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INTRODUCTION

During the Renaissance, dissection and direct observation 
acquired increasing importance within medical and artistic 
practices. This development did not simply replace earlier 
forms of knowledge, but contributed to a new integration of 

textual authority, empirical investigation, artistic represen-
tation, and anatomical demonstration. 

Late medieval European visual culture was profoundly 
shaped by death. Recurrent plague epidemics, famine, war-
fare, and high mortality made bodily decay a familiar social 
reality [1-3]. Within this context emerged the memento mori  
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tradition, which reminded viewers of the inevitability of 
death and the transience of earthly status [1]. Among its most  
recognizable expressions were the danse macabre cycles, in 
which skeletons or decomposing cadavers led individuals  
of every social class toward death, and the transi tombs, 
funerary monuments depicting noble patrons as putrefying 
corpses rather than idealized bodies [4-6].

These skeletal representations were primarily moral and 
theological rather than anatomical [2,7]. Medieval artists 
emphasized bodily dissolution, spiritual warning, and social 
equality before death. Consequently, many skeletal figures 
displayed inconsistent proportions, simplified articulation, 
and anatomically implausible structures. The skeleton func-
tioned less as an osteological entity than as an iconographic 
symbol of mortality.

The Renaissance transformed this visual tradition. In-
creasing interest in direct observation, human dissection, 
and anatomical investigation gradually altered the represen-
tation of the human body [8-10]. The publication of De hu-
mani corporis fabrica by Andreas Vesalius in 1543 marked 
a decisive moment in this transformation [11,12]. Vesalius’ 
anatomical woodcuts presented skeletons with unpreceden- 
ted structural coherence, biomechanical plausibility, and in- 
dividualized presence [13].

In this essay, “humanization of the skeleton” does not 
imply portrait-like individuality or anatomical perfection. 
Rather, it refers to the increasing presentation of the skeleton  
as a structurally coherent, spatially situated, physically capa- 
ble, and person-like human presence. Anatomical observa-
tion, biomechanical plausibility, expressive posture, and the 
enduring symbolic function of mortality may coexist within 
this process.

This essay argues that Renaissance anatomy did not abol-
ish the memento mori tradition but transformed it. Medieval 
skeletal imagery emphasized death as universal moral alle- 
gory, whereas Vesalian anatomy humanized the skeleton 
through empirical observation, converting it from a symbol-
ic emblem of mortality into an anatomically individualized 
human structure. 

MEDIEVAL SKELETONS:  
ALLEGORY OVER ANATOMY

The medieval danse macabre emerged in the aftermath 
of the Black Death and spread widely across Europe during  
the fifteenth century [1,5]. Murals, manuscripts, and wood- 

cuts depicted skeletal figures summoning emperors, bishops,  
merchants, peasants, and children into a universal dance of 
death [5,14]. The central message was theological and moral:  
death spared no social rank [2].

These images prioritized symbolic communication over 
anatomical precision [7]. Rib cages were frequently distorted,  
vertebral columns simplified, and limb proportions incon-
sistent. Many skeletal figures displayed impossible joint 
relationships or unstable postures incompatible with actual  
human biomechanics. In numerous examples, Death ap-
peared not as a true skeleton but as a partially decomposed 
cadaver with leathery skin and exposed bone [15].

Such imagery reflected the medieval preoccupation with 
bodily corruption rather than skeletal structure [1]. The cada- 
ver represented the moral consequences of mortality and 
the inevitability of divine judgment. Accordingly, the body 
was shown in stages of decomposition rather than in ana-
tomically coherent form.

The transi tomb tradition similarly emphasized putre-
faction [4,6]. Unlike idealized effigies of earlier medieval 
monuments, transi tombs depicted the deceased with ex-
posed ribs, sunken abdomens, skeletal faces, and decaying 
flesh [4]. These monuments were not intended as anatom-
ical studies. Rather, they functioned as visual meditations 
on mortality, humility, and the instability of worldly beauty 
and power (Fig. 1A and 1B).

TRANSITIONAL DEVELOPMENTS  
IN RENAISSANCE REPRESENTATION

During the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Renais-
sance artists increasingly pursued direct observation of the 
human body [8,10]. Human dissection, previously limited 
in scope, became progressively incorporated into medical 
education and artistic practice [9,10]. This shift altered the 
visual language of skeletal representation.

