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Inventing Female Anatomy in the Early Modern Period: 
Dissections and Interpretations of the Uterus

SUMMARY

Considered both the enigmatic emblem of femininity and the source of all women’s ailments, the 
uterus has long been the object of male medical speculations, fantasies, and interpretations. In early 
modern Europe, dissecting the uterus became central to the production of knowledge: a means to 
unveil the secrets of female generative power, to assert control over women’s bodies, and to assign 
new specificity to their elusive nature. This article explores how 16th- and 17th-century medical 
and anatomical discourse, still entwined with classical and medieval legacies on women, projected 
broader cultural narratives onto the uterus – oscillating between wonder and pathology, metaphor 
and materiality, nature and morality. By analyzing visual and textual sources, it investigates how the 
medical male gaze shaped the womb and therefore the female body at the intersection of science, 
philosophy, and the gender politics of the early modern world.
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Représenter le sexe féminin dans la première modernité :  
dissections et interprétations de l’utérus

RÉSUMÉ

Considéré à la fois comme l’emblème énigmatique de la féminité et la source de tous les maux des 
femmes, l’utérus a  longtemps été l’objet des spéculations, fantasmes et interprétations médicales 
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masculines. Dans l’Europe de la première modernité, la dissection de l’utérus s’impose comme 
un vecteur central de production du savoir : un moyen de dévoiler les secrets du pouvoir génératif 
féminin, d’affirmer un contrôle sur les corps des femmes et de définir plus précisément leur nature 
fuyante. Cet article explore comment les discours médicaux et anatomiques des XVIe et XVIIe 
siècles, toujours imprégnés des héritages classiques et médiévaux sur les femmes, projettent sur 
l’utérus des narratifs culturels plus larges, oscillant entre émerveillement et pathologie, métaphore et 
matérialité, nature et moralité. En analysant les sources visuelles et textuelles, il examine comment 
le regard masculin médical a façonné l’utérus et, par conséquent, le corps féminin au croisement des 
sciences, de la philosophie et des politiques de genre de l’époque moderne.

MOTS-CLÉS – uterus, anatomie, première modernité, corps féminin

Here ye shall understand, that these three words, the Matrix, the 
Mother, and the Womb, do signify but one thing: that is to say, the 
place wherein the seed of man is conceived, foetified, conserved, 
nourished and augmented, unto the time of deliverance, in Latine 
named Uterus et Matrix1. 

Speaking of female genitalia, the nomenclature has historically been a point of 
concern. Indeed, the choice of anatomical terminology has never been an arbitrary 
or random operation, as it reflects the cultural and ideological approach of the 
writer or speaker and deeply marks the distinction between academic, trained 
professionals and lay people. A salient example of this process is the term pudendum 
used to describe external genitalia, which was only officially eliminated from the 
Terminologia Anatomica in 2019, a decision that emerged in response to objections 
concerning the Latin root of the word pudēre, meaning to be ashamed, which carries 
connotations of shame and disgrace.2 During the early modern period, the study of 
anatomy which was based on the dissection of human cadavers, led to a problematic 
semantic remapping of the human body “magnified by the printing press’s ability to 
broadcast ideas and images to wider audiences.”3 This period marked a significant 
intersection of ongoing refinement in the study of human anatomy with an 
unprecedented and plural interest for women that transcended their role as corpses 
to be dissected. This interest encompassed their experiences as patients affected by 
morbi muliebres (women’s ailments) and their role as recipients of obstetrical and 
midwifery textbooks written in Latin, but predominantly in the vernacular languages. 
Consequently, terms traditionally employed for womb, such as mother, matrix, and 

