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Abstract 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

It is well known that the seventeenth-century Dutch artist Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669) was 

involved with Holland’s anatomical realm. It is also widely known that the Dutch anatomy 

theatres made a dramatic spectacle of death, as conveyed by the curiosities, artworks and public 

dissections staged there. However, few scholars have examined the extent to which 

Rembrandt’s anatomical experiences shaped aspects of his artistic development, particularly his 

approach to the subject of bodily mortality. This research investigates this issue through an 

analysis of selected artworks. The obvious starting point for this investigation is Rembrandt’s 

portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. Examination of this work reveals 

Rembrandt’s use of many formal and symbolic conventions derived from anatomical imagery, 

which he applied to his artwork in interesting and innovative ways. It also shows how 

Rembrandt used his firsthand experience in anatomical dissections to depict the mortality of the 

body in an incredibly direct and physically engaging way. Finally, it demonstrates how 

Rembrandt integrated the principal theological and moral concerns of Dutch anatomical culture 

into his work, to highlight a very prominent issue of the time: the transience of earthly life. This 

research will furthermore reveal how Rembrandt continued to apply these strategies to other 

artworks produced over his career, many of which were not explicitly concerned with 

anatomical subject matter. Studied in chronological order, these works include The Descent 

from the Cross, The Sacrifice of Isaac, Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, the Slaughtered Ox 

paintings, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, the Lucretia images, and a number of self-

portraits and portraits. In addition to sharing the same basic strategies identified in Rembrandt’s 

earlier anatomical portrait, these images also exhibit other features that reflect the influence of 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm. The most important of these is what I refer to 

as Rembrandt’s ‘phenomenological painting style’, in which he used the substance of paint as a 

powerful painterly metonym for flesh, especially dead or dying flesh. Rembrandt’s use of this 

technique enabled him to provide a highly affecting sense of the mortality of the flesh, akin to 

what he had witnessed in the Dutch anatomy theatres. This thesis thus proposes that 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical sphere were critical to his development as an artist, 

particularly as a painter of bodily mortality. 
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Preface 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

When I was completing my undergraduate studies in the late 1990s and early 2000s, a range of 

exhibitions appeared that greatly captured my interest. These exhibitions included The 

Ingenious Machine of Nature: Four Centuries of Art and Anatomy, The Quick and the Dead: 

Artists and Anatomy, Spectacular Bodies: The Art and Science of the Human Body from 

Leonardo to Now, and the notorious Body Worlds show. Intrigued by these exhibitions, which 

explored the historical intersections between art and anatomy, I decided to undertake doctoral 

research in the field, focusing on the impact of anatomical culture on artistic production in early 

modern Europe. However, after conducting considerable research on the subject it became 

impossible to ignore the uniqueness of Rembrandt, whose anatomical portraits seemed to 

encapsulate the philosophical and psychological underpinnings of early modern anatomy much 

more boldly and dramatically than any other artworks I had seen. In studying these paintings, it 

became increasingly apparent to me that Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical sphere 

influenced his representation of bodily mortality in particular, and this led me to question to 

what extent his anatomical experiences also shaped his portrayal of mortality in other artworks, 

including those that were not explicitly concerned with anatomical subject matter. I would find 

much evidence to support my hypothesis that they did, yet found minimal scholarship 

addressing this issue. It was at this point that my final thesis took shape, evolving from a study 

of art and anatomy in early modern Europe into a very specific investigation of the role of 

anatomy within Rembrandt’s art, particularly his paintings of bodily mortality.  

 

My journey into the world of Rembrandt scholarship has therefore been somewhat 

unconventional, and this has presented both disadvantages and advantages for my work. For 

example, I came to this study lacking some of the expertise that one might expect within this 

field, such as knowledge of the Dutch language, and this has limited my access to some 

scholarly literature, particularly Dutch archival material. However, my unusual background has 

also created interesting opportunities for me to analyze Rembrandt’s work in ways that others 

have not done. For example, my comprehensive knowledge of the history of artistic and 

anatomical exchange in early modern Europe has enabled me to view Rembrandt’s work in 

relation to this broader cultural phenomenon, observing how his art corresponds with, but also 

departs significantly from, established traditions. Similarly, my application of contemporary art 