Leonardo da Vinci produced anatomical drawings 
demonstrating unprecedented attention to skeletal propor-
tion, articulation, and muscular attachment [8,16]. Although 
many of Leonardo’s anatomical studies remained unpub-
lished during his lifetime, they reflected the broader Renais-
sance movement toward observational anatomy.

Hans Holbein the Younger occupied an especially import-
ant transitional position between medieval death allegory 
and Renaissance anatomical realism [14].

In Holbein’s Dance of Death woodcuts, skeletons retained  
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their moral and allegorical roles, yet their movements be-
came increasingly plausible and anatomically informed [15]. 
Limb articulation, posture, and bodily proportion demon-
strated greater observational accuracy than earlier medieval 
examples. Death no longer appeared solely as a grotesque 
emblem but as an active skeletal presence interacting dyna- 
mically with the living (Fig. 1C).

This transitional phase reflected a broader intellectual 
transformation. Medieval death imagery emphasized bodily  
dissolution and divine judgment, whereas Renaissance 
representation increasingly emphasized bodily organization  
and structural coherence [8,10]. Rather than replacing alle-
gory with observation, Renaissance anatomical represen-
tation increasingly reshaped and complemented existing 
allegorical traditions. The skeleton continued to signify mor-

tality, but it could now also appear as a physically coherent  
body whose structure, movement, and spatial presence in-
vited anatomical as well as moral reflection.

VESALIUS AND THE HUMANIZATION  
OF THE SKELETON

The publication of the Fabrica in 1543 transformed both 
anatomical science and the visual culture of the human 
body [10,12]. Vesalius’ skeletal illustrations differed funda-
mentally from earlier medieval representations (Fig. 1D).

The Vesalian skeletons displayed coherent skeletal pro-
portions, realistic articulation, biomechanically plausible 
posture, and carefully observed craniofacial structure [13]. 

Fig. 1. Evolution of skeletal representation from the Late Middle Ages to the Renaissance. (A) Medieval danse macabre mural depicting skele-
tal figures leading members of different social classes toward death. Skeletal representation is symbolic and anatomically simplified, emphasizing  
moral allegory rather than osteological accuracy. (B) Late medieval transi tomb demonstrating cadaveric decomposition and bodily corruption 
as visual reminders of mortality and the transience of earthly status. (C) Hans Holbein the Younger, Dance of Death: The Physician, showing 
increasingly articulated and biomechanically plausible skeletal movement while preserving the moral function of medieval death imagery. (D) 
Andreas Vesalius, skeletal illustration from De humani corporis fabrica demonstrating coherent skeletal proportion, realistic articulation, and 
individualized anatomical presence. Together, panels A~D illustrate the transition from symbolic medieval representations of death toward ob-
servational and osteological realism during the Renaissance.
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Unlike medieval danse macabre skeletons, they stood con- 
vincingly within space and appeared capable of actual 
movement. The rib cage, pelvis, vertebral column, and limb 
relationships demonstrated systematic osteological under-
standing [11].

In the Vesalian standing skeleton, the vertebral column, rib  
cage, pelvis, and long bones are presented as an intercon-
nected structural system. The articulation of the shoulder and  
hip, the proportional relationship of the limbs to the trunk, 
and the distribution of weight through the lower limbs allow 
the skeleton to appear not merely as a collection of bones 
but as a body capable of occupying space and maintaining 
posture. This structural coherence contributes to its person- 
like presence.

Equally significant was their emotional and theatrical 
character. Vesalius’ skeletons did not merely signify death; 
they appeared contemplative, melancholic, and individu-
alized [17]. Some gesture toward the viewer, while others 
stand in reflective poses within landscapes. These figures re-
semble actors or philosophers rather than anonymous cada- 
vers [18].

The Vesalian skeleton is not individualized in the sense of 
being a portrait of a specific person. Rather, it possesses an 
individuated visual presence: its articulated structure, pos-
ture, and spatial placement make it appear as a particular 
human body rather than as an abstract emblem of death. 