1  The birth of mankind: otherwise named, the woman’s book. By Thomas Raynalde, Physician 1560, 
ed. E. Hobby, Farnham and Burlington, Ashgate, 2009, p. 32.
2  A. Draper, “The history of the term pudendum: opening the discussion on anatomical sex inequal-
ity”, Clinical Anatomy, 2021, no 34, p. 315-319; M.J. Zdilla, “The pudendum and the perversion of 
anatomical terminology”, Clinical Anatomy, 2021, no 34, p. 721-725.
3  A. Klairmont-Lingo, “The fate of popular terms for female anatomy in the age of print”, French 
Historical Studies, 1999, no 22, p. 335-349.
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uterus acquired novel meanings, symbolisms, metaphors, and reference as well as 
ambiguity and allusions. This phenomenon was further exacerbated by the escalating 
moral rigidity characteristic of Reformation and Counter-Reformation Europe. As 
Hélène Cazès observes in the introduction to the Tota mulier in utero online portal, 
“the lexicon of shame, modesty, eroticism, duplicity and sin” informed – and at 
times significantly constrained – the development of anatomical nomenclature.4 
A passage from Erasmus of Rotterdam 1526 Christiani Matrimonii Institutio may 
be cited in this context:

No part of the body is shameful, since God created them all good and beautiful; yet in some 
cases decency demands that they be concealed, and even that they should not be named 
directly, but indicated by some modest circumlocution. “Vulva” is a blameless word, and 
so is “womb”, and yet the ignorant consider them disgusting. You may say “a woman’s 
nature” without giving offence, when you mean her pudenda.5  

Despite the inherent limitations of different vernacular languages and the 
challenges posed by translations from Latin, Greek, and Arabic, early modern medical 
literature continued to employ a well-established set of synonyms such as mother, 
matrix, womb, and uterus, as evidenced by the quotation from Thomas Raynalde’s 
“The Birth of Mankind” cited at the beginning of this text. Yet, this generalization 
requires some qualification. Specifically, while the terms womb and mother were 
more commonly used in popular medical writings intended for lay audiences, matrix 
and uterus were typically employed in academic discourse to more precisely designate 
the female generative organs. In addressing this issue, it is crucial to exercise caution 
when comparing terms that may appear similar and familiar to contemporary readers, 
as their historical meanings and connotations do not necessarily align with present-
day understandings. However, as the equivalent expression matrix and mother 
suggest, the uterus has long been associated with both gestation and the mystery of 
female generation. Indeed, Raynalde states that the uterus is “the place wherein the 
seed of man is conceived, fortified, conserved, nourished, and augmented,” in other 
words a mere receptacle for active male generative force. This framework reinforced 
the idea that women played a passive role in reproduction, with the womb merely 
seen as the place where brute matter is worked and shaped by masculine form. This 
persistent view, originating with Aristotle6, holds that women provide the matter, 

4  « Les lexiques de la honte, de la pudeur, de l’érotisme, de la duplicité ou du péché accompagnent 
la nomination, quand ils n’en fournissent pas la matière même  », URL: https://shs.hal.science/
halshs-03370813/document, consulted on 10.01.2025.
5  Erasmus on Women, ed. E. Rummel, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1966, p. 19.
6  The idea of a vital and generative male principle and a passive, material female principle, as ex-
pressed by Aristotle in De generatione animalium, remained highly influential for centuries. On this 
topic, see G. Sissa, “Il corpo della donna: lineamenti di una ginecologia filosofica”, in S. Campese, 
P. Manuli, G. Sissa, Madre materia. Sociologia e biologia della donna greca, Torino, Boringhieri, 
1983, p. 83-145. 

https://shs.hal.science/halshs-03370813/document
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-03370813/document
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while men provide the seed, thus reinforcing the gendered nature of reproductive 
roles, with women defined by their passive receptivity to the masculine creative 
principle. In this regard, the printed engravings and illustrations depicting the fetus 
in the uterus7 in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century obstetrical and midwifery 
textbooks are emblematic of a  long visual tradition in which the womb, fully 
detached from the female body, is represented in simple and schematic terms as 
a container: a balloon, a flask, or an inverted vessel often devoid of anatomical 
detail. Within this space, improbably developed fetuses with curly hair, rounded 
limbs and chubby bellies are shown floating freely, dancing or attempting to break 
free. These representations, shaped by dominant male gazes and perspectives, 
render the maternal body silent and invisible as if it were a disruptive presence, an 
interference in gestation.8 

