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ABSTRACT: Comparative illustrations of vertebrate embryos by the leading nineteenth-century Dar- 

winist Ernst Haeckel have been both highly contested and canonical. Though the target of 

repeated fraud charges since 1868, the pictures were widely reproduced in textbooks 

through the twentieth century. Concentrating on their first ten years, this essay uses the 

accusations to shed light on the novelty of Haeckel’s visual argumentation and to explore 

how images come to count as proper representations or illegitimate schematics as they 

cross between the esoteric and exoteric circles of science. It exploits previously unused 

manuscripts to reconstruct the drawing, printing, and publishing of the illustrations that 

attracted the first and most influential attack, compares these procedures to standard prac- 

tice, and highlights their originality. It then explains why, though Haeckel was soon ac- 

cused, controversy ignited only seven years later, after he aligned a disciplinary struggle 

over embryology with a major confrontation between liberal nationalism and 

Catholicism —and why the contested pictures nevertheless survived.
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Abstract

This response to Michael Stolberg argues that the occasional piece of evidence for sexual 

dimorphism in Renaissance anatomy does no damage to what I had earlier called the “one- 

sex model.” There are three reasons for this: a considerable amount of such evidence had 

long been available; stray observations do not discredit worldviews; and new supporting 

evidence for the one-sex model was also available. Moreover, illustrations in the purport- 

edly paradigm-altering texts in fact support the old model. Since there was no radical 

change during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the reasons offered by Stolberg for 

why it happened then are moot. The view that biology grounded two sexes (the two-sex 

model) replaced the view that it reflected imperfectly an underlying metaphysical truth 

(the one-sex model) as part of the epistemological revolution of the Enlightenment.
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Abstract

Michael Stolberg claims there was a broad movement in the sixteenth century toward 

sexing skeletons and offers Felix Platter ’s singular 1583 female skeleton and Caspar Bau- 

hin’s 1597 reproduction of that skeleton as evidence. He admits that these illustrations did 

not become a standard feature of anatomical textbooks, though he maintains (erroneously) 

that the descriptions of these skeletons became “canonical.” Stolberg does not appreciate 

the extent to which Platter ’s female skeleton was an anomaly. Distinctively female-sexed 

skeletons flooded Europe after about 1730, and, importantly, anatomists at the time per- 

ceived that these depictions were radically new. Indeed, widespread and protracted debates 

erupted over the exact features of the female skeleton. These anatomical illustrations 

emerged within a novel political climate, where sex in the body was newly seen as ground- 

ing gender roles in new social regimes. The story of the European study of sexual differ- 

ences is not one of slow and steady accretion of positive knowledge, as Stolberg implies. 

That story is fraught with changing reinterpretations and relocations of difference, and 

new meanings attached to new kinds of sameness and difference within differing cultural 

contexts. It is wrong to judge foundational shifts in scientific culture merely by firsts.
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