
The Mutter Museum Of Medical History

The Mutter Museum of Medical History is an extraordinary institution dedicated to the
preservation and exhibition of medical artifacts and specimens. Located in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, this museum offers a unique glimpse into the history of medicine, showcasing the
evolution of surgical techniques, the development of medical instruments, and the fascinating stories
behind human anatomy. Founded in 1858, the Mutter Museum is part of The College of Physicians of
Philadelphia and serves as a reminder of both the advancements and ethical quandaries that have
shaped medical practice over the centuries.

History of the Mutter Museum

The Mutter Museum was established through the efforts of Dr. Thomas Dent Mutter, a prominent
surgeon and medical educator. His dream was to create a collection of anatomical specimens and
medical instruments that could serve as educational tools for future physicians. In 1856, Dr. Mutter
donated his personal collection to The College of Physicians of Philadelphia, and the museum
officially opened its doors two years later.

Over the years, the museum has expanded its collection significantly. It now holds over 25,000
medical artifacts, including:

- Anatomical models
- Historical surgical instruments
- Pathological specimens
- Medical illustrations and texts

Dr. Mutter's vision was not only to educate physicians but also to promote a better understanding of
medical conditions and their treatments among the general public. His belief in the importance of
medical education continues to guide the museum's mission today.



Collection Highlights

The Mutter Museum houses an impressive array of artifacts, many of which are both educational and
thought-provoking. Some of the most notable items in the collection include:

The Hyrtl Skull Collection

One of the most striking parts of the museum's collection is the Hyrtl Skull Collection, which
includes over 139 human skulls. These skulls were collected in the 19th century by the Austrian
anatomist Joseph Hyrtl and were used to study human anatomy and variations in skull shape. The
collection provides valuable insights into the historical understanding of cranial anatomy and the
development of forensic science.

The Soap Lady

Another fascinating exhibit is that of "The Soap Lady," a well-preserved body of a woman named
Mary Ashbury, who died in the 1800s. Her remains underwent a unique process of adipocere
formation, where body fat transforms into a soap-like substance due to environmental conditions.
This exhibit not only showcases the science of decomposition but also raises questions about
mortality and preservation.

Medical Instruments

The museum boasts a wide array of historical surgical instruments, many of which are still in use in
modified forms today. Visitors can see tools such as:

1. Amputating saws
2. Trepanning instruments
3. Forceps
4. Scalpels

These instruments illustrate the evolution of surgical techniques and the meticulous craftsmanship
that characterized early medical tools.

The Giant's Heart

One of the most popular attractions at the Mutter Museum is the preserved heart of a 200-pound
man, which is known as "The Giant's Heart." This large specimen serves as a powerful visual
representation of cardiovascular health and disease, highlighting the importance of heart health in
contemporary medicine.



Educational Programs and Events

The Mutter Museum is committed to education and outreach, offering a variety of programs for
visitors of all ages. These include:

- Guided Tours: Expert-led tours that delve into the history of the collection and the stories behind
the artifacts.
- Workshops: Hands-on learning experiences that explore topics such as anatomy, medical history,
and ethics.
- Lectures and Seminars: Engaging discussions featuring medical professionals, historians, and
ethicists who share their insights on pertinent topics in medicine and healthcare.

In addition, the museum often collaborates with local schools and universities to provide students
with valuable resources and experiences that enhance their understanding of medical science.

Ethical Considerations in Medical History

The Mutter Museum also serves as a platform for discussing ethical considerations in medicine.
Many of the artifacts on display raise significant questions about consent, human dignity, and the
treatment of patients throughout history. The museum encourages visitors to reflect on these issues,
prompting conversations about the balance between medical advancement and ethical
responsibility.

One example of this is the collection of specimens that were obtained during a time when medical
ethics were not as rigorously defined as they are today. The museum provides context for these
practices, helping visitors understand how societal views on consent and human rights have evolved.

Visitor Experience

Visiting the Mutter Museum is a unique experience that combines education, fascination, and
sometimes discomfort. The exhibits are designed to engage the visitor's curiosity, often provoking a
wide range of emotional responses. The ambiance of the museum, with its dim lighting and carefully
curated displays, invites visitors to explore at their own pace.

The museum is open to the public year-round, and it provides various amenities to enhance the
visitor experience:

- Gift Shop: A selection of medical-themed books, souvenirs, and educational materials.
- Accessibility: The museum is committed to being accessible to all visitors, with accommodations
available upon request.

Conclusion



The Mutter Museum of Medical History stands as a testament to the complexities of medicine and its
history. It serves not only as a repository of fascinating artifacts but also as a space for critical
reflection on the ethical dimensions of medical practice. Through its extensive collection and
educational programs, the museum continues to inspire curiosity and a deeper understanding of the
medical profession's past, present, and future.

For anyone interested in the intersection of science, history, and ethics, the Mutter Museum is a
must-visit destination. Whether you are a medical professional, a student, or simply curious about
the human body, the museum offers an unparalleled experience that encourages exploration and
contemplation of the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Mütter Museum of Medical History?
The Mütter Museum is a medical museum located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, known for its
unique collection of medical specimens, anatomical models, and historical medical instruments,
showcasing the history of medicine and the human body.

What are some of the notable exhibits at the Mütter Museum?
Notable exhibits include the Soap Lady, a preserved body that has undergone saponification, a
collection of human skulls, and various anatomical specimens that illustrate medical anomalies and
historical surgeries.

Is the Mütter Museum suitable for children?
While the Mütter Museum is educational, it may not be suitable for very young children due to the
graphic nature of some exhibits. It's recommended for older children and adults who can understand
and appreciate the historical context.

How does the Mütter Museum contribute to medical
education?
The Mütter Museum serves as an educational resource by providing insights into the history of
medicine, the evolution of medical practices, and the complexities of the human body, often used by
medical students and professionals.

Are there any events or programs associated with the Mütter
Museum?
Yes, the Mütter Museum hosts a variety of events, including lectures, workshops, and special
exhibitions that engage the public in discussions about medical history, ethics, and the science of
medicine.

How can visitors prepare for a trip to the Mütter Museum?
Visitors can prepare by reviewing the museum's website for current exhibits, ticketing information,



and any special guidelines. It's also helpful to familiarize oneself with the museum's collection to
enhance the experience.
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