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A GLIMPSE OF OUR PAST

Giulio Cesare Casseri (c. 1552–1616): The
Servant Who Became an Anatomist
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Julius Casserius was born in a poor family in Piacenza in 1552. As a young
man, he moved to Padua and soon after, he became a servant to Fabricius, a
 Artista, who quickly became
noted anatomist and professor at the Universita
his mentor. Casserius eventually attended the University of Padua and received
a degree in medicine and philosophy. In the following years, a rivalry ensued
between Casserius and his former mentor as they competed for teaching privileges, conﬂicted on dissection philosophies, and disregarded each other’s contributions in publications. Tragically, the conﬂict between these two inﬂuential
anatomists may have overshadowed their contributions to the study of anatomy. Casserius was one of the ﬁrst physicians to develop a comprehensive
treatise on anatomy. Unfortunately, while Casserius prepared several tracts
identifying novel structures, he did not live to see his master collection published as he died suddenly at the peak of his career in 1616. Interestingly, the
English anatomist and surgeon John Browne used copies of Casserius’ work for
his own anatomy text and was labeled a plagiarist. It is the contributions from
such pioneers as Casserius on which we base our current understanding of
human anatomy. Clin. Anat. 27:675–680, 2014. VC 2013 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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Giulio Cesare Casseri was born in Piacenza, Italy
in 1552 (Riva et al., 2001). Like many early authors,
Casseri is known by several names including Julius
Casserius, Piacentino, and Julius Casserius Plancentinus, which means “Giulio Casserio of Piacenza”
(Riva et al., 2001; Casserius, 1600–1601) (Fig. 1).
As a young man, he moved to Padua while in the
service of an Italian student (Sterzi, 1910; Riva
et al., 2001). Shortly thereafter, he was hired as a
servant in the household of Gerolamo Fabrici
d’Acquapendente, also known as Fabricius, who
served as Public Lecturer of Anatomy and Surgery
 Artista, a branch of the greater
for the Universita
Padua University, which included among other disciplines Medicine and Theology (Riva et al., 2001).
Casserius was so inspired by Fabricius that he began
to study anatomy in his free time, including teaching
himself Greek and Latin in order to review classic
texts (Casserius, 1600–1601). As described by Tomasini, “. . .from a servant he became . . . Fabricius’
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auditor, then instructor, and brilliant disciple” (Tomasini, 1630; Riva et al., 2001).
Though the exact dates are unknown, it is clear
that Casserius enrolled in Padua’s School of Medicine
and obtained a degree in medicine and philosophy
around 1580 (Sterzi, 1910; Premuda, 1993; Riva
et al., 2001). Following his graduation, Casserius
remained in Padua and began giving private lectures
to medical students. At the same time, he continued
working as Fabricius’ anatomical dissector, and started
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presented Casserius with an expensive silver chandelier (Riva et al., 2001). Fabricius, no doubt inﬂamed
by his former pupil’s success, responded by appealing
to the academic authorities to enforce a statute prohibiting private anatomy lectures (Riva et al. 2001).
As a result, there is no record of Casserius hosting
further private lectures until 1604 (Riva et al., 2001).
The feud between Casserius and Fabricius festered
as they both aired grievances in their works. Almost
at the same time, Casserius and Fabricius both
published anatomic works on the sense organs; Casserius’ De Vocis Auditus que Organis Historia Anatomica (1600–1601) and Fabricius’ De Visione Vocis
Auditus (Riva et al., 2001). For these works, Casserius
had the German painter Josias Mauer stay in his home
for the purpose of “drawing anatomic illustrations
(Choulant, 1852).” Neither Fabricus nor Casserius
acknowledged the works or contributions of the other
(Riva et al., 2001). Riva et al. (2001) described that
even despite the absence of names, their “. . .conﬂict
was echoed in the relevant dedications to the Duke of
Parma (Ranuccio Farnese) and to three Venetian
noblemen. . .” Wright believed that the absence of tribute between Casserius and Fabricius was due to the

Fig. 1. A portrait of Giulio Cesare Casseri (picture in
public domain, original in frontispiece of de Vocis Auditus
que organis).

