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SUMMARY

This paper deals with the anatomical collection of the Catalan Museum 

of the History of Medicine. It situates the origins of this collection in the 

institutions historically created for the teaching and training of surgeons 

and physicians in the city of Barcelona. Thus, it is analysed a period 

that started at the Royal College of Surgeons founded in 1760 and that 

continued at the restored Medical Faculty in the University of Barcelona at 

mid-nineteenth-century.

1. Introduction

An extraordinary, well-preserved and beautiful anatomical Venus 

was recently donated to the Catalan Museum of the History of 

Medicine in Barcelona (Fig. 1). Such a wonderful piece of medical 

art was accompanied by some fifty anatomical models, representing 
a variety of normal and pathological human anatomies, executed in 

various materials between the middle of the nineteenth century and 

the first third of the twentieth century. This outstanding donation 
came from the Faculty of Medicine of Barcelona University1.

This was not the first time that the Department of Anatomy and 
Embryology of the Barcelona Medical Faculty had enriched the 

museum collection with material that originally was acquired or 

elaborated to improve and complement the teaching of anatomy on 
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the premises devoted to the university’s Anatomical Museum. Most 

of the anatomical items at the museum come from that institution. At 

present, the absence of a museum on the premises of the Barcelona 

University has resulted in the scattering of the remaining objects all 

over the Medical Faculty2. The fight for space or the transforma-

tion of medical departments together with a poor scientific heritage 

Fig. 1a/b - Anatomical model of a so-called Venus, representing a pregnant woman with 

foetus. Made in wax, in the second half of the 19th century, unknown fabric. From the Bar-

celona Medical Faculty. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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awareness have turned the Catalan Museum of the History of 

Medicine into the only institution interested in the preservation of 

that cultural heritage. Suffice it to say that, as we can see in an early 
20th-century picture from the Anatomy Department of the Barcelona 

Medical Faculty, there were at least two anatomical Venuses on those 

premises (Fig. 2). Unfortunately, only one of these Venuses remains 

still extant. As other European medical museums, this has resulted in 

the creation of a synthetic and fragmentary collection3.

This essay will outline the historical roots of the anatomical collec-

tions kept in safety and protected from loss at the Catalan Museum 

of the History of Medicine. In order to achieve this aim this paper 

focuses on the changing university premises where these models 

were created, bought, transformed and used for didactic purposes. 

In the next sections I will tell a story that starts with the founda-

tion of an eighteenth-century medical school and that ends with the 

gradual dismantling of such scientific heritage throughout the twen-

tieth century4.

Fig. 2 - Anatomical models, wax and plaster, on the premises of the Barcelona Medical 

Faculty, 1919. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya



Alfons zarzoso

144

2. The Royal College of Surgeons in Barcelona

In Barcelona, the city government - the Consell de Cent - established 

a permanent anatomical theatre in 1573. It was settled next to the 

Hospital General de Santa Creu, in a place known as casa de anatomia 

(house of anatomy), which was located beside the corralet-the 

hospital cemetery. Physicians and medical students of the Faculty of 

Medicine could perform there the anatomical dissections according to 

the University regulations. That location was justified by the fact that 
the Hospital had a royal authorization from 1488 allowing the use of 

the bodies of those who died in the hospital for anatomical dissections. 

The anatomical theatre of Barcelona was running until the University 

of Barcelona was forced to close it after the invasion of the city by 

the Bourbon troops of Philip V in 17145. Unlike similar contempo-

rary institutions, such as the Leiden Anatomy Theatre, the evolution 

of that institution in Barcelona was not associated with a collection of 

anatomical models or moulages6. This situation also happened in other 

anatomical theatres in the Crown of Aragon such as those of Valencia 

and Zaragoza. Only in the anatomical theatre of Madrid, early in the 

eighteenth century, it has been shown that the professor of anatomy 

had knowledge of wax anatomical preparations and its didactic uses 

in other countries7.

The University of Barcelona and all high schools in Catalonia were 

suppressed by the Bourbon authorities as a result of the war of 

Succession in 1714. That political punishment was accompanied with 

the creation of a new university in the small town of Cervera, that was 

situated just enough far away from the threatening city of Barcelona8. 