In this sense, Vesalian anatomy humanized the skeleton. 
The skeleton ceased to function solely as an abstract sym-
bol of mortality and became an anatomically individualized 
human structure. The medieval skeleton had been primarily 

iconographic; the Vesalian skeleton became osteological. 
The standing skeleton is not merely an anatomical diagram 
translated into three dimensions. Its upright posture, care-
fully arranged limbs, and placement within a landscape 
create a contemplative and almost theatrical presence. The 
figure appears to occupy a moment between anatomical 
demonstration and moral reflection. Its expressive stillness 
suggests that the skeleton has not ceased to function as a 
memento mori; instead, mortality is now conveyed through 
a body whose structure and posture are more fully imagined 

(Fig. 2A). The Vesalian skull illustrations also demonstrate 
greater anatomical specificity in the craniofacial region. The 
relationship between the cranial vault, facial skeleton, orbit, 
teeth, and mandible is presented with a degree of structural 
clarity that strengthens the impression of a particular human 
body, although it should not be understood as portrait-like 
individuality (Fig. 2B).

This transformation reflected the epistemological shift of 
the Renaissance itself. Medieval memento mori traditions em-
phasized bodily corruption as moral truth. Renaissance ana- 
tomy emphasized bodily organization as scientific truth [10]. 
Observation gradually replaced allegory as the principal 
method for understanding the body. 

Vesalius should therefore be understood not as the begin- 
ning of this transformation, but as one of its most conse-
quential crystallizations. In the Fabrica, anatomical obser-
vation, artistic design, and the expressive presentation of the  
skeleton were brought together with an unprecedented de-
gree of coherence.

Fig. 2. Vesalian skeletal representation: anatomical coherence and individualized presence. (A) Standing skeleton from De humani corporis 
fabrica demonstrating realistic posture, proportional limb relationships, and biomechanically plausible articulation within a naturalistic land-
scape setting. (B) Vesalian skull illustration showing increased craniofacial accuracy, including orbital depth, mandibular contour, dental rela-
tionships, and cranial proportion.
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF  
MEMENTO MORI

Despite these changes, Renaissance anatomy did not elim- 
inate the memento mori tradition. Vesalius’ skeletons contin-
ued to evoke mortality, but they did so through anatomical  
contemplation rather than grotesque decomposition (Table 
1).

The Renaissance therefore transformed rather than abol-
ished the visual culture of death. Mortality remained central,  
yet the body became increasingly knowable through sci-
entific investigation [8,10]. The skeleton evolved from a 
generalized emblem of death into a structurally coherent 
representation of the human individual.

This transformation is particularly evident in craniofacial 
representation. Medieval skulls were often schematic and 
generalized, whereas Vesalian illustrations displayed in-
creasingly accurate orbital depth, mandibular contour, dental  
relationships, and cranial proportion [13]. Although the face 
disappeared in death imagery, craniofacial individuality 
paradoxically became more visible through anatomical pre-
cision.

CONCLUSION

The medieval skeleton was not exclusively iconographic, 
nor was the Vesalian skeleton exclusively osteological. The 
distinction is better understood as a difference in emphasis: 
Vesalian representation gave greater prominence to anatom-

ical structure and bodily coherence while retaining the sym-
bolic and moral significance of the skeleton.

The transition from medieval danse macabre imagery to 
Vesalian anatomy represents more than an artistic develop-
ment. It reflects a fundamental transformation in how the 
human body was understood visually and intellectually. The  
medieval examples should not be treated as imperfect ver-
sions of the later anatomical skeleton. A transi cadaver, a 
symbolic skeleton, and a Vesalian osteological figure belong 
to different representational categories. Their differences 
reflect not only changing anatomical knowledge but also 
different artistic, devotional, funerary, and epistemological 
purposes.

Medieval skeletal imagery emphasized universal mortal-
ity through symbolic and frequently anatomically inconsis-
tent representations [2,5]. By contrast, Renaissance anatomy, 
culminating in Vesalius’ Fabrica, transformed the skeleton 
into an individualized anatomical structure grounded in em-
pirical observation [12,13]. 

Renaissance anatomy therefore did not destroy the me-
mento mori tradition. Instead, it deepened it by replacing 
generalized visions of decay with anatomically coherent 
meditations on human structure, individuality, and mortality.
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