historical models of analysis, including psychoanalytic and phenomenological theory, has 

offered new and original ways of reading Rembrandt’s works. This has been particularly critical 

to my examination of Rembrandt’s ‘phenomenological painting style’, a term that I have 

developed to highlight the incredibly visceral nature of his paintwork, which I relate directly to 

his experiences in the Dutch anatomy theatres. Thus, while there are certain limitations to this 
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research, it also offers new ways of thinking about Rembrandt’s art and his place in the larger 

history of artistic and anatomical interchange, and ultimately serves to illuminate Rembrandt’s 

unique achievements, as an artist who used his engagement with the anatomical sphere to create 

highly original works of art that confront the reality of our shared corporeality and mortality in 

deeply affecting ways. 
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Introduction 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

A curious object was recorded in Rembrandt’s collection of ‘rarities and antiquities’ in the final 

days of his life, namely ‘four flayed arms and legs anatomized by Vesalius’.1 How Rembrandt 

came to be in possession of this extraordinary anatomical specimen remains unknown. 

However, it certainly indicates that he was deeply interested in and involved with anatomy, a 

fact confirmed by his two paintings of this subject: The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 

1632, and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, 1656.2 The anatomical culture of 

Rembrandt’s age–meaning the broad range of ideas and activities associated with the Dutch 

anatomy schools3–studied various aspects of the human condition. While recent scholarship has 

tended to emphasize its scientific analysis of the body, the anatomical culture of Rembrandt’s 

time was also greatly preoccupied with moral and religious concerns of the day, particularly 

pertaining to the mortality of the body. The transience of earthly life was a prominent concern 

throughout Dutch society during the seventeenth century, inspired in large part by Christian and 

humanistic teachings, especially Dutch Calvinism. It permeated most aspects of Dutch culture, 

and found dramatic expression in the Dutch anatomy theatres, particularly those in Leiden and 

Amsterdam, where anatomists made a very explicit display of death through the curiosities, 

artworks and public dissections staged there.4 This thesis argues that Rembrandt’s encounters 

with death in the Dutch anatomy theatres shaped key aspects of his artistic development, 

particularly his approach to the subject of bodily mortality. More specifically, it proposes that 

Rembrandt used his experiences in the anatomical sphere for two main purposes: firstly, to 

enrich the nature of his representation of the mortality of the body in numerous artworks 

produced over his career, and secondly, to develop a style of painting that more effectively 

represented these ideas. This is demonstrated through close visual analysis of a range of 

artworks that deal with this theme, using contemporary art historical models of analysis, 

including psychoanalytic and phenomenological approaches. 

 

Rembrandt’s engagement with Dutch anatomical culture 

 

Although scholars do not know exactly when or where Rembrandt first engaged with 

anatomical culture, it is very likely to have occurred during his early years in Leiden. 

Rembrandt lived in Leiden until his mid-twenties5, and Leiden University was at that time 

known and celebrated as a leading international centre of anatomy, a role traditionally 

associated with the anatomy schools in Italy.6 Each year hundreds of visitors flocked to the 

Leiden anatomy theatre to witness the public dissections, which were performed on the bodies 

of executed criminals.7 As Simon Schama has written, these public dissections were ‘eagerly 

anticipated events in the calendar of Leiden’s spectacles’, attended by all the ‘eminences of 
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town and gown... along with crowds of students and professors... [while] the back rows of the 

amphitheater’s benches were filled with the ticket-paying public’.8 Given the remarkable level 

of public interest in the Leiden anatomy theatre at this time, Rembrandt would certainly have 

been aware of its activities and probably attended some of the dissections staged there. This is 

especially likely because Rembrandt was briefly enrolled at Leiden University9, and also 

because as an aspiring young artist he would have been conscious of the artistic merits of 

anatomical study. Many of the great Renaissance and Baroque artists that Rembrandt admired 

engaged with anatomical culture, including Michelangelo, Titian, Holbein, Caravaggio and 

Rubens, as will be discussed in more detail shortly. Furthermore, the Leiden anatomy theatre 

was a very important centre for the arts, for as William Heckscher wrote: ‘it was in the full 

sense of the term a Kunst-und Wunderkabinett and most likely the nearest to a public art 

museum that Rembrandt could have visited in his formative years’.10 Jan C.C. Rupp has also 

noted the artistic significance of the Leiden anatomy theatre, writing that the theatres were 

‘important cultural centers in seventeenth-century Holland and were probably specifically 

Dutch in the sense that they were centers of the arts (especially the art of painting) and of the 

sciences (especially of the new science of medicine)’.11 Hence, it would have been very 

common for artists like Rembrandt to frequent these theatres. 