For the rest of the century the city of Barcelona lost institutional 

authority to license physicians. Only surgeons and apothecaries were 

to be empowered to practice their skills as their professional guilds 

were still in force. Following this line, a great number of surgeon and 

apothecary apprentices were to be found practising at the Hospital 
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General de Santa Creu in Barcelona throughout the eighteenth century. 

It is hard to say that the former anatomical theatre was used in the 

training of those young learners. However, some evidences showed 

that the first surgeons of the Hospital General were allowed to practice 
anatomical dissections for the benefit of the training surgeons of that 
institution during the first half of the century9.

The beginnings of the anatomical collections of the Barcelona 

medical faculty are to be found in the institution of the Royal College 

of Surgeons, founded in the city of Barcelona in 1760. This learning 

institution was established in the same place previously occupied 

by the ancient anatomical theatre. The director of the new military 

school in Barcelona was the surgeon Pere Virgili, who had been in 

charge of the Royal College of Surgeon of Cadis from its inception 

in 174810. From the middle of the century, the military needs of the 

Spanish state were in part satisfied through the establishment of such 
kind of schools. Surgeons trained in Cadis were sent to the navy, while 

those in Barcelona were supposedly posted to the artillery. The state-

Fig. 3 - Facade of the Royal College of Surgeons of Barcelona. Courtesy of Museu d’Hi-

stòria de la Medicina de Catalunya
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sponsored schools were established under a different, more practical 

pattern. A hospital-based training was consolidated together with the 

incorporation of basic sciences such as experimental physics to other 

traditional subjects such as botanic and natural history. As a result, 

a new kind of surgeon, educated in the contemporary rules of other 

European countries, was ready to compete, at least socially, with 

medical doctors11.

Whereas the teaching of scholastic and theoretical medicine in 

Catalonia was restricted to the University of Cervera from the year 

1720, the new surgery school in Barcelona meant the introduction 

of novelties regarding the instruction program for surgeons. The 

architecture of the building erected for the training of surgeons indi-

Fig. 4 - Section plan of the two-story building of the Royal College of Surgeons, according 

to the design planned by the architect Ventura Rodríguez in 1760. On the right, the great 

room devoted to the anatomical theatre. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de 

Catalunya
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cates the new orientation. It was built from 1760 by the architect 

Ventura Rodríguez, who followed the directions of Pere Virgili. The 

official inauguration was in 1764. The following years of this institu-

tion were difficult because of the conflicts raised in a society ruled 
under an old regime of privileges: there were enemies in Barcelona, 

at the Hospital General and at the ancient guild of surgeons, but also 

among the medical doctors of the city; there were also enemies in 

Cervera, where the professors of that university considered the new 

school a threat, a new reason for losing registration fees12.

The success of Royal College of Surgeons in Barcelona was based 

on three aspects: practical teaching, theoretical teaching and discus-

sion of cases. The location of the school next to the Hospital General 

de Santa Creu supported these objectives. The main place for the 

Fig. 5 - Bust of Pere Virgili, founder of the Royal College of Surgeons, represented with 

the plans of the school in his hands. Terracotta carved by Ramon Amadeu at the end of the 

18th century. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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production of knowledge in the school was the anatomical theatre, 

considered as the true book of nature. However, there was room for 

the creation of ancillary places such as the library, an anatomical 

specimen cabinet and a cabinet for instruments of experimental 

physics13. These areas were professionalized in the school through the 

creation of specific posts and duties: librarian, curator and professor. 
This pattern was already put into practice in England where John and 

William Hunter both collected and curated anatomical collections as 

a resource for anatomical teaching14.

