MEDICAL NEWS

& PERSPECTIVES

Anatomy Exhibit Shows Charm of Grotesque

Brian Vastag

BETHESDA, MD—A body floats waist-
high, sliced into dozens of transparent
cross-sections to reveal inner geogra-
phy plane by plane, skull to toe. Painted
onto thick plastic sheets hanging par-
allel, the hovering figure ripples to life
with a breeze or a touch, compressing
and expanding in waves.

To craft “Suspended Self Portrait,”
the first piece encountered at the Na-
tional Library of Medicine’s (NLM) new
exhibit on the art of anatomy, artist
Carolyn Henne climbed into a tub of
plaster, molded herself, and sliced the
resulting figure 89 times. She filled the
sections with painted bone, muscle, fat,
organ tissue, and skin, as appropriate,
drawing on information from the li-
brary's Visible Human project.

The effect is somewhat startling. It
recalled for some ghoulish scenes from
Robin Cook’s novel Coma, in which de-
vious physicians fill morgues with un-
conscious patients suspended from

wires, their feet or heads raised and low-
ered as needed to supply blood to or-
gans slated for harvesting.

The harvest for “Dream Anatomy”—
the title of the exhibit running through
July 2003—is more sublime, culled from
the library’s vast, largely unviewed col-
lection of medical art. When NLM Direc-
tor Donald Lindbergh, PhD, arrived in
1984, advisors told him that the library,
known for its subterranean stacks and
online search engines, was neglecting the
visual half of the medical canon. Thus
began a series of projects to advance the
art of medicine, including a number of
online and in situ exhibits. The library’s
latest effort is perhaps its most ambi-
tious, drawing on half a millennium of
renderings. (Works from the exhibit can
be viewed online at http://www.nlm.nih
.gov/exhibition/dreamanatomy/.)

At a recent seminar to celebrate the
exhibit’s opening, curator Michael Sap-
pol, PhD, a historian at the NLM, ex-
plained the concept to an auditorium
of anatomy aficionados: “People

stumble over the title and ask, “What's
so dreamy about anatomy?’ I say that
it's hard to find an anatomical illustra-
tion that doesn’t speak to us in dream-
like ways.”

“CADAVERS AT PLAY"

Take, for example, a late 16th-century
engraving by Italian anatomist Giulio
Casserio. In a scene, perhaps dredged
from the depths of subconsciousness, a
coy figure daintily peels back his skin,
revealing the viscera in what Sappol
writes in the exhibit catalog is a “not-
so-subtle flirtation, a strip-show.”

During the same period, the French
printmakers Charles Estienne and Eti-
enne de la Reviére rendered another
oneiric, although more ominous, scene.
In a woodcut, a muscular man absent
the top of his head slumps over a table,
displaying his brain in cross-section, his
right hand holding steady the frame of
the figure’s legend. Above and behind
the cadaverous exhibitionist, specta-
tors point and whisper.
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Like a segmented mummy, “Suspended Self Portrait” (left) welcomes visitors to the National Library of Medicine's new exhibit, “Dream Anatomy."
A detail of the portrait's legs (right) shows bone (white), marrow (pink), muscle (red), and adipose tissue (yellow). Carolyn Henne, artist.
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