The passive role of the womb, mother, matrix, is further reinforced through 
analogy9, particularly via agricultural and botanical metaphors and symbols. 
At the time, it was not unusual to conceive of human reproduction in terms of 
plant reproduction: the generative process was imagined as analogous to sowing 
seed, rooting, and vegetative growth. As described in “The Compleat Midwifes 
Practice,” a compilation of earlier texts on childbearing first published in 1656 and 
expanded in subsequent revised editions, man “doth naturally draw his Original 
and Beginning, from the sperm and seed of Man, projected and cast forth into 
the Womb of Woman, as into a Field.”10 In his obstetrical treatise, the sixteenth-
century Zurich physician and surgeon Jakob Rüff describes the infant in the womb 
as a flower, while Jacques Duval in his 1612 book about conception, childbirth, 
and the nature of hermaphrodites similarly explains that “children in their mother’s 
womb are like tender plants rooting in a garden.”11

7  Images of the fetus in utero had long appeared in medieval gynecological manuscripts, but became 
far more prominent in early modern printed midwifery and obstetrical texts. These “birth figures”, 
as historian Rebecca Whiteley refers to them in her recent work (R. Whiteley, Birth Figures. Early 
Modern Prints and the Pregnant Body, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2023) are illustrations 
of the pregnant womb showing the various positions of the unborn. They served as essential sources 
of practical knowledge for both physicians and midwives and played a central role in the visual cul-
ture of reproduction at a time when the processes of generation remained fundamentally unknown. 
8  For more on this subject, see E. Keller, “Embryonic Individuals: The Rhetoric of Seventeenth-Cen-
tury Embryology and the Construction of Early-Modern Identity”, Eighteenth-Century Studies, 
2000, no 33, p. 321-348.
9  Foucault describes analogical thinking as central to early modern epistemology, shaping the ways 
in which the body was conceptualized and described. 
10  This quotation from The Compleat Midwifes Practice (1663) is cited in M. Fissell, Vernacular 
Bodies: The Politics of Reproduction in Early Modern England, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
2004, p. 202.
11  This quotation from Jacques Duval, Des Hermaphrodits, accouchemens des femmes, is cited in 
C. Duncan, “‘Nature’s Bastards’: Grafted Generation in Early Modern England”, Renaissance and 
Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme, 2015, no 38, p. 125-126.
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In verdant, vegetative analogies, if the fetus was imagined as a plant, a tender 
flower, a tree blossom, or a fruit, then the womb must necessarily be understood 
as Earth, a  field, or a  garden: the place in which the male seed is sown and 
germinates. This imagery was not merely metaphorical but deeply embedded in 
anatomical and medical literature of the early modern period. In Isagogae breues 
(1521), Jacopo Berengario da Carpi refers to the uterus as the “field of nature” 
and the anatomist Alessandro Benedetti (d. 1512) describes the uterine interior as 
a secluded garden in which the seed begins to sprout.

This analogy is presented in the seventeenth century as verbal metaphor by Veslingus 
describing “the fruit… inclosed in its secundines”, and as visual metaphor in one of the 
copper plates of Adriaan van der Spieghel’s De formato foetu published in 1627. A sleeping 
fully developed fetus is shown attached via the umbilical cord to the placenta, surrounding 
which like petals are the dissected parts of the chorion and the membranes of the uterus. 
The fetus lies in the center of this array as though emerging from a flower (as indeed fruit 
does developmentally).12 

A similar botanical image appears in “The Midwives Book: or the Whole 
Art of Midwifry Discovered” (1671), where the English midwife Jane 
Sharp likens the opening of the pregnant womb to the blooming of a flower. 
These printed representations offer a  limited but revealing perspective on 
early modern conceptions of the female reproductive body, a vision shaped 
predominantly by male authors, and deeply entangled with classical and 
medieval traditions.13 Yet, such depictions were not necessarily negative. In 
“Vernacular Bodies”, Mary Fissell observes that early modern understandings 
of conception and gestation – especially prior to the Reformation –sometimes 
portrayed the womb as a “marvelous structure” and a  site of wonder, since 
the pregnancy was imagined to echo, albeit faintly, the Virgin Mary and the 
miracle of the Incarnation. Viewed through this lens, the uterus was regarded as 
a generous and stunning space capable of “making seed into life.” Conversely, 
well into the early modern period – and with particular virulence in certain 
misogynist contexts – the uterus continued to be metaphorically described 
also as a cloaca, a sewer, a latrine, or a sink, assigned the role of collecting 
and retaining impure and poisonous menstrual blood before its periodic 
evacuation. This conceptualization which framed the womb as an excretory 
organ, can be traced back to Avicenna and later transmitted in the De Secretis 
Mulierum, a  thirteenth- and fourteenth-century treatise attributed to pseudo-