According to the inventories, the anatomical cabinet of the school 

took advantage of the material advances of the period to represent 

Fig. 6 - Plan of the first floor of the Royal College of Surgeons, according to the design 
planned by the architect Ventura Rodríguez in 1760. On the left side spaces were used as 

the lecture room and the library. On the right, the anatomical theatre, and next to it two 

rooms used as cabinets of instruments and the anatomical collection. Courtesy of Museu 

d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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nature. This cabinet participated in the exchange of knowledge 

through foreign acquisitions15. This resulted in a clearly educational 

collection of a plethora of models or representations of objects in 

a range of media, especially wax, which were ordered in a distinc-

tive way of naming, dividing and classifying. Natural and artifi-

cial, normal and pathological anatomical models of the collection 

were complementary of the activities performed in the anatomical 

theatre. Thus, the presentation of the collection had a great utility 

for anatomical studies. In the cabinet there was also room for those 

surgical instruments used in the operations performed before the 

students and showed in the surgery books, mainly written in French, 

of the library16.

Fig. 7 - Zenital view of the anatomical theatre of the Royal College of Surgeons. Courtesy 

of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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Fig. 8 - Anatomical model in wax representing the canaliculus system in the liver. Execu-

ted by Joseph Chiappi in 1825 by request of the Royal College of Surgeons of Barcelona. 

Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya

Fig 9 - Anatomical model in wax representing the structure of the right lung, trachea and la-

rynx. Executed by Joseph Chiappi in 1825 on the request of the Royal College of Surgeons 

of Barcelona. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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3. The restoration of the University of Barcelona and the emergen-

ce of museological sciences

In 1842 the restoration of the university in the city of Barcelona was 

finally approved and effectively put into practice. The unified studies 
of medicine and surgery of the new Barcelona Medical Faculty occu-

pied the premises of the Royal College of Surgeons17. The educational 

collections of this institution served as a basis for the new university 

school, which improved and enlarged them in the following decades. 

The phenomenon coincided with the emergence of what has been called 

the great age of scientific museums. John Pickstone has prominently 
defended a view that grants museums a paramount role in the develop-

ment of the “new analytical sciences” from the early nineteenth century. 

According to this interpretation, such new disciplines can be considered 

as “museological sciences”. This meant that universities maintained 

museums as a part of their teaching and research and that knowledge 

was organized around collections. Professor-curators were charged 

with the matter of ordering and enlarging the collections according to 

the “scientific” principles that revealed the order in nature18.

Jonathan Reinarz has developed this view further in the field of medical 
history. It has been claimed that several ways of acquiring and producing 

knowledge coexisted. Alongside medical laboratories, the medical 

museum had an essential position in medical teaching. Accordingly, the 

label “museum medicine” describes the medical museum’s contribution 

to university education from the nineteenth century to the mid-1950s19. 

In the turn of the 19th century, observations and description grew to be 

central qualities of the clinician inasmuch as the development of patho-

logical anatomy consolidated with its paradigm of the localization of 

diseases. Museums became instrumental in developing the taxonomy 

of the new field and they spread out through European medical schools. 
Moreover, collections also contributed to the consolidation of new disci-

plines, such as comparative anatomy, zoology, geology, mineralogy and 

many more analytical sciences20.
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Fig.10 - Anatomical model of childbirth, in polychrome plaster, artist unknown, ca 1880-

1890. Coming from the Barcelona Medical Faculty. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la 

Medicina de Catalunya

Fig.11 - Anatomical model of dissected neck and larynx, in polychrome wax, by Maison 

Tramond, Paris, ca 1880. Coming from the Barcelona Medical Faculty. Courtesy of Museu 

d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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Under the aegis of the new medical paradigm, localization and iden-

tification of normal and pathological organs and tissues credited the 
importance of anatomical museums to medical education21. At a time, 

