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“The Beginning of Life”: Seeing and Being in William Harvey’s De motu cordis 
 

. . . betwixt being seen and not being seen, as it were betwixt being 
and not being, it did represent a beating, and the beginning of life. 

       –William Harvey, De motu cordis 
 
 In his seminal work De motu cordis (“Anatomical Exercises Concerning the Motion of 
the Heart and Blood in Living Creatures,” 1628), William Harvey explains his recent discovery 
of the circulation of the blood in both humans and animals, an outcome he arrived at after years 
of careful study and experimentation through dissection and vivisection. Harvey’s monumental 
contribution to science is as much a matter of methodology as discovery, and the text of De motu 
cordis offers frequent glimpses into the processes he engaged in over the years. One of the most 
illuminating of these moments comes in the final paragraph of Chapter Four (Harvey 34), where 
he reports a unique method for insight—a sort of transcendence of anatomy, as it were. This way 
of seeing without dissecting is something Harvey describes sharing with his friends, and the 
particular metaphors he engages to convey this experience function beyond their linguistic 
capacity to provide a point of origin for scientific innovation. Ultimately, Harvey’s discovery 
delivers more than simple mechanistic insight; through it, he provides a new way of seeing the 
human body. 
 Harvey devotes the fourth chapter of De motu cordis to the “manner” of the heart’s 
motion “in living creatures” (28), in contrast to the motion of the heart in dissection (read 
“vivisection”) and the motion of the arteries in living creatures described in the two preceding 
chapters. As made clear in the dedicatory epistle addressed to his colleagues at the College of 
Physicians in London, Harvey is anxious about the reception of his work. He writes of holding 
back from publishing his findings “lest it might seem an action too full of arrogancy” (x) and 
insists at length that he is motivated by a desire for truth rather than a wish to prove others 
wrong: “I would not willingly lay an aspersion of falsehood upon any that is desirous of the 
truth, nor blemish any man by accusing him of error; but I follow the truth only, and have 
bestowed both my pains and charges to that purpose” (xiii). He does perhaps risk offending his 
audience, however, when he expounds upon the method by which that truth is discovered. 
Harvey champions sight as the most important means of perception in his endeavors, insisting, 
“Neither do Philosophers suffer themselves to be addicted to the slavery of any man’s precepts, 
but that they give credit to their own eyes; . . . so do they take them for stupid and senseless, that 
will not see things manifest to the sense, nor acknowledge the light at mid-day. . . . Likewise, all 
studious, good and honest men . . . understand any thing which is truly demonstrated to them” 
(xi-xii). For Harvey, belief is not a necessary and automatic outcome of seeing, but knowledge 
cannot be reached without sight. When sight reveals truth, it is only “the follies of the rabble” 
(xii) that try to resist that truth. Accordingly, Harvey finds fault with his contemporaries who are 
given the opportunity to see things clearly but persist in their disbelief, thereby rejecting 
knowledge. 
 Harvey apparently realizes that the truth he tries to establish in De motu cordis will not be 
immediately identified as such by his initial audience. In order to help improve the reception of 
his findings, he clarifies, “I do not profess to learn and teach Anatomy from the axioms of 
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Philosophers, but from Dissections and from the fabrick of Nature” (xiii). What follows then in 
the first chapters of his book is a plethora of rich description regarding Harvey’s learning 
experience. He describes watching the life ebb from the vivisected heart of a dog (19), holding 
the heart of an eel in his hand (20), witnessing “the blood forcibly thrust out” from the veins of a 
fish (24), seeing the anatomy of a man who died from an aneurism (26), and miraculously 
reviving motion in the heart of a dead dove so that it “did seem as it were recall’d back again 
from death” (31). In this way Harvey illustrates the process by which he came to his conclusions 
on the circulatory system. 
 The portion of these experiences that involves dissection and vivisection has famously 
received much attention; notably, however, the passage at the end of Chapter Four diverges from 
the necessarily deconstructive nature of anatomization and provides a glimpse into the part of 
Harvey’s learning that came “from the fabrick of Nature.” This provides an alternate narrative of 
the discovery of the circulation of the blood. Rather than an image of a lonely bachelor scientist 
secretly dissecting the bodies of countless creatures while his still-living subjects writhe and 
scream in pain, in this passage we have a portrait of a collegial biologist sharing his delight in the 
wonders of the natural world and demonstrating the miracles of everyday life for his closest 
friends. Juxtaposed with the practice of anatomy, a path to knowledge that by its very nature 
requires the destruction of its subject, we have “the fabrick of Nature,” a whole cloth intricately 
woven of smaller parts whose cumulative, not dissevered, corpus lends insight to the observer. 