12   P. Mitchell, The Purple Island and Anatomy in Early Seventeenth-Century Literature, Madison, 
Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2007, p. 64.
13  As Jonathan Sawday has argued in his The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Human Body 
in Renaissance Culture, London, Routledge, 1995, metaphors in early modern anatomical texts 
functioned not only as explanatory devices for bodily processes, but also as instruments of cultural 
authority, mapping hierarchical structures of patriarchal power onto the human body.
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Albertus Magnus, according to which the uterus fulfilled an emunctory and 
purgative function.14

Medical discourse has long suggested that the female body harbors powerful 
secrets. Indeed, females conceal within their bodies what males display outwardly; 
thus, the womb was the secret of secrets. As une partie du corps appartenante 
seulement à  la femme15 (part unique to woman), it was considered the organ 
most divergent from the perfect and normative male form, and for a long time it 
remained beyond the reach of equally “perfect” male knowledge. Consequently, as 
previously discussed, when male anatomists and physicians attempted to envision 
the hidden interior of the female body – deemed inherently imperfect – fantasy, 
curiosity, wonder, and anxieties about reproduction, paternity, and family destinies 
gave rise to colonization and unconventional representations that were profoundly 
influenced by cultural concerns. 

According to humoral theory which remained dominant in Europe throughout 
the early modern period, women – with their cold and moist bodies – were 
particularly vulnerable to fluid imbalances and their womb was the organ most 
at risk and indeed the source of all their health problems, including dropsy, 
melancholia, madness16, and “at least six-hundred miseries and innumerable 
calamities,” as the French physician Lazare Rivière noted in the mid-seventeenth 
century.17 

The French surgeon Ambroise Paré “referred to the womb as amarry, which 
translates as a  thing filled with sorrow.”18 Moreover, this pathogenic organ was 
also believed to be intimately connected with all parts of the female body through 
direct and/or sympathetic links.19 Thus, it was no surprise that women were 
believed to suffer from more infirmities than men, as clearly stated by the English 

14  “The womb of a female is like a sewer situated in the middle of a town where all the waste ma-
terials run together and are sent forth; similarly, all superfluities in the woman’s body run together 
at the womb and are purged from that place”, H. R.  Lemay, Women’s Secrets: A  Translation of 
Pseudo-Albertus Magnus’De Secretis Mulierum with Commentaries, Albany NY, State University 
of New York Press, 1992, p. 133-134.
15  A. Paré, Les Oeuvres d’Ambroise Paré, Paris, Gabriel Buon, 1585, p. 159.
16  “Hidropsie, malinconie, pazzie e morte”, Scipione Mercurio, La commare o raccoglitrice, Vero-
na, Francesco Rossi, 1642, p. 186.
17  The original treatise by the French physician Lazare Rivière (d. 1655) is no longer extant; how-
ever, a portion of the text – Book 15 of Rivière’s Practice of Physic (entitled Of the Diseases of 
Women and translated into English by Nicholas Culpeper in the seventeenth century) – is available 
in a modern edition: J. Burton, Six Hundred Miseries: The Seventeenth Century Womb: Book 15 of 
the ‘Practice of Physick’, London, Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, 2005.
18  A. Klairmont-Lingo, “The fate of popular terms for female anatomy in the age of print”, French 
Historical Studies, 1999, no 22, p. 343.
19  In his 1652 treatise on women’s health, English physician Nicholaas Fonteyn (Nicholas Fonta-
nus) claims that “the matrix hath a Sympathie with all the parts of the body”, Nicholas Fontanus, The 
Womans Doctour, London, John Blague and Samuel Howes, 1652, p. 2.
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physician Edward Jorden20 and by the midwife Jane Sharp.21 In essence, a woman’s 
health depended heavily on the state, disposition, and desires of her unreliable 
perishable, ambiguous, and corruptible womb, an organ that required constant 
attention, surveillance, and control. By framing the womb as an unstable organ in 
constant need of regulation, medical narrative reinforced the perceived necessity 
of surveilling women’s bodies. The cultural anxiety surrounding women’s bodies 
at the time permeated the concept of the womb, suggesting its detrimental effects.