 

Records show that as a cultural museum, the Leiden anatomy theatre concentrated strongly on 

the issue of life’s transience, as evidenced by the curiosities and artworks displayed there. For 

example, an engraving of the interior of the theatre from 1609 (fig.1) shows that it was 

decorated with numerous human skeletons, those at the front resembling Adam, with the shovel, 

and Eve, standing with the apple by the tree of knowledge. Several other human skeletons stood 

among the audience members, carrying banners marked with inscriptions such as PULVIS ET 

UMBRA SUMUS (‘we are dust and shadow’), MEMENTO MORI (‘remember that you are 

mortal’), and HOMO BULLA (‘life is as fragile as a bubble’).12 Also perched toward the rear of 

the anatomy theatre was a skeleton horse and rider, a curiosity that very likely formed the 

subject of a small sketch that Rembrandt made later in his life (fig.2).13 As Kenneth Clark 

wrote: ‘From his youth onwards [Rembrandt] must have known the figure of a skeleton horse 

and rider which stood high up on the balustrade of the anatomical theatre in Leyden. Its macabre 

authority fascinated him and at some point he made [this] brilliant drawing of it’.14 In addition 

to these and other curiosities15, many of the artworks displayed in the Leiden anatomy theatre 

also emphasized the temporality of earthly life, transforming the theatre into what Lunsingh 

Scheurleer coined ‘Un amphithéâtre d’anatomie moralisée’.16 Rupp similarly concluded that: 

‘The anatomical theatre in Leiden was as an art-museum a museum of Vanitas art. It represents 

the ethos, shared by the artists and the learned men, of the relativity of the human existence and 

of the necessity of temperance’.17  
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Fig. 1. Bartholomeus Dolendo after Jan Cornelisz Woudanus, The anatomical theatre in Leiden, 
1609, engraving, 46.6 x 55.8 cm, Rijksprentenkabinet, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Rembrandt, The Skeleton Rider, c.1649-1650, drawing, Hessisches Landesmuseum, Darmstadt 
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While these curiosities and artworks were very explicit reminders of death in themselves, 

arguably the most dramatic display of transience in the Leiden anatomy theatre was the actual 

dissection of dead bodies, performed as part of the public anatomy lessons. In viewing these 

demonstrations, spectators were able to study corporeal remains directly, thereby gaining an 

immediate physical sense of mortality, as well as its emotional, moral and spiritual aspects. It is 

impossible to know exactly what this experience would have been like for a seventeenth-century 

observer such as Rembrandt, given that no known written records have survived.18 However, 

when we take into account the character of the aforementioned curiosities and artworks, as well 

as the content of the lectures performed by the anatomists of Leiden, most notably Pieter Paaw 

(1564-1617), which concentrated on religious and moral themes19, one can assume that 

spectators were encouraged to participate in a solemn contemplation of earthly transience. This 

would have been further reinforced by the location of the Leiden anatomy theatre. Built on the 

raised ground floor of the choir of an old convent chapel, its anatomical table was located in the 

place once reserved for the altar, and suspended above it was a chandelier, with its ‘twelve 

lights symbolizing the holy Jerusalem’.20 Surrounded by these religious symbols, it would be 

difficult for any spectator not to consider issues of mortality in a spiritual context. Indeed, the 

placing of the executed criminal body upon the former altar would have been highly reminiscent 

of the sacrament of the Eucharist, a similar ritual of bodily sacrifice involving the symbolic 

consumption of Christ’s flesh and blood. 