Although fabric(k) is undoubtedly a noun in this phrase, it is worth noting that as a verb “to 
fabric” something has a distinctly constructive sense; as a noun, the word “fabric” connotes an 
object that is manufactured, formed by someone or something (for Harvey, this creator is the 
Christian God), but particularly aggregate or conglomerate.  
 In the passage at hand, Harvey begins with a creature that demonstrates this “fabrick of 
Nature.” He describes his subject: “There is found here with us a sort of very little Fish, called in 
English a Shrimp, and in Low Dutch een Garneel, usually taken in the Sea and in the River of 
Thames, all the body of which is transparent: This little Fish I have often shewn in water to some 
of my special friends, so that we could clearly discern the motion of the heart in that creature” 
(34). Normally Harvey has to dissect a living creature in order to see the heart in motion, but this 
particular animal is unique in that its body is transparent, allowing the observer to witness the 
movement of its interior organs without vivisection. As Harvey explains, the experiment is 
successful, “the outward parts nothing at all obstructing our sight, as if it had been through a 
window” (34). The use of this particular metaphor is striking to anyone familiar with the rhetoric 
of early modern anatomy, as Harvey’s contemporary readers would surely have been.  
 Almost as common as the body-as-book metaphor, body-as-mirror was another prevalent 
trope in the proto-scientific writing of this time period. For example, Harvey’s contemporary 
(and supporter) Helkiah Crooke (1576-1648) conflates the two in his anatomy manual 
Mikrokosmographia (1615); Crooke situates the dissected cadaver and his book side-by-side to 
serve as “a most cleare glasse [wherein] a man may take view of himselfe, and see his owne 
nature” (647). The cadaver reflects the physical form, and the knowledge offered in the anatomy 
volume reflects the metaphysical. While “glass” and “mirror” are, in one sense, readily 
interchangeable synonyms, “mirror” is, of course, not the only possible definition of the word 
“glass.” It is also a ready synonym for “window,” the word in Harvey’s metaphor, creating both 
a link and tension between the common anatomy metaphor and Harvey’s transcendence of 
anatomy in which he is able to view the interior of his subject without the destruction of 
dissection. 
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 In this passage Harvey mentions showing his technique “to some of [his] special friends” 
(34), and there is no reason to consider this pure hyperbole; Harvey’s contemporaries report 
being privy to at least some of his experiments. But this may also, in some small part, serve as 
another way to earn a more positive reception for his ideas. Establishing a private anatomy 
coterie not only provides the additional authority of multiple eyewitness confirmations regarding 
Harvey’s experiments, but the nature of its exclusivity—not only are these Harvey’s “special” 
friends, but he shows only “some” of them—makes inclusion in the group more enviable and 
thereby more desirable. Sharing this experience with others also lends social credibility to 
Harvey’s own behavior in conducting these experiments. But the personal pronouns used in the 
paragraph decisively establish the separate roles of individual and group. The shrimp is “found 
here with us,” and Harvey refers to “our sight” twice, while the two uses of the first-person “I” 
are with the verb “show”; Harvey individually demonstrates his experiments to his companions, 
but the entire group takes on the responsibility of witnessing the event. They all see, so they all 
know. This communal seeing is essential to the analogy between the demonstration Harvey 
describes and the demonstration taking place through the publication of De motu cordis. Harvey 
does not want his reader to simply take his word for it regarding circulation; he wants the reader 
to see with him, through his descriptions, just as his “special friends” shared in the initial 
experiments. 
 The other experiment Harvey describes in this paragraph also involves communal seeing, 
but the subject occupies a curious liminal space that leads Harvey to more profound insights 
regarding the nature of his study. Although the shrimp observed underwater by Harvey and his 
friends is a mature animal, in the next instance they undertake to examine the interior of a 
chicken’s egg. Harvey writes, “I shewed the first beginning of the Chick, like a little cloud, by 
putting an egg off which the shell was taken, into water warm and clear” (34). There is an odd 
passivity to the language of his description; the eggshell is “taken off” by an indeterminate 
someone rather than being cracked open by a named individual. By this construction, it is made 
clear that the egg is a thing separate from its shell; it is still “an egg” once the shell has been 
removed. To impose the implied anatomy metaphor, this is more like undressing a cadaver than 
cutting into its flesh. In the “water warm” (presumably a heat approximating incubation 
temperature), the embryonic egg is still visibly alive: “there was a point of blood which did beat” 
(34). Still, this must approximate some form of vivisection, if not dissection; the egg cannot be 
returned to its shell, and it cannot reach maturity in the water. It may still be alive during this 
observation, and it may not feel any pain, but the experiment remains a death sentence. However, 
Harvey’s particular choice of words in describing the process seems inordinately delicate in 
comparison to his matter-of-fact description of other vivisections discussed in the book. 