A metonym for the entire female body, the uterus lacks a fixed complexion: it is 
an animal within an animal, as classical doctrine asserted, “a fierce beast” according 
to Gilbertus Anglicus in his Compendium Medicinae (1240), and a  wild, untamed 
creature (fiera indomabile) as described by Giovanni Marinello in the second half of 
the sixteenth century in one of the first printed obstetrical manuals written in the Italian 
vernacular.22 It is also a monster and a mysterious entity set apart from the rest of the 
body, as noted by the Elizabethan astrological physician Simon Forman (1552-1611). 
Unsurprisingly, the uterus has often been anatomically represented in zoomorphic terms 
or described using an animalistic lexicon: it has a neck, one or two mouths, a snout (the 
“snout of the tench,” still used today in anatomical terminology to refer to the portion 
of the cervix that protrudes into the vagina), lips, a crest, two horns like a veal, suckers 
or cotyledons, wings or nymphs.23 This animalized matrix was also believed to possess 
powerful sensory faculties, especially olfactory ones; it was sensitive to both cold and 
heat, it had an appetite, and it was particularly fond of male seed24, which it attracted 
through sympathy or magnetism. In the secrecy of the womb, physicians and midwives 
found strange and curious objects: stones as large as duck eggs, hair resembling wool, 
as well as animalcules, fish, snakes, earthworms, and, naturally, monsters.25

20  “The passive condition of womankind is subject unto more diseases and of other sorts and natures 
than men are”, E. Jorden, A Briefe Discourse of a Disease Called the Suffocation of the Mother, 
London, John Windet, 1603, sig. B1r.
21  “The Female sex are subject to more diseases by odds than the male kind are, … therefore great 
care should be had of the care of that sex that is the weaker and most subject to infirmities”, J. Sharp, 
The Midwives Book: Or the Whole Art of Midwifery Discovered, London, Simon Miller, 1671, p. 250.
22  G. Marinello, Le medicine partenenti alle infermità delle donne, Venezia, Giovanni Valgrisio, 1574.
23  “Il collo poscia nella parte de dentro si mostra increspato, contratto e piegato in molte, anzi spes-
sissime pieghe e per questo, stirato alquanto, si distende molto. Dalla parte vicina alla Natura della 
donna si veggono due pezzetti di carne ineguali a punto come le creste dei piccioli polli, dette Ninfe, 
o Himeneo, i quali mentre stanno congiunti insieme, sono segno delle virginità e quanto nella con-
giuntione con l’huomo si rompono e si separano, spesse volte con molto sangue, danno segno della 
virginità perduta”. As an example, I have cited this passage from Scipione Mercurio, La Commare 
o riccoglitrice divisa in tre libri, Venezia, Giovanni Battista Ciotti, 1621, p. 9. Commare means mid-
wife and riccoglitrice can be translated as harvester, in keeping with the original metaphor.
24  « L’utérus se délecte de la semence, comme un ventre affamè se délecte de nourriture », J. Riolan 
(XVI century) quoted by J. Roger, Les Sciences de la vie dans la pensée française du XVIIIe s., Paris, 
A. Colin, 1963, p. 60.
25  M. Conforti, “ʽAffirmare quid intus sit divinare est’: mole, mostri e vermi in un caso di falsa 
gravidanza di fine seicento”, Quaderni storici, 2009, no 44, p. 125-151.
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But more than anything, the womb was endowed with a disturbing autonomy 
of movement: it shifted, it dislocated, it roamed, potentially corrupting the 
entire female body, even suffocating and strangling it. This invention, as 
ancient as Western philosophy and medicine, underpinned the interpretation of 
a pathological condition that was elusive and ambiguous, systemic, and potentially 
lethal, variously referred to as uterine suffocation, mother’s pain (or simply “The 
Mother”), hysteria, hysterical passion, always originating from the womb, ὑστήρος 
in Greek, the supreme morbid manifestation of disorder, irrationality, and female 
indiscipline. Uterine wanderings could even simulate demonic possession, as the 
English physician Edward Jorden attempted to demonstrate in 1602 in a famous 
witchcraft trial and later in a  treatise entitled “A Briefe Discourse of a Disease 
Called the Suffocation of the Mother”.

