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THE INNER BEAUTY OF LA SPECOLA’S MODELS

I am standing in front of a glass display case containing a velvet pillow partly covered with a fringed satin spread. On this luxurious bed lies a reclining figure of a man sculpted out of wax. His pose looks like something Michelangelo might have carved. He rests lightly on his left elbow, raising his right hand gracefully as if he were beckoning someone toward him. His right index finger curves toward his throat, and his head is tilted back as if to gaze upward. His lower back rests easily on the cushion. The left leg is lying flat and the right knee is drawn up. He looks comfortable and lifelike—except that he has no skin. Instead, the artist has carefully sculpted the muscle and circulatory systems beneath the outer layer. Blue and red blood vessels snake up the neck. The chest is covered with a network of hair-thin capillaries, under which are the dark reddish pectoral muscles. The tendons of the legs, even at rest, look poised to move. The realistic colors and the shiny gleam of the wax surface give the unsettling impression that the figure is not art, but flesh. Though I have never seen a real person, fortunately, without skin, this is exactly how I imagine one would look. 

The contrast between the relaxed pose and the horror-movie appearance of the body is really shocking. But this astoundingly detailed figure, like the hundreds of other wax anatomical models in the museum in Florence, Italy, called “La Specola,” once served a noble purpose: to teach anatomy. For me, the oddest thing about viewing these models is that in their historical and scientific context, they reveal their genuine beauty.

In early eighteenth-century Florence, before these models were made, surgeons, who were not doctors, had no efficient way to learn about human anatomy. According to Manuela Testa, most surgeons were barbers “who had not had a classical education and who had no access to University and to scientific works” written in Latin, a language the barbers could not understand. Learning from autopsies of human bodies was seldom an option either, as Valentina Becciu has explained: “Since there were no freezing facilities, it was very difficult to keep cadavers for teaching.” Accordingly, surgeons had to learn their technique by practicing on their patients—a chilling thought. Finally, the director of La Specola hired some of the period’s best artists and created a workshop to produce wax anatomical models that surgeons could examine. 

Anatomical accuracy was essential, but La Specola’s artists also clearly felt that their works should be beautiful. Their success in creating beauty is apparent in the museum, which is curiously hushed and empty this winter afternoon. I look at another glass display case holding a wax model of a lovely young woman. Like the skinless man, she is reclining on a bed of rich materials, her right arm bending up toward her throat and right knee drawn slightly upward. She lies on her back, her head tilted toward the right. Her long auburn hair is arranged gracefully over her shoulders with a single long braid on the left. Her smooth golden skin has an unearthly glow, probably because the modeling material was often mixed with flecks of gold or with powdered pearls (Testa). The fine features of her face, her calm blue eyes, and her slightly melancholy expression remind me of the many Madonnas in other museums in Italy. But I can also look closely at her internal organs—the intricate heart, two lung sacs, the brownish lobe of the liver, the stomach, a tangle of intestines surrounded by a web of wax veins. She, too, is here not just to be admired, but also to teach. 


It isn’t hard to imagine the lives saved and pain avoided because of the existence of these models and others like them. In the still museum, where they are displayed as art after their years of contributing to scientific advancement, the life-size models displaying unseen parts of the human body seem not so much gruesome as awe inspiring. The museum makes visitors respect these strange, and strangely beautiful, objects. They invite me to look more closely instead of looking away.
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