, was considered as a 
rebalancing factor for disturbance, with a function historically already 
attested also by two curious letters of the second half of the fourteenth 
century, both from Bologna,drawn up by the notary and chancellor of the 
city Pellegrino Zambeccari (d. 1400). In these documents, two notable 
citizens are advised the services of two musicians in order to relieve their 

28depressive state and regain peace of mind.  And, as already noted, ‘the use 
of music in treating or at least alleviating psychic and spiritual sufferings 

29
may have been more widespread than has been acknowledged.’  
Therefore, it is not surprising that even the Pavian physician Antonio 
Guainerio (ca. 1380/90 - ca. 1440/50) prescribed the listening of songs and 
music: ‘Music was considered to induce humoral change in general, but it 

30
was also thought to have a specific impact on the mind.’  After all, this faith 



9

in the rebalancing effects of music would explain its extreme diffusion 
even outside the noble and courtly circles between the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, for example in the so-called Accademie 

31(Academies), very widespread in the Veneto.

Music for personal reflection

I would like to add here a third perspective on the usefulness of music in the 
anatomical context, hitherto ignored: the very likely impact that listening 
to music had at an individual level, with its personal effect. To use a 
metaphor in tune with the discussed topic, I believe that music has often 
acted as a reflective sounding board within the souls of those present at 
dissections, whether or not motivated by morbid curiosity. Music has the 
power to isolate the mind of an individual, and to connect him/her with the 
hidden folds of his/her own being, opening the door to intimate personal 
reflection. The academic setting of the early modern age saw natural 
Aristotelian philosophy still prevailing in some medical university 
curricula, including that of Padua: students of medicine were required to 
acquire a parallel philosophical curriculum that taught them above all to 

32
deal with the causal relationships among phenomena. Therefore, music 
may have fulfilled the function of filling that ‘emotional void’ which in the 
seventeenth century characterised the many personal and collective 
anxieties arising also from the climate of great uncertainty caused by many 
European upheavals: from the Protestant Reformation to the following 
bloody wars of religion, from the dramatic waves of plague to the serious 
generalised economic crisis that resulted in various absolute governments 
on the political scene, and, finally, the great fear for the advance of the 
Turks, who were insistently threatening the Eastern possessions of the 
Venetian Republic and, implicitly, the Christianity of the whole of Europe.

One of the symptoms of the psychological bewilderment caused by 
the generalised religious crisis, widespread in the seventeenth century, 
was, for example, the increase in ‘casuistry’, that is, that theological 
approach devoted to resolving individual cases of conscience through the 
application of moral principles, with which the Jesuits mainly dealt. 
Indeed, the historian Paolo Prodi very effectively spoke of the seventeenth 

33
century as the ‘century of conscience, of the anatomy of the soul’.  And, 
riding this wave, I believe that it was no coincidence that opera was born 
and established precisely during this same restless emotional and cultural 
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climate generally defined as ‘baroque’. In fact, opera is a musical genre 
which, through the aid of an elaborate poetic text and a wonderful scenic 
apparatus, does not merely dazzle the senses: it delights the ears and minds 
of the bystanders, but at the same time it deals with describing human 
feelings, pleasures, fears, and anxieties.

Conclusions

The myth that Catholics and Protestants showed different cultural attitudes 
34

toward anatomical dissection has now been debunked.  For the members 
of both religious groups, observing a human body from the inside meant 
marvelling at the marvellous human perfection achieved by divine 
creation, and this allowed the scientific functions of anatomy to be linked 
to those of both philosophy and Christian theology.

The need for and enjoyment of music in the context of sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century anatomical dissection only seems unlikely at first 
glance. The presence of music in a festive, even carnival-like setting, 
certainly helped the spectators to exorcise the anthropologically heavy 
emotional burden of what was shown to them during demonstrative 
autopsies. But even where no ‘carnivalesque subversion’ was intended, the 
function of music cannot be defined in purely ornamental terms. In Padua, 
the students themselves declared that they had spent their money well, 
referring to the cachet agreed with the players, since the effect of the 
musical performances during the dissection was exactly what they had 
hoped for: restoring calm to the minds of the agitated students.

It is my opinion that, in such environments, the effects of music were 
not only balancing or soothing. Rather, I believe that the presence of music, 
especially instrumental, therefore detached from a sung text, acted on its 
listeners as an emotional amplifier on an individual level. In the disturbing 
context of the anatomical theatre, music has thus certainly contributed to 
increasing reflection on the memento mori, a theme dear to the Baroque 
sensibility which, at the very same time as the custom of public dissection 
in European anatomical theatres became established, was at the basis of a 
rich production of pictorial works from the Netherlands to Italy. Among the 
various objects portrayed that symbolise the distressing evanescence of 
life in seventeenth-century still-lifes, in fact, we find not only flowers, 
fruit, and very transparent glass, but also human skulls next to musical 
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instruments and music paper. What is, after all, more impalpable, and 
elusive than music, which disappears a moment after having resounded?
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