 

The Amsterdam anatomy theatre, which Rembrandt became involved with around 163121, was 

more-or-less identical to Leiden’s in its emphasis on mortality. It was decorated with numerous 

curiosities that emphasized this theme, including ‘the skeleton of an English pirate anno 1615, 

the skin of a criminal named Gielis Calewaard... [and] the skull of a dwarf named Pigmei’.22 

Many of the artworks displayed there also addressed this issue. As Rupp commented: ‘The 

anatomical theatre as an art museum depicts the typical Vanitas style, as do Bidloo’s Anatomia 

and Ruys’s Cabinet: in them many symbols of the fragility and temporality of human life are 

present’.23 Like their Leiden counterparts, the Amsterdam anatomists also performed public 

dissections that made a dramatic spectacle of death. The poem ‘On the Anatomical House 

Which Can be Visited in Amsterdam’, written by Caspar Barlaeus (1584-1648) around 1639, 

refers explicitly to this function of the public anatomy lessons. Describing the theatre firstly as: 

‘This house we found for Death’, Barlaeus went on to write of the dissections conducted there: 

‘Behold, a life’s span has withered. And once the light has been extinguished, man disintegrates 

in putrefaction. Behold this, O citizens, and tell your Magistrates that here you can learn the 

ways of death and a desire to shun death’.24 As in Leiden, the spiritual dimensions of mortality 

were further emphasized by the location of the Amsterdam anatomy theatre in buildings 

formerly used for religious purposes, including St. Ursula’s Convent, where it existed from 

1550-1578, and St. Margaret’s Church, where it was situated from 1578-1619 and 1639-1690.25 
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The impact of anatomical culture on Rembrandt’s approach to the subject of bodily 

mortality  

 

Through his involvement with the Dutch anatomy theatres, Rembrandt gained exposure to a 

complex cultural sphere in which the issue of life’s transience was of utmost concern. Although 

this concern was prevalent throughout Dutch society at the time, it took a particularly dramatic 

form in the anatomy theatres, where the physical reality of dead, dissected and decaying flesh 

formed such an intense focus of its artistic traditions (referring to both the curiosities and the 

artworks displayed there) as well as its practical activities. In this thesis, I argue that Rembrandt 

recognized this significance of Dutch anatomical culture, and used his experiences in the 

anatomical sphere to enrich key aspects of his art, particularly his representation of bodily 

mortality. Through an examination of several artworks on this theme, I identify his use of many 

formal and symbolic conventions derived from anatomical imagery, especially from a core 

group of works that appear to have been a consistent influence on his art.26 While there are no 

written documents confirming his familiarity with these images, their recurring significance 

suggests that he was intimately familiar with and deeply influenced by them.27 I further argue 

that Rembrandt’s firsthand encounters with dissections were instrumental to his portrayal of 

bodily mortality. This experience enabled him to depict the mortality of the body in a very 

direct and physically engaging way, not only in a figurative sense, but in a physical manner as 

well–that is, through the very substance and handling of the paint, which he increasingly used as 

a painterly metonym for flesh, especially dead or dying flesh.  

 

In discussing Rembrandt’s handling of paint, this thesis addresses a very important aspect of the 

artist’s work that has been the subject of detailed art historical analysis. References to 

Rembrandt’s rough painting mode date to the seventeenth century, as illustrated by the writings 

of Rembrandt’s pupil, Samuel van Hoogstraten (1627-1678), who examined the ‘ronding’ and 

‘uitheffing’ (plasticity and spatiality) evident in many of Rembrandt’s works.28 Rembrandt’s 

paintwork has remained an intense focus of scholarship ever since, with many commentators 

attempting to describe and explain this feature of his work. While admitting the originality of 

Rembrandt’s style, for many the explanation has been sought in terms of artistic influence. Ernst 

van de Wetering’s studies in the field have been particularly useful in this regard, exploring the 

technical components in intricate detail, and identifying a long art historical tradition that 

precedes and informs Rembrandt’s own stylistic developments.29 For example, Van de 

Wetering’s studies showed that Rembrandt’s teacher, the Amsterdam artist Pieter Lastman, was 

one of Rembrandt’s earliest influences in this sense, as was Rembrandt’s fellow pupil, Jan 

Lievens. Other important artistic influences include Titian and Rubens, both of whom 

experimented with similar painterly styles, and were known to have been of great interest to 