what later became a successful surgical practice (Riva
et al., 2001).
Casserius’ prestige rose quickly and in 1584, he
took Fabricius’ place as an examiner on the board for
surgical licensing; which at the time was considered a
lesser branch of medicine (Riva et al., 2001). However, Fabricius grew to disapprove of Casserius’ teaching methods and soon, tensions began to grow
between Julius and his former mentor. In 1595, Casserius acted as a substitute lecturer while Fabricius
took a leave of absence for illness (Riva et al., 2001).
Sterzi (1910) described that upon his return, Fabricius
recognized and resented the enthusiasm with which
his students thanked Casserius and in response,
resumed his position on the board of examiners.
From 1597 to 1598, Fabricius was forced to shorten
his public course on anatomy due to a lack of cadavers (Riva et al., 2001). At the same time, Casserius
hosted a 5-week private course in his home during
which he dissected a monkey, several dogs, and nine
human cadavers (Riva et al., 2001). Once again, his
students were so grateful that in thanks, they

Fig. 2. An illustration from Tabulae Anatomicae
(1627) depicting the brain and the meninges. (1971, Editions Medicina Rara, New York, Facsimile of the 1627 Venice edition).
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Fig. 3. An illustration from Tabulae Anatomicae (1627) depicting the larynx, the
heart, and the lungs. (1971, Editions Medicina Rara, New York, Facsimile of the 1627
Venice edition).

timing of experimentation and publication (Wright,
1902). However, it seems clear that this evaluation
was more concerned with the history of the medicine

of the nose and throat, and had less to do with the
deteriorating relations between Casserius and his former mentor (Wright, 1902). Additionally, both authors
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taught their respective departments until 1613 when,
after 50 years of lecturing, Fabricius retired from the
University of Padua and recommended Giulio Cesare
Sala as his replacement (Riva et al., 2001).
In January 1616, Casserius ﬁnally taught dissection
in a public theater at the request of academic authorities (Riva et al., 2001). The 3-week course was so
successful that his students, in another display of
gratitude, published a laudatory booklet thanking Casserius for his teaching (Riva et al., 2001).
Shortly after the conclusion of the course, and at
the apex of his fame, Casserius’ meteoric success was
tragically cut short when on March 8, 1616 he contracted a fever and died suddenly (Riva et al., 2001).
Fabricius held the chair of anatomy until 1619 when
he died, and the Departments of Anatomy and Surgery were reunited under the leadership of Adriaan
van den Spieghel (1578–1625) (Riva et al., 2001).
Interestingly, in his will, Spieghel (Spigelius) would
ask the German physician Daniel Rindﬂeisch to publish his posthumous work De humani corporis fabrica,
which had no illustrations (Choulant, 1852).

Fig. 4. An illustration from Tabulae Anatomicae
(1627) of a pregnant woman in which the anterior abdominal wall is reﬂected exposing the peritoneal cavity.
(1971, Editions Medicina Rara, New York, Facsimile of the
1627 Venice edition).

claimed to be preparing anatomical texts complete
with plates, a resource that was, as of yet, not available to medical students (Riva et al., 2001). Casserius, in particular, felt that a comprehensive treatise on
anatomy would be his life’s work (Casserius, 1600–
1601). Sterzi (1910) described that in a letter of
1613, Casserius boasted 150 ﬁgures engraved in copper that were ready for publication.
Fabricius experienced recurrent bouts of illness and
in 1604, the Rector of Padua asked Casserius to take
over the anatomy course, most likely in response to
the requests of his medical students (Riva et al.,
2001). Casserius accepted the position, but refused to
teach in Fabricius’ public theater and instead continued to teach out of his home (Riva et al., 2001).
From 1605 to 1608, Casserius’ gave successful private lectures from his home while Fabricius’ courses
were reduced to a minimum (Riva et al., 2001). This
continued until 1609 when the University of Padua
separated the teaching of anatomy and surgery into
two disciplines; anatomy was given back to Fabricius
and surgery to Casserius (Riva et al., 2001). They

Fig. 5. An illustration from De Formato Foetu (1627)
of a pregnant woman in which the anterior abdominal wall
is reﬂected and the placenta with the surrounding vessels
and the fetus is exposed. (1971, Editions Medicina Rara,
New York, Facsimile of the 1627 Venice edition)
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2001) (Figs. 2–7). In this volume, Casserius made
several novel anatomic descriptions and often
attempted to explain human anatomy by reference to
lower animals (Choulant, 1852). He was the ﬁrst, for
example, to accurately describe the muscles of the
abdomen and the back (Riva et al., 2001). Casserius
also discovered the lumbrical muscles of the hand, the
transverse head of the adductor hallucis, the inguinal
fossae, and was the ﬁrst to illustrate the circular folds
of the small intestine. He also identiﬁed the vascular
supply of the appendix, the musculature of the urinary
bladder, the navicular fossa of the urethra, and ﬁnally,
he was the ﬁrst to illustrate both the thyroid and prostate glands as single organs (Riva et al., 2001; Ignjatovic, 2010). Casserius also made signiﬁcant
contributions to areas of contemporary anatomy. For
example, while Galen was the ﬁrst anatomist to identify the recurrent laryngeal nerve and its relationship
to phonation, Casserius correctly described the larynx
as a cartilaginous structure (Riva et al., 2001; Kaplan