medical museums supplemented and complemented the anatomical 

theatre, which by then became called the dissection room. Realistic 

representations of the body were crucial and collections acquired a 

status of true pedagogic tools22. Techniques of medical illustration 

were borrowed from the Italian workshops of the modellers of reli-

gious images. Baroque artists such as Giulio Gaetano Zumbo, cele-

brated for his church tableaux and medical models, laid the founda-

tions of the art of modelling anatomy23. The 18th-century anatomical 

models produced by Ercole Lelli’s school in Bologna and Giuseppe 

Galletti’s school in Firenze resulted in the university collections of 

these cities. Moreover, Felice Fontana, Clemente Susini and other 

artist-modellers from the Firenze school of La Specola produced 

two great anatomical collections in La Specola (Firenze) and in the 

Josephinum (Vienna). This anatomical workshop also provided the 

university collections of Pavia, Cagliari, Bologna, Budapest, Paris, 

Uppsala, London, Leyden and other cities throughout the nineteenth 

century with pieces24. By following the Italian example, a number of 

workshops and factories specialized in producing wax-models were 

created in 19th-century Europe. The increasing European demand 

for anatomical demonstration material, which mainly, but not only, 

came from university museums, favoured the production of plaster 

and papier-mâché objects on a considerable scale. In 1822, French 

anatomist and physiologist Louis Auzoux established a factory of 

anatomical educational models, mainly made in papier-mâché. The 

company succeeded, with more than a hundred workers in the mid-

nineteenth century and having customers around the world, because 

of the detachable feature of the models. Known as clastic anatomical 

models, they can be taken apart like a corpse being dissected in the 

anatomical theatre25.
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4. The anatomical museum of the Barcelona Medical Faculty

The anatomical collections of the Barcelona Medical Faculty 

participated in the European trend that promoted medical educa-

tion through museums. According to the known collection of this 

institution, which is nowadays preserved at the Museu d’Història 

de la Medicina de Catalunya, the medical faculty both acquired and 

produced anatomical models from the late 18th century to the early 

20th century26.

Ignasi Pusalgas Guerris, a man trained at the Royal College of 

Surgeons of Barcelona, was in charge of the anatomical collection 

of the school in the times of the transition to the university. In spite 

of being attached to one of the chairs of anatomy, the anatomical 

museum fell into the hands of the assistant professor in charge of 

teaching in the dissecting room. This assistant directed what were 

known as “anatomical proceedings” (trabajos anatómicos), and was 

meant to be in charge of the anatomical museum and the teaching 

in the dissecting room. So, despite the extensive presence of Carlos 

Silóniz in the anatomy chair (from 1847 till 1898), professor-curators 

of the museum followed the pattern already established in the times 

of the Royal College of Surgeons. Pusalgas directed the museum until 

his death in 1874. Jaume Ramon Coll Domènech was then nomi-

nated and he left the position in 1882 to occupy a chair in surgical 

pathology. From 1887 Antoni Riera Villaret was Silóniz’s assistant 

and by 1892 was nominated director of “anatomical proceedings” 27.

In this paper we are only interested in two aspects from the reflec-

tions written by Pusalgas and Riera in their texts: the exhibitions 

staged in the museum and its public. Pusalgas published an impor-

tant number of texts on several subjects, but mainly about medi-

cine. At the very least he produced two texts on anatomical museums 

(1862, 1869), which are to be understood as a vindication of the 

university museum as a place of teaching and training and a claim 
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Fig.12 - Anatomical model in polychrome plaster of the brain. Probably produced by the 

Faculty of Medicine’s anatomy sculptor, Dionís Renart, or by his brother and collaborator 

Joaquim, during the last third of the 19th century on the request of Professor Carles Silóniz. 

Coming from the Barcelona Medical Faculty. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina 

de Catalunya

Fig.13 - Clastic anatomical model of the eye, papier-mâché. According to the inscription, 

it was produced at Dr. L. Auzoux’s factory in Paris, 1882. From the Barcelona Medical 

Faculty. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya
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for the role of the professor-curator as an expert28. From the stand-

point of the anatomist, the anatomical museum was to be consid-

ered as a complement to the dissecting room: the first place to learn 
anatomy was the corpse. But as corpses were not always available 

in number for students and hot and humid weather restricted such 

kind of manipulations to the winter term, the anatomical museum 

was an outstanding contribution to the study of anatomy. Moreover, 

natural and artificial models did not stink and decay and even more 
importantly they showed permanent images. And this was basic, for 

it was impossible to observe all types of diseases in the dissecting 

room during the same academic year29. Pusalgas’ writings showed 

how anatomical museums should be arranged according to a method 

based on scientific principles. Such scientific order came in every 
section of the museum including master medical texts written by 

Ignacio Lacaba and Jaume Bonells, Beclard, Ricord, Manuel José de 

Porto, and so on. He also backed his discourse with references to the 

collections made by Hunter in London, Orfila in Paris and González 
de Velasco in Madrid30.