Due to its deeply embedded and nearly inaccessible location, as well as its 
elusive and mysterious nature, the uterus became one of the most frequently 
examined organs on the dissection table. Indeed, until the advent of modern 
imaging techniques, no one could know what – or who – was hidden within 
the female body, except at the moment of a possible expulsion or upon death, 
followed by the opening of the corpse. As Jennifer Kosmin points out, “it was the 
image of the anatomist laying bare the (un)pregnant female body and revealing 
its secrets that Vesalius chose to introduce readers to his masterpiece.” The empty 
uterus, prominently shown on the frontispiece of the Fabrica, would become, for 
generations to come, a symbol of “masculine scientific investigation and triumph 
over the unruly female body.” 26 

A systematic observation of the female genitalia began at the end of the fifteenth 
century and continued in anatomical theatres, where the horridum spectaculum, 
as the anatomist Alessandro Benedetti described it in the late fifteenth century, 
was put on stage. The question remains: what exactly did anatomists observe? 
What did they expect – or want – to see? And, perhaps more crucially, what did 
they touch, given that in this context vision and touch were both essential tools, 
as Berengario da Carpi emphasized in 1521?27 Without doubt, male imagination 
and bias played a crucial role even in the “simple” description of bodies, where 
one saw (and touched) only what one wanted to see (or touch), sought only what 
one intended to find, and represented only what was deemed important or worthy 
of note. At the threshold of the early modern era, anatomical observation, public 
lectures, and printed texts continued to be shaped by long-standing assumptions 
about female anatomy and physiology.

26  J. Kosmin, “Midwifery Anatomized: Vesalius, Dissection, and Reproductive Authority in Early 
Modern Italy”, Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 2018, no 48, p. 79-104.
27  “Et non credat aliquis per solam uiuam uocem aut per scripturam posse habere hanc disciplinam: 
quia hic requiritur uisus et tactus”, Iacopo Berengario da Carpi, Commentaria cum amplissimis ad-
ditionibus super Anatomia Mundini una cum textu ejusdem in pristinum et uerum nitorem redacto, 
Bononiae, impressum per Hieronymum de Benedictis, 1521, p. 6vo.
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From the very beginning, human cadaveric dissection confirmed that the 
uterus functioned as metonymic stand-in for the female body (tota mulier 
in utero28), as clearly shown by the image “On Woman” in the Fasciculo de 
Medicina in Volgare (1494), attributed to Johannes de Ketham, one of the 
first printed medical compendium to include anatomical illustrations.29 In this 
depiction, the uterus is not simply one organ among others: its central placement 
and visual prominence, accentuated by fan-shaped lines labeled Fumosità de la 
Matrice (“fumes of the matrix”), establish it as the organ that entirely represents 
the female anatomy.

Not only metonymic, since in many early modern medical texts, depictions 
of female anatomy served the sole function of illustrating the reproductive 
system; all other aspects of corporeality were represented through the standard, 
normative male body. Within this limited reproductive framework, the uterus/
womb/vagina occupied an exceptionally prominent position, often at the 
expense of other female pelvic viscera. This emphasis is evident in full-body 
depictions of women, frequently shown seated with legs apart so as to unveil, 
visually display, or deliberately indicate the uterus, whether empty or gravid. 
These images circulated widely in midwifery manuals, anatomical treatises, and 
fugitive sheets throughout the 16th and 17th centuries. Some fugitive sheets even 
allowed readers to lift flaps of the abdominal wall, offering a direct view into 
the womb.