Fig. 6. An illustration from De Formato Foetu (1627)
depicting a fetus in which the contents of the abdominal
cavity are exposed. (1971, Editions Medicina Rara, New
York, Facsimile of the 1627 Venice edition).

Rindﬂeisch approached the heirs of Casserius and
asked to include the anatomical plates of their relative
in the work of Spieghel. Eventually, 77 plates from the
Tabulae plus 9 from Casserius’ plates were added to
the text of Spieghel (Choulant, 1852; Sterzi, 1910).
Sadly, Casserius’ life was marked by his feud with
his former mentor Fabricius. However, this should not
overshadow the substantial contributions that he
made to anatomy. During his life, Casserius saw the
publication of two major works: De Vocis Auditus que
Organis Historia Anatomica (1600–1601) and Pentaestheion (1609) (Riva et al., 2001). Casserius’
ambition to create a comprehensive anatomy text was
not realized during his lifetime, but Iulii Casserii Placentini Tabulae Anatomicae was published posthumously in 1627 (Riva et al., 2001). The anatomic
illustrations in this text were drawn by Odoardo Fialetti and etched on copper plates, which were published 11 years after Casserius’ death (Riva et al.,

Fig. 7. An illustration from De Formato Foetu (1627)
depicting a fetus in which the abdominal aorta and the inferior vena cava are exposed. (1971, Editions Medicina
Rara, New York, Facsimile of the 1627 Venice edition).
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et al., 2009). Additionally, Eustachius was the ﬁrst to
describe the suprarenal (adrenal) glands, but Casserius conﬁrmed this ﬁnding with his published illustrations (Hiatt and Hiatt, 1997).
Casserius is remembered eponymously by Casserio’s muscle and nerve, the coracobrachialis muscle,
and musculocutaneous nerve, also often referred to
as the “perforans Casserii,” and for the “antrum
Cesserii” more commonly referred to as the maxillary
sinus (Lund, 2002). These illustrations were so well
received that they continued to be reprinted in anatomy textbooks through the 17th and 18th centuries,
and are even appreciated as baroque-inspired art
(Sawday, 1996; Riva et al., 2001). Interestingly, the
English anatomist and surgeon John Browne (1642–
1702) would use copies of the anatomical drawings
from the Iulii Casseri Placentini Tabulae Anatomicae
for his own anatomy text and would go on to be labeled a plagiarist (Loukas et al., 2010). Choulant
(1852) would say of the artwork used by Casserius:
“Casserius’ plates mark a new epoch in the history of anatomic representation, owing to the
correctness of the anatomic drawing, their tasteful arrangement, and the beauty of their technical execution. And this all the more, since they
cover the whole field of anatomy and have
become the models for anatomic illustrations in
copper, just as the Vesalian representations had
been for anatomic woodcuts.”
Julius Casserius was a gifted lecturer and anatomist. Unfortunately, his legacy is plagued by the history of his feud with Fabricius, his former professor

and mentor. However, this unfortunate relationship
should not overwhelm his devotion as a professor, or
his tremendous contributions to anatomy.

REFERENCES
Casserius I. 1600–1601. De Vocis Auditus Que Organis Historia Anatomica. Venice: Ferrariae.
Casserius I. 1627. Tabulae Anatomicae LXXIIX. Venice: E
Duechinum.
Choulant L. 1852. Geschichte Und Bibliographie Der Anatomischen
Abbildung. Leipzig: Rudolph Weigel.
Hiatt JR, Hiatt N. 1997. The conquest of Addison’s disease. Am J
Surg 174:280–283.
Ignjatovic M. 2010. The thyroid gland in works of famous old anatomists and great artists. Langenbecks. Arch Surg 395:973–85.
Kaplan EL, Salti GI, Roncella M, Fulton N, Kadowaki M. 2009. History
of the recurrent laryngeal nerve: From Galen to Lahey. World J
Surg 33:386–393.
Loukas M, Akiyama M, Shoja MM, Yalçin B, Tubbs RS, Cohen-Gadol
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