Rembrandt.30  
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There is no question that these artists were crucial influences on Rembrandt’s own painting 

style. However, given that considerable research has already been undertaken to establish the art 

historical precedents for Rembrandt’s handling of paint by Van de Wetering and others31, this 

study pays only minimal attention to the question of artistic influence, and instead examines 

another possible influence: Rembrandt’s direct experiential encounter with flesh and death in 

the anatomical realm. To be clear, this thesis does not seek to make the case that Rembrandt’s 

experiences in the anatomical sphere were solely, or even principally, responsible for this 

stylistic development, but rather contends that his anatomical experiences did contribute 

substantially and additionally to it. This argument is founded on the belief that Rembrandt’s 

firsthand encounters with dissection provided an immediate, tactile encounter with mortal flesh 

that enriched his understanding of and ability to express (in very personal and original ways) 

these qualities of the body through the medium of oil paint. These intense firsthand experiences 

with dissection–more intense in a psychological and phenomenological sense than the 

experience of viewing other artists’ paintings–gave Rembrandt the impetus to push the 

signifying potential of the medium itself, even further than his forebears. 

 

My argument is unapologetically interpretative. This is because the nature of Rembrandt’s 

experiential encounter cannot be proved beyond doubt. Even trawling through all relevant and 

not so relevant documents that might relate to it will not settle the case, as it ultimately rests on 

experiential data that cannot be accessed (the key protagonist and other witnesses are dead) and 

even if it could, would still be open to interpretation. The argument then cannot be settled on 

purely empirical grounds, and nor do I believe it can be advanced very far in this fashion. 

Rather, in the mode of interpretative analysis, empirical investigation is used to test 

interpretations that are largely advanced theoretically. Thus while it does not flinch from 

examining a wide range of historical material or following various leads to their end, its focus 

remains on experiential matters that are inevitably delimited by various theoretical models of 

experience. To this end, in studying the impact of anatomical culture on Rembrandt’s art, 

specifically his portrayal of bodily mortality, this research looks to a range of contemporary art 

historical and theoretical writings, many of which apply psychoanalytic or phenomenological 

approaches to the field. Studies by Svetlana Alpers, Mieke Bal and James Elkins are all very 

interesting in this regard, and indeed each of them draw analogies between Rembrandt’s 

handling of paint and an underlying concern with death in their respective works, which I will 

address further in the literature review. This research uses their analyses as a foundation for this 

study, but differs in its specific identification of the anatomy theatre as a literal site of influence 

for this aspect of Rembrandt’s work. 

 

Part of the reason why contemporary interpretive methods such as psychoanalytic and 

phenomenological theory are critical to this study is that there are no known written records that 
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document Rembrandt’s encounters with the anatomical culture of seventeenth-century Holland 

and its impact on him. The only legitimate primary sources we have are the paintings 

themselves, and so we must look to these visual artifacts for clues that suggest the nature of 

Rembrandt’s relationship to and experiences within the anatomical sphere. By applying aspects 

of psychoanalytic and phenomenological theory to Rembrandt’s work, this thesis aligns itself 

with contemporary art historical models of analysis, which embrace anachronistic approaches to 

the field and respect the powerful and dynamic relationship that exists between the viewer and 

the work of art in the construction of meaning.32 This contemporary approach has been fiercely 

critiqued and contested by some scholars, particularly those who identify with more traditional 

art historical models, which is more typically the case in the field of Dutch art history in 

general, and Rembrandt studies in particular.33 However, there are many respected scholars who 

work in this manner, applying contemporary readings to historical artworks in interesting and 

scholarly-rigorous ways. Georges Didi-Huberman, W.J.T. Mitchell, Keith Moxey and Mieke 

Bal are some of those authors, and their work has greatly inspired my own understanding of and 

approach to the discipline. As these commentators will openly acknowledge, there are certain 

limitations to these contemporary approaches, however there is also much to be gained from this 

type of approach, which encourages creative and speculative responses to historical works of 

art.34 

 

Given that psychoanalytic and phenomenological approaches have informed this research, it is 

important to clarify my use of them from the outset. Both have been increasingly used as 

interpretive resources in art historical scholarship over the past century, and both are widely 

accepted as a meaningful way of studying the experience of the artist and the production of 

artworks. Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), the modern founder of psychoanalysis, was one of the 

first theorists to apply psychoanalytic theory to the study of artists and artworks, and his essays 

