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“Beaver with, in the upper part, a trompe l’oeil piece of paper, depicting various organs”
Engraving from Claude Perrault’s Description anatomique, 1669. Image © The Trustees of the British Museum  

r a c h e l  p o l i q u i n

how to scrutinize a beaver
cromwell mortimer’s musky conributions  

to the anatomical sciences of the eighteenth century

Discussed: A Fountain of Live Flounders, Death By Dog,  
Secretions from the Anal Scent Glands Used in Puddings, An Inducement to Miscarry,  

Fabled Self-Castration, Isidore of Seville, The First Beaver Dissection at the Bibiliotheque du Roi,  
The Great Fissure, To See Well What One Wishes to Represent

THE SUM TOTAL  
OF THE BEAVER

T he great British collec-
tor, naturalist, and phy-
sician Sir Hans Sloane 
kept a young female 
beaver in his garden in the fashionable 

Bloomsbury District at the center of London. She was 
a paunch-bellied beast and only half grown, measuring 
thirty inches from the tip of her nose to the end of her 
tail. She lived mainly on bread, which she held with both 
paws, sitting on her haunches like a squirrel. Occasion-
ally she nibbled the willow boughs that were brought for 

her, but she preferred the vines growing 
in Sloane’s garden and gnawed several of 
them down to the roots. She was never 
heard to make any noise, except a few 
short grunts when chased or angered. 
Most of all she loved to swim in a foun-
tain filled with live flounder, which she 

ignored. Her excrement was jet black and extraordi-
narily fetid. Her urine was turbid, white, and pungent. 
Where the beaver hailed from, who sent her to Sloane, 
and when she came to the garden are lost to time, but she 
was decidedly dead three months after her arrival, when 
Cromwell Mortimer, Sloane’s neighbor and good friend, 
dissected her remains, in 1733. The beaver had suffered 
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a bout of convulsive fits. She recov-
ered and was well enough until the 
day she was torn apart by a dog. 

This much we know from a pa-
per Mortimer published in Philo-
sophical Transactions. At the time of 
the beaver’s death, Mortimer and 
Sloane were at the heart of Lon-
don’s scientific community. Sloane 
was president of the Royal Society 
of London for Improving Natural 
Knowledge, succeeding Isaac New-
ton in the position. Mortimer was 
the society’s secretary, and, as sec-
retary, he was responsible for circu-
lating any and all noteworthy ob-
servations, experimentations, and 
innovations in the society’s journal, 
none other than Philosophical Trans-
actions.

Taken on its own, Mortimer’s 
sketch of a beaver ambling about 
an English garden hardly consti-
tuted useful knowledge for his en-
lightened readers. After all, this was 
the eighteenth century. Daniel Ga-
briel Fahrenheit invented the mer-
cury thermometer in 1714. Ed-
mond Halley had discovered the 
proper motion of the stars in 1718. 
And Carl Linnaeus would publish 
the first edition of his revolutionary 
ordering system, Systema Naturae, in 
1735. The new natural philosopher 
discovered the world and its laws by 
investigation and experiment, accu-
mulating natural facts by slow and 
precise observation. Which is to say, 
properly scrutinizing a beaver, by 
eighteenth-century standards, re-
quired an exhaustive description of 
the sum total of the beaver, or, as 
Mortimer entitled his paper, “The 
Anatomy of a Female Beaver, and an 

Account of Castor Found in Her.” 

False Testicle Tales

C astor, more commonly 
known as castoreum, is the 
potent-smelling, yellowish, 

sticky secretion from a beaver’s anal 
scent glands, mashed together with 
the dried and macerated gland itself. 
It has been used extensively in per-
fumery and as a fixative in soaps and 
lotions. It is also used as a vanilla fla-
voring in baked goods, frozen dairy 
products, candy, puddings, nonalco-
holic beverages, and chewing gum. 
(The United States Food and Drug 
Administration estimates the daily 
intake per capita of castoreum is 
around 0.01261 milligrams.) How-
ever, for most of human history, cas-
toreum has been highly prized for 
its fabled medicinal properties. 

The ancient Roman Pliny the 
Elder claimed that castoreum in-
duced miscarriage—if a pregnant 
woman stepped over a jar of it, or 
over a beaver itself, abortion would 
be the sure result. Castoreum was an 
excitant for patients suffering from 
lethargy, an antispasmodic, and—if 
used as a suppository—it dispelled 
hysterical suffocations. (A footnote 
from my 1857 translation of Pliny’s 
text observes that “castor is still given 
to females to inhale, when suffer-
ing from hysteria.”) Pliny claimed 
castoreum helped with vertigo, fits 
of trembling, affections of the sin-
ews, sciatica, stomachic complaints, 
and epilepsy. Taken with vinegar, it 
cured hiccups. When beaten with 
oil and injected into the ear, it cured 
a toothache on the same side. 