 Also, there is an additional liminality to this particular subject. Not only, by means of the 
vivisection, does it occupy a space between life and its end, death, but it also occupies a space at 
the start of life, between not-being and being. It is this aspect of the egg that fascinates Harvey. 
He describes the cloud-like substance containing the embryo in the water, “in the midst of which 
cloud there was a point of blood which did beat, so little, that when it was contracted it 
disappeared, and vanish’d out of our sight, and in its dilation, shew’d it self again red and small, 
as the point of a needle; insomuch as betwixt being seen and not being seen, as it were betwixt 
being and not being, it did represent a beating, and the beginning of life” (34). The microscopic 
heart of the chicken embryo is so small that as it contracts with each beat it disappears from sight 
and then re-appears as blood rushes back into the tiny organ. 
 This is a vivid example of the importance that seeing holds for Harvey, as first indicated 
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in his dedicatory epistle. The embryonic heart is so tiny all Harvey can say in description of it is 
that it is “red and small.” It is not a measurable size, but one only expressible in metaphor, small 
“as the point of a needle.” The point of a needle is not measurable either to Harvey’s naked eye; 
instead, it is the point at which the firm, concrete reality of the needle gives way to that which is 
not needle. However, the exact location of that point is impossible to chart, as is the exact 
moment the embryonic chick comes into being. Like the ancient Greek paradox in which one 
must continually halve the distance between oneself and one’s goal, thereby never reaching the 
destination, the embryo never touches on the exact moment of its beginning. Instead, the heart 
leaps from one side of the line to the other and back, between needle and not-needle, between 
being seen and not being seen, and, as Harvey concludes, “betwixt being and not being” (34). 
Seeing may not be believing, but seeing is being. 
 However, there is further consequence of this observation for Harvey. Does “being” 
equal “living”? In Harvey’s grammatical equation, when the heart cannot be seen it does not 
exist. But it is not merely its return to the field of vision that marks the heart as alive. Harvey 
must have been exceptionally sensitive to this, as a man who spent countless hours dissecting 
dead bodies and measuring the loss of life from those dismembered while still living. How many 
tricks his eyes must have played on him, when he unknowingly caught a tendon and a hand 
twitched to life, or he strained to count the exact number of beats it took to empty a pig’s heart of 
blood. 
 It is clear from this passage what defines life for Harvey: movement. In the embryonic 
chicken heart’s jump from visibility to invisibility and from being to not being, “it did represent 
a beating, and the beginning of life,” he writes (34). As indicated by the ambivalence of the word 
“represent,” Harvey recognizes that the dichotomous aspect of the heart’s visibility/existence can 
be interpreted in multiple ways, but he clarifies for his reader the way he chooses to interpret it. 
Not despite but because of the heart’s vanishing act does it “represent a beating”; it is a heart 
beat, “and the beginning of life.” 
 The shrimp and the egg are a culmination; Harvey makes a significant rhetorical break at 
the end of this chapter, beginning the next with a resolute transition from experiment to 
conclusion. He writes, “I confidently believe then, that out of these and the like observations, it 
will be found that the motion of the heart is after this manner” (35), which he goes on to explain. 
He is not done offering examples and describing evidence, but this “confident belief” is perhaps 
the strongest direct assertion Harvey makes in regard to his discovery.  
 We cannot forget, however, that Harvey’s observation of this egg takes place as 
comparative anatomy, in the interest of lending insight into the hearts of others, including the 
human heart. If life is in the motion—the pulse, the breath—it is as if between those movements, 
in the rest between each heartbeat, the human being, like the embryonic chick, is not alive. In the 
intermittent nanoseconds our bodies reach impossible stillness, we die the “thousand deaths” of 
which Shakespeare writes. The lesson of Harvey’s egg is that such moments of death are, 
through movement, not an end, but rather “the beginning of life”; as he writes earlier in the same 
chapter, “Nature[,] in death[,] making as it were a recapitulation, returns upon her self . . . with a 
retrograde motion from the end of her race to the beginning of it” (32). Amidst the unfathomable 
suffering and destruction played out beneath his knives, Harvey offers rebirth with each beat of 
the heart; his comparative anatomy becomes metaphor in literal, physical action. Although 
Harvey may not “profess to learn and teach Anatomy from the axioms of Philosophers, but from 
Dissections and from the fabrick of Nature” (xiii), De motu cordis demonstrates how philosophy 
remains inseparable from science in the frontiers of early modern anatomy. 
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