According to Pusalgas, the anatomical museum of the Barcelona 

medical faculty was divided into several sections. Firstly, there 

were three sections devoted to descriptive anatomy, topographic 

and surgical anatomy and pathological and obstetrical anatomy (see 

Fig. 10 to 13). The female body, diseased and normal, appeared in 

the latter section. This was allegedly crucial for the man-midwives 

gynaecological training and Pusalgas detailed all human and animal 

pieces required, from those on embryology (ovología) to those about 

foetuses and instruments for delivery31. The next section consisted 

of a museum of exanthematic and syphilitic diseases, which still 

confirmed the embryonic state of dermatology as a discipline and 
its restriction to syphilology32. Pusalgas wrote explicitly that in this 

section 
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it is important not to leave out any of the dreadful details of syphilitic dise-

ases, no matter how ghastly they could be, because they are the product of 

shameful and cruel affliction. 

Objects had, in that view, the educational purpose of combating 

sexually transmitted diseases by making a moral stigma visible33. 

The next section was devoted to internal medicine and was thought 

to be a support to the hospital clinical wards. Interestingly, this part 

of the museum also included mental diseases. Skulls and brains 

from “lunatics”, “maniacs” and criminals had to be incorporated, 

alongside their portraits and medical histories. Here again, Pusalgas 

stressed the didactic side of the objects by claiming that 

a museum of insanity is the best and invaluable jewel that a medical faculty 

and an asylum can possess34. 

Examples of anthropological and physiological heads representing 

different races and “passions” as well as the intellectual faculties, 

through the Gall and Cubí method of skull examination were also 

included in this section35. Finally, the museum exhibited an icono-

graphic gallery with stamps, pictures, portraits, figures and an atlas 
of different authors.

The anatomical museum remained in those premises until the move-

ment of the whole medical faculty to another place in the city took 

place. In the year 1906 a new general hospital, known as Hospital 

Clínic, was inaugurated in the city, and had attached the building of 

the new medical faculty to it (Fig. 14). The abandoning of the old 

premises in the city centre resulted in being a good test to discover 

the significance granted to “anatomical proceedings” in the new 
building. Actually, the only real change that the teaching staff expe-

rienced was the transformation of “anatomical proceedings” into the 

new created chair of “anatomical technique” in 1907. Riera Villaret 

held the chair until 1927. By then he had successfully requested one 
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Fig.14 - General view of the Hospital Clínic i Provincial and of the Barcelona Medical Fa-

culty from a postcard of 1907. Collecció postal Unión Postal, núm. 44, Barcelona. Courtesy 

of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya

Fig.15 - Picture of the Anatomical museum created on the premises of the Institute of Ana-

tomy of the new Barcelona Medical Faculty, 1917. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la 

Medicina de Catalunya
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of the two chairs in anatomy and so he incorporated the anatomical 

museum and the teaching in the dissecting room under that chair. 

After Riera Villaret’s death, Manuel Taure won the chair in anatomy 

that he occupied it from 1932 till 197336.

The museum premises were enlarged in the new building (Fig. 15). 

The anatomy department was renamed as Institute of Anatomy and 

was structured in line with the German model. Among the rooms 

that the new institute occupied, there was a cold-storage room, 

two autopsy rooms, research and teaching laboratories, two theatre 

rooms, a projecting room, the anatomical museum and a workshop. 

Objects and instruments from the old museum were incorporated 

into these premises and the collection was enlarged with other items, 

such as new sets of different engravings, slides, pictures, x-ray plates 

and films (Figg. 16 to 19) 37.

The premises of the new institute of anatomy were all established 

on the ground floor. However, the museum was situated on the first 
floor because as 

museums are frequently visited by people that are prophane in medical 

studies, it’s convenient to place them apart from the other services and with 

an independent access38.