Pliny also narrates the dark little 
tale of self-castrating beavers. Con-
fusing a beaver’s scent glands for tes-
ticles, a myth spread that a cornered 
beaver would bite off his own tes-
tes, rolling them toward the hunter 
in the hope of escaping with his life. 

Pliny was aware that physi-
cian-philosopher Quintus Sextius 
had discredited the myth. However, 
the story had been around too long 
and was too deliciously perverse to 
expire just from the words of one 
careful observer. Among the earliest 
versions of the tale is “The Beaver 
and his Testicles,” included in Ae-
sop’s fables, which concludes with 
this pithy moral: “If only people 
would take the same approach and 
agree to be deprived of their posses-
sions in order to live lives free from 
danger; no one, after all, would set 
a trap for someone already stripped 
to the skin.” The seventh-century 
scholar Isidore of Seville added an 
etymological elegancy to the tale by 
erroneously claiming that the word 
castor was derived from the Latin 
verb castrare, “to castrate.” (In fact, 
the Greek word for “beaver,” castor, 
is derived from the ancient Sanskrit 
word for “musk,” kasturi. The orig-
inal Latin word for “beaver” is fiber. 
For better or worse, Carl Linnaeus 
gave the Eurasian beaver the bino-
mial name Castor fiber, translatable as 
“beaver beaver.”) Sometime before 
his death, in 1566, from a surfeit of 
figs, the French physician Gulielmus 
Rondeletius finally dissected a bea-
ver with sufficient accuracy to de-
termine that the castoreum was not 
held in a beaver’s testicles but pro-
duced by a pair of scent glands in-
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side the beaver’s abdomen, making 
them anatomically impossible to nip 
off in a pinch. Yet almost a hundred 
years later, the myth was still preva-
lent enough for Thomas Browne to 
include it in his encyclopaedic de-
bunking of ancient errors and spu-
rious notions, Pseudodoxia Epidemica 
Or, Enquiries Into Very many Received 
Tenets, And commonly presumed Truths, 
first published in 1646. Interest-
ingly, Browne seems to think that 
the confusion between testicles and 
scent glands was a more egregious 
error than the idea of a beaver biting 
anything off to save his life. 

The only medicinal virtue Mor-
timer mentions in his paper (both he 
and Sloane were physicians) is that 

wearing a beaver cap and anoint-
ing one’s head with castor oil would 
so strengthen one’s memory that 
nothing read would ever be forgot-
ten. However, Mortimer is quick to 
qualify that “this seems to be only 
a superstitious Fancy, yet I mention 
it, because probably such a Notion 
might have first brought the Use... 
of this Animal into Request for 
making Hats.” Mortimer had better 
things to do than debate the merits 
of ancient wisdom. In the true scru-
tinizing spirit of eighteenth-century 
anatomy, Mortimer set out to detail 
the anatomical particularity of the 
female beaver, something which had 
yet to be systematically inspected. 

INSIDE THE BODY  
OF A FEMALE BEAVER

B eavers had once been 
plentiful throughout the 
British Isles, but the last 

words on British beavers came in 
1188. In his Itinerary through Wales, 
Giraldus Cambrensis claimed bea-
vers were extinct in England and 
could be found only in the River 
Teivi in Wales and one river in 
Scotland. After Cambrensis, we hear 
no more of the beaver in Britain. 
By the seventeenth century, Eur-
asian beavers seemed destined for 
the same fate. With their scaly tails 
and aquatic lifestyle, beavers were 
deemed to be fish by the Roman 
Catholic Church, which meant they 
could be eaten on non-meat Fri-
days and throughout Lenten absti-
nence. Perhaps more devastatingly, a 
rage for broad-brimmed beaver hats 
eradicated beavers from most rivers 
in Europe and Russia. Mortimer 
notes they were long gone from the 
Biber River, named for its beavers, 
and from the Danube. By the early 
eighteenth century, beavers survived 
only in a few rivers in Switzerland, 
Poland, Russia, Austria, the West In-
dies, and New England. With Eur-
asian beavers in sad decline, the dis-
covery of a new continent teeming 
with beavers was astounding good 
fortune for European furriers. 

