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Abstract
William Hunter (1718–1783) was a Scottish anatomist and physician. He started his career as a man midwife and went on 
to become the leading obstetrician in London. He prepared anatomically dissected specimens depicting anatomy of gravid 
uterus and undelivered fetus with placenta in different stages of gestation. Hunter compiled illustrations prepared from these 
specimens with his clinical notes and published his treatise Anatomia uteri humani gravidi in 1774. This article is a tribute 
to William Hunter as we approach the 250th year of publication of his work which is a significant milestone in the history 
of obstetrics and its practice.

Keywords William Hunter · Gravid uterus · Anatomical dissection · Anatomical specimens · Obstetrics

Introduction

William Hunter (1718–1783) was a Scottish anatomist and 
physician (Fig. 1). He was a leading teacher of anatomy and 
an outstanding obstetrician of his day [1]. His greatest work, 
Anatomia uteri humani gravidi, on the anatomical details of 
uterus and fetus at different stages, was published almost 
250 years ago [2]. Hunter’s remarkable work is a significant 
milestone in the history of obstetrics and its practice. This 
article is an attempt to revisit the life of this visionary physi-
cian and also to trace the journey of preparing his signature 
contribution to the field of obstetrics. We sincerely believe 
that his extraordinary contributions to the discipline deserve 
to be recognized and remembered in modern times.

Discussion

Life and Professional Career

William Hunter was born on May 23, 1718, in Lanarkshire, 
at the outskirts of Glasgow. From a very young age, he devel-
oped an interest in medicine and served as an apprentice 
under Dr. William Cullen (1710–1790) in Hamilton between 
1737 and 1739 [3]. In 1740, he moved to London to become 
a house pupil of Dr. William Smellie (1697–1763), who was 
one of the leading obstetricians at the time. His training in 
midwifery under the guidance of Cullen and Smellie essen-
tially shaped his future career in obstetrics [4]. More expo-
sure in the practice of obstetrics followed, when Hunter next 
joined the household of Dr. James Douglas (1675–1742), 
who was the most distinguished obstetrician and anatomist 
in London [5]. In 1750, Hunter obtained the degree of MD, 
Medicine, from the University of Glasgow and was admit-
ted as a Licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians in 
1756. By 1762, Hunter emerged as the unrivaled obstetrician 
in London which is evident as he was consulted by Queen 
Charlotte and to whom he was appointed as the Physician 
Extraordinary two years later [3]. His passion for anatomi-
cal details pertaining to obstetrics, in particular the gravid 
uterus, can be assessed from the fact that in 1770, he built 
a spacious house in Great Windmill Street having a lecture 
amphitheater, a dissection room and most remarkably a large 
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museum where Hunter kept all the anatomical specimens 
he had prepared in display. This was known as the William 
Hunter’s School of Anatomy, and he lived there for the rest 
of his life as a devoted teacher of anatomy and obstetrics [5].

Preparation of Anatomical Specimens 
and Illustrations Thereof

Hunter started preparing specimens depicting the anatomical 
details of gravid uterus when he started working as a male 
midwife in London under the guidance of James Douglas 
[5]. By this time, Hunter had already established himself as 
a premier teacher and a practitioner of midwifery. Hunter 
applied his skills in anatomical dissection on cadavers of 
female patients who had reported with difficult labor and 
consequently died undelivered. He prepared specimens viv-
idly depicting the anatomy of gravid uterus and undelivered 
fetus with the placenta in different stages of labor [6]. These 
carefully prepared specimens formed the basis of his treatise 
on human gravid uterus which formed the foundation of the-
ory and practice in obstetrics. His patience and diligence is 
evident from the fact that over a period of 21 years, between 
1751 and 1772, Hunter dissected and prepared anatomi-
cal specimens from 13 cases of death due to difficult labor 
[7]. Hunter was very much methodical in his approach and 
involved Jan van Rymsdyk (1730–1790), a Dutch artist with 
considerable reputation as medical illustrator, in preparing 
the drawings of his specimens of gravid uterus [6]. These 
drawings were further prepared as engraved illustrations 

in copperplates by leading artists under supervision of Sir 
Robert Strange, himself an expert in the art of engraving 
and a personal friend of Hunter [7]. These illustrative plates 
were used by Hunter as a guide to teaching and practice of 
obstetrics practical obstetrics and were circulated for many 
years among his colleagues and students.

Publication of Anatomia Uteri Humani 
Gravidi

Hunter being encouraged by the availability of favora-
ble subjects for dissection prepared a total of 34 engraved 
plates. Hunter ensured the drawings (made with red chalk) 
were clear, precise and schematic illustrations of anatomical 
dissection and above all as naturalistic as possible (Fig. 2). 
Hunter’s insistence on detail can be assessed by the fact that 
on one occasion he asked Rymsdyk to depict the reflection 
of the window of his dissection room on the shiny membrane 
over the head of the fetus (Fig. 3) [8]. His style of illustration 
was christened as ‘grand naturalism’ and evolved as a sig-
nature statement in his copperplate engravings [9]. Hunter 
eventually compiled all his illustrative plates and research 
notes together and published his monumental work, Anato-
mia uteri humani gravidi (Anatomy of the human gravid 
uterus) in 1774 (Fig. 4) [2]. This was 24 years after the first 
drawings were made from his specimens and the task repre-
sented 30 years of difficult painstaking work. Hunter’s trea-
tise was printed in Latin and English in parallel columns 
and was focussed on displaying the anatomical details of the 
uterus and undelivered fetus in different stages throughout 

Fig. 1  A portrait of William Hunter. Image in public domain and free 
from copyright issues 

Fig. 2  An illustration plate from Anatomia uteri humani gravidi 
showing an undelivered fetus in utero. Image in public domain and 
free from copyright issues
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gestation, and the relationship of the placenta to the uterus 
was presented life-size [1].

Conclusion

Hunter’s anatomical research and his anatomical drawings 
of the human gravid uterus stand as his greatest work. The 
400 anatomical specimens prepared by him and all the 34 
anatomical drawings prepared from these specimens are 
well preserved in the Hunterian Museum at Glasgow [5]. 
Hunter’s detailing of the gravid uterus in his masterpiece 
Anatomia uteri humani gravidi is considered as the seminal 
point in the practice of obstetrics. Hunter’s published work 
had a profound effect on the practice of obstetrics in London 
during the second half of eighteenth century and continued 
to contribute significantly to the teaching of obstetrics over 
the years.
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