The dominant reading of female physiology in early modern medical texts 
reflects the enduring influence of Galenic theory. According to this legacy, the 
internal location of female genitalia was explained as the result of an arrested 
development. Fully formed genitals, the “true” genitals, were, of course, the penis 
and testicles. Woman remained, so to speak, “half-baked.” Within this framework, 
the womb was essentially conceived as an inverted and underdeveloped version 
of the testicles. As such, the uterus did not escape the mirroring of the ideal male 
model, not even when it was finally under the gaze of the emerging anatomical 
science. Notably, although empiric observation had begun to challenge the classical 
theory of a matrix internally segmented into seven distinct cells, distributed in 
two compartments – one on the right and one on the left – in line with traditional 
testicular analogies, even Berengario da Carpi, who twenty years before Vesalius 
had observed and described a single cavity (uterus simplex), continued to represent 
the uterus in the shape of a heart. In a passage, he acknowledges the existence of 

28  An aphorism traditionally attributed to Hippocrates. See the online portal URL: https://cen-
tre-montaigne.huma-num.fr/index.php/tota-mulier-in-utero/, consulted on 10.01.2025.
29  This book, a compendium of medical knowledge associated with the obscure author Johannes 
de Ketham, combines ancient and medieval medical traditions with Renaissance innovations. The 
original Latin text was printed in Venice in 1491 with six schematic illustrations. The Italian transla-
tion (Fasciculo de Medicina in Volgare), was published three years later in Venice by Johannes and 
Gregorius de Gregoriis with four additional woodblock plates.

https://centre-montaigne.huma-num.fr/index.php/tota-mulier-in-utero/
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a single cavity, which, however appears partially divided into two sections, almost 
as if there were two wombs.30  

Other prominent anatomists active between the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, such as Jean Fernel, Gaspard Bauhin, André Du Laurens, Spigelius, and 
Jean Riolan, also reflected this enduring cultural residue of sexual isomorphism. 
In the Fabrica, Vesalius firmly asserts the uniqueness of the uterus as a  single 
cavity, yet he concedes that there might be a kind of suture, a slight prominence, 
intriguingly likened to the scrotum.31 Even when describing observable features, 
there remains, as always, a reference to, or analogy with the male form, which 
continues to serve as the only possible frame of reference. This old and long-
standing practice of establishing the male as the standard and the female as the 
variant or the deviation, is deeply embedded in medical thought and practice and 
persists to this day.

Even after direct observation on the dissection table confirmed that the 
womb was securely anchored in the pelvis, this homeless and restless mother/
matrix organ continued to be imagined and conceptualized as wandering through 
female body with malevolent intent when unfulfilled, disrupting the function of 
other internal organs. By the late seventeenth century, anatomical evidence had 
unequivocally demonstrated that the womb could neither literally suffocate nor 
roam freely within the body. Nonetheless, physicians redefined its pathological 
potential: rather than wandering, the womb was now considered capable of 
disturbing the female brain.

Finally, in the continuum of male investigation and colonization of the female 
body, an important shift must be acknowledged: the growing medical attention 
to sexual differences and the specificity of female anatomy. By 1500, initially in 
Italy, then in France, and later across Europe, many physicians writing on anatomy 
or morbi muliebres, began to transform and redefine the representation and status 

