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The aim of medical practice is to understand the causes of diseases and to use such understanding to cure those diseases or alleviate their effects. Diseases are regarded as perturbations of normal function in one or more parts of the body. Normal function and its disturbances cannot be understood unless the structures and interrelations of the parts of the body are known in detail. Therefore, knowledge of human anatomy is essential for medical practice and is considered a cornerstone of medical education; in particular, its importance as a foundation for surgery is self‐evident. Few people involved in the practice and teaching of medicine today would challenge these pronouncements, but although the belief they encapsulate appears universal, that belief is largely a product of post‐Renaissance Europe. Not all cultures in human history have viewed diseases and their treatment in anything like the mechanistic cause–effect terms we take for granted today, and a fortiori knowledge of anatomy has not always been seen as fundamental to medicine. Indeed, anatomy received limited attention in most European medical schools in the centuries preceding the Renaissance. Nevertheless, the internal as well as the external structures and organization of the body have excited interest and curiosity in virtually all times and places. Therefore, most societies throughout history have produced ideas about human anatomy, even if they are not necessarily related to medicine. Where writing developed, some of those ideas were recorded; anatomical descriptions were written by observers in ancient civilizations some four millennia before Europe began to emerge from the Dark Ages.
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