Riera’s book describes the new premises in detail, but says little 

about the public visiting the institute. Beyond medical students, staff 

and license practitioners, Riera asserted that every academic year 

several students from the School of Arts registered on the anatomical 

training course and learnt to dissect in order to improve their knowl-

edge of human morphology39. Thus, the anatomical museum was 

apparently restricted to professional uses40. However, the presence 

of two anatomical Venuses on the university premises (Figg. 1-2) 

would challenge the idea of a limited public. On the contrary, we 

have no evidence about the presence of the laity at the museum. The 
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Fig.16 -  Picture of the workshop of the anatomical modeller related to the Anatomical 

museum on the premises of the Institute of Anatomy of the new Barcelona Medical Faculty, 

1917. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya

Fig.17 - Picture of the Anatomical museum created on the premises of the Institute of Ana-

tomy of the new Barcelona Medical Faculty, 1917. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la 

Medicina de Catalunya



Anatomical collection in the Museum of History of Medicine in Barcelona

161

anatomical Venuses probably were the naked pretext that provoked 

the private delight of medical students and staff. Even more if we 

consider that in those times, there were only a few public places 

where it was possible to see the body of a naked woman.

It seems that the state-sponsored university scheme that prevailed 

in Spain did not fit with other models of anatomical museums in 
Europe. In Birmingham’s Medical Museum, for instance, but also in 

other English medical schools, the first objects purchased were not 
models for the teaching of anatomy. The acquisition of the head of a 

hippopotamus as well as other donations of curiosities resulted in a 

diverse collection. According to Reinarz 

such artefacts were far easier for lay members of the public to interpret 

than ordinary tissue and bone samples, but were appreciated also by medi-

cal experts. 

In the English model, early in the 19th century the museum was opened 

to the industrious classes, at least once a week, without charge and 

under the aegis of an educational effort. This changed with the esca-

lating cost of the museum in the middle of the century. From that 

time any visitors had to pay an entrance fee41. Although there existed 

important differences in terms of donations and financial support, 
something similar can be found in the Germanic context. Namely 

in Rudolf Virchow’s Patologische Museum that was also opened to 

the lay public. This is a very interesting case where politics, science 

and religion met in a museum in order to change public images of 

nature. Virchow thought of his museum as a kind of anti-church, a 

place open to the people on Sundays, after the church services. He 

limited the public exhibition to glass jars, which were objects previ-

ously considered as freaks or venerated as relics. Virchow tried to 

train the public through what he called “umittelbare Anschauung”, 

that is the unmediate/immediate observation of objects, with the 
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Fig.18 - Picture of the anatomical theatre and lecture room created on the premises of the 

Institute of Anatomy of the new Barcelona Medical Faculty, 1917. Courtesy of Museu d’Hi-

stòria de la Medicina de Catalunya

Fig.19 - Picture of the projecting room created on the premises of the Institute of Anatomy 

of the new Barcelona Medical Faculty, 1917. Courtesy of Museu d’Història de la Medicina 

de Catalunya
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aim of changing the idols of religion for those of secular science. 

Ideology or the new religion can also be found in Virchow’s collec-

tion restricted to the medical expert. Its genealogy of museum speci-

mens tried to counteract Darwinian views, and by extension also 

socialist ideas, of the objects42.

Early in the 20th century, new museums were created on the premises 

of the Barcelona Medical Faculty. Dermatology and ophthalmology 

were two disciplines that developed this kind of tool with educational 

purposes. Actually these specialties and their specimens had always 

formed a part of the main anatomical museum. However, it was in the 

department of pathological anatomy, which was not a newly estab-

lished specialty, that the premises of an institute were created. This 

department was equipped with a museum and a laboratory and it stood 

out in the years 1924-193643. After the war (1936-1939), changes in 

medical education schemes and a persistent problem of space led 

to a progressive abandoning of all medical museums, including its 

contents. In contrast to other European countries and universities, most 

medical heritage from the Barcelona Medical Faculty disappeared and 

just a small part of those collections remains now in the premises of 

the Museu d’Història de la Medicina de Catalunya in Barcelona44.
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