30  “Unicam cauitatem seu cellulam habet: quae tunc aliqualiter circa eius fundium in binas partiri: 
ac si essent duae matrices ad unum collum terminate”, Berengario da Carpi quoted in H. King, The 
One-Sex Body on Trial: The Classical and Early Modern Evidence. The History of Medicine in 
Context, Farnham, Ashgate, 2013, p. 57.
31  « En plus d’avoir une cavité comme la vessie, l’utérus humain, comme le scrotum masculin, 
présente aussi une fine couture ou une éminence à peine saillante, formant comme une très fine ligne 
qui s’étend longitudinalement sur toute la surface à l’avant et à l’arrière, et qui devrait être consi-
dérée comme un petit interstice ou une ligne de démarcation entre le côté droit et le côté gauche. 
Cette cavité du corps de l’utérus est celle qui reçoit la semence génitale et qui contient le fœtus. 
Non seulement le peuple ignorant, mais aussi la lie des anatomistes considère que l’utérus n’a pas 
une cavité unique mais sept, en comptant sept cellules de la matrice: ils en comptent trois dans la 
partie droite de l’utérus, destinées à recevoir les fœtus masculins, trois dédiées aux fœtus féminins 
à gauche, ils placent la septième cellule au centre en la réservant aux hermaphrodites », J. Vons, 
L’anatomie du sexe féminin dans le De humani corporis fabrica (1543) d’André Vésale. Traduction 
annotée du Livre V, chap. 15, p. 529 à 539, URL : https://centre-montaigne.huma-num.fr/index.php/
tota-mulier-in-utero/#anatomie, consulted on 07.04.2025.
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of women and their bodies as Gianna Pomata32 and Hélène Cazes33 have pointed 
out. The classical ideal of bodily perfection, of Aristotelian-Scholastic derivation 
long aligned with the male form, was increasingly questioned and reframed 
through the anatomical lens. Rather than regarding woman as a  mere inferior, 
erroneous, and defective variant of man, these physicians began to assert a model 
of sexual difference in which both sexes were considered equally necessary for 
reproduction, each perfect in its own right. In 1579, the Spanish physician Luis 
Mercado wrote: 

I don’t believe that the female is more imperfect than the male. The perfection of all natural 
things has to be investigated in relation to Nature’s intention […]. And considering the goal 
for which woman has been created, I am led to believe that she is equally as perfect as man.34

This emerging vision must be situated within the broader context of 
evolving discourses on gender and reproduction in the early modern period. The 
“scientific” definition of sexual difference needed to be framed in a  way that 
remained consistent with the teleological principle that “Nature does nothing in 
vain.” This is why André Du Laurens (1646) deemed it necessary to write: “We 
believe instead that Nature intends to generate both female and male. Saying that 
woman is an error, or false step, of Nature, is unworthy of a true philosopher – it 
is a barbarous opinion.”35 Such a statement requires grounding in the very nature 
of woman herself. What, then, could be the principal organ of her specificity, 
legitimizing her irreplaceable role in Nature, if not the womb, the receptacle in 
which, according to Ambroise Paré “a small creature of God” is formed? Even 
in this context, the uterus remains unequivocally central to the definition of the 
female body, yet here it is regarded as necessary and noble, deserving admiration 
and reverence especially for its remarkable role in procreation.36 However, this 
particular focus is not enough to clear the field of suspicions and ambiguity. As 
has been extensively discussed, the uterus will continue to carry the weight of 

32  G. Pomata, “Was there a Querelle des Femmes in early modern medicine?”, ARENAL, 2013, 
no 20, p. 313-341.
33  URL: https://onlineacademiccommunity.uvic.ca/helenecazes/scholarship/projets-en-cours/per-
fecta/, consulted on 10.01.2025.
34  L. Mercado, De mulierum Affectionibus, Venice, Felice Valgrisi, 1587, quoted by G. Pomata, 
op. cit., p. 335.
35  “Verum haec Aristotelis et Galeni opinio nobis non probatur. Naturam enim in foeminae, non 
minus quam maris generationem intendere existimamus, et foeminam Naturae erratum ac prolapsio-
nem dicere, indignum est Philosopho”, A. du Laurens, Opera anatomica in quibus historia singula-
rum partium accurate describitur, Frankfurt, Peter Fischer, 1595, p. 280-281.
36  On this topic see Giovanni Battista da Monte, Opuscula: de characterismis febrium, quaestio de 
febre sanguinis, de uterinis affectibus, Venezia, Gryphius Joannes, 1554; G. Pomata, op. cit., p. 313-
341; I. Maclean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1980; 
H. King, Midwifery, Obstetrics and the Rise of Gynaecology: The Uses of a Sixteenth-century Com-
pendium, London, Routledge, 2007.
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ambiguity, pathogenicity, and harmfulness for many years to come, unsettling and 
perturbing the bodies of the women, stirred by passions, the cycles of the moon, 
desires, perversions, moralism, and male inventions.
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