Although beavers were hardly 
unknown or unusual, by the early 
eighteenth century only a few de-
scriptions existed of beaver anat-
omy. Ancient and medieval authors 
had barely explored beyond the 
powers of castoreum, and beavers 

Cromwell Mortimer’s illustration in Philosophical Transactions 38. Mortimer  introduces the drawing, “As none of 
the Authors I have met with have given any Delineation of the Parts of Generation, or of the Receptacles of the Castor 
in a Female Beaver, I have drawn them after Nature, as they are represented in the Figure.” Position FF shows “The 
Receptacles, containg the Castor.” Image courtesy of the Royal Society of London. 
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from North America usually ar-
rived at European ports as skins for 
hats, not as living creatures. One of 
the first beaver dissections was per-
formed on a deceased male beaver 
at the Bibliothèque du Roi in the 
later seventeenth century. The bea-
ver had been taken from the Saint 
Lawrence River, and had lived at 
Versailles for several years, although 
he was never allowed in the foun-
tains. Claude Perrault’s account of 
the dissection was published by the 
Académie Royale des Sciences in 
1682, accompanied by illustrations 
of a front paw, brain, reproductive 
system, and sharp-pointed penis 
bone. 

With the fresh body of a dead 
female beaver, Mortimer hoped 
to make a similar contribution to 
the anatomical sciences. However, 
nothing much was left of the bea-
ver after the dog attack. “She was so 
torn,” he writes, “that we could see 
nothing Particular in the Heart, or 
in the Lungs. In the Abdomen the 
Liver and Kidnies were quite torn 
a-pieces. There were several Holes 
bit through the Stomach.” Luckily 
for Mortimer, the beaver’s “Parts of 
Generation” were sufficiently un-
harmed by the attack to allow de-
tailed observations of the exact size, 
shape, and location of the beaver’s 
uterus, ovaries, bladder, castor and 
anal glands, vagina, anus, and clo-
aca, the last described by Mortimer 
as the “great Fissure.”

The beaver’s bowels and ova-
ries resembled those of a female 
dog, while her bladder was the size 
of a wrinkled walnut. Her two cas-
tor glands were like two pears, each 

about an inch and three quarters 
long and filled with a dark, syrupy, 
musky tar with the extreme pun-
gency of smelling salts. The mem-
branes of the glands were tough, 
“full of Wrinkles and Furrows and 
of a livid dirty Colour,” and able to 
contain about an ounce of water. 
The beaver’s wizened anal glands 
were oblong, and the pale, fleshy 
color of a pancreas. Each anal gland 
was connected to a castor gland 
above by a narrow canal and to a 
separate orifice below, beset with 
long black hairs, which in turn was 
connected to the cloaca.

Mortimer’s article is accompa-
nied by his own illustration of the 
beaver’s inward parts. Surely the 
beaver’s body was a bloodied clutter 
of tubes and organs, but Mortimer’s 
drawing is a wonder of clear-eyed 
scrutiny. In the words of Perrault 
(the author of the Parisian beaver 
dissection), the importance in ana-
tomical illustration “was not to rep-
resent well what one sees, but to see 

well what one wishes to represent.” 
Mortimer certainly succeeded. The 
illustration neatly delineates all the 
parts, just as Mortimer described 
them: the irregularities of the ova-
ries, the wrinkled furrows, the dark 
cavern of the anus, and the long 
black hairs. He even included a por-
tion of her tail so readers could ori-
ent themselves, anatomically speak-
ing. 

And in case anyone desired to 
scrutinize the truth of these matters 
for herself, Mortimer, or Sloane, or 
both, skinned what was left of the 
beaver and preserved her reproduc-
tive tract in alcohol. Listed among 
the vertebrate specimens in the cat-
alogs of Sloane’s collection are “the 
case [skin] of a beaver I kept alive in 
my garden for some time” and “the 
inward parts in spirits.” O 

MICROINTERVIEW WITH  
HEATHER CHRISTLE, PART II.

THE BELIEVER: Is there a poem title you envy?

HEATHER CHRISTLE: Oh yes. “The Picture of Little J.A. in a Pros-
pect of Flowers,” (John Ashbery), “Pity the Bathtub Its Forced Embrace of 
the Human Form,” (Matthea Harvey), about half of Wallace Stevens’s ti-
tles: “Questions Are Remarks,” “The Planet on the Table,” “The Emperor 
of Ice Cream,” “Postcard from a Volcano.” It is very tempting to list them 
all. I’m not sure I precisely envy them, though. I don’t want to sound sanc-
timonious, but I don’t often envy other people’s business. Other people’s 
excellence generally stirs excitement. We live in a world where such titles 
exist—this is very fortunate. O