‘Leonardo da Vinci: A Study in Psychosexuality’, 1910, and ‘The Moses of Michelangelo’, first 

published anonymously in 1914, are some of the earliest examples in the field.35 Psychoanalysis 

has continued to feature in art historical scholarship since then, although it was not until the 

latter part of the twentieth century that it became more widely established as a specific sub-

discipline in the field.36 Broadly speaking, psychoanalysis refers to any psychological or psychic 

aspect of experience–that is, anything that relates to the philosophy of human consciousness. In 

this study, I am generally interested in the psychological nature of Rembrandt’s experiences in 

the anatomical realm, its impact upon his artistic sensibility, and its manifestation in specific 

artworks, particularly those concerned with the mortality of the body. My research also draws 

on a range of other psychoanalytic interpretations, including Julia Kristeva’s writings on 

abjection in Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, 1982, which provides a broad context 

for much of my own understanding of Rembrandt’s encounters with anatomical cadavers in the 

Dutch anatomy theatres. Alpers’ and Bal’s analyses of the psychological underpinnings of 
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Rembrandt’s fascination with mortality in Rembrandt’s Enterprise: The Studio and the Market, 

1988, and Reading “Rembrandt”: Beyond the Word-Image Opposition, 1991, are also integral 

to my research, and their significance is discussed at length in the literature review. 

 

Phenomenological approaches have also become a common feature of art historical scholarship 

over the past century. The origins of phenomenological philosophy as we know it today can be 

traced to Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) and his Logical Investigations of 1900-01. Since then, 

many different streams of phenomenological philosophy have emerged, and the writings of 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) form the most important model for this research because 

of his explicit foregrounding of the body, particularly in his Phenomenology of Perception, first 

published in French in 1945 and translated into English in 1962, in which he argued that one’s 

own body (le corps propre) was integral to all forms of human experience, including 

perception. In his words: ‘Insofar as I have hands, feet, a body, I sustain around me intentions 

which are not dependent on my decisions and which affect my surroundings in a way that I do 

not choose’.37 Phenomenological perspectives are critical to this study because they provide a 

tool for understanding Rembrandt’s physical and sensory relationship to the dissections that he 

witnessed in the Dutch anatomy theatres, as well as to the paintings that I argue were made in 

response to–or at the very least, were unconsciously influenced by–those experiences. While I 

am not suggesting that Rembrandt thought in these explicit terms (that is, in the sense that we 

understand phenomenology today), few painters have better represented it. In emphasizing 

corporeality through the paint itself, Rembrandt’s paintings demand that the viewer experiences 

these works in a fully visceral way. In this sense, his paintings highlight the agency of our 

bodies as perceiving, thinking and feeling entities, and so draw our attention in a very embodied 

rather than merely intellectual way, to the physicality (and mortality) of our actual bodies.38  

 

As suggested earlier, some scholars may object to my application of contemporary interpretive 

methods such as psychoanalytic and phenomenological theory to Rembrandt’s work, on the 

grounds that it imposes modern-day conceptions of human experience (in this case, of a psychic 

or physical nature) onto a seventeenth-century subject, whose experiences might have been 

quite different. Certainly, there are some risks in this approach, which assumes a certain degree 

of similitude in the human experience of encountering dissection and death–something primal 

and universal, which cuts to the core of human experience regardless of the specific social and 

cultural norms of the day. However, once again, there are important scholarly precedents for 

this approach, and one need look no further than Kristeva’s Powers of Horror for proof of this. 

In her highly influential text, Kristeva surveyed a wide range of literature (from the Old 

Testament to Dostoevsky and Kafka), which indicated a fundamentally similar or shared 

experience of the abject, which transcended the specificities of time and place. This survey 
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included a discussion of the psychological experience of encountering a corpse, which is of 

great relevance to this research: 

 

The corpse (or cadaver: cadere, to fall), that which has irremediably come a cropper, is 

cesspool, and death; it upsets even more violently the one who confronts it as fragile and 

fallacious chance. A wound with blood and pus, or the sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of 

decay, does not signify death. In the presence of signified death–a flat encephalograph, for 

instance–I would understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theatre, without makeup or 

masks, refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live. These 

bodily fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and with difficulty, 

on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being. My body 

extricates itself, as being alive, from that border. Such wastes drop so that I might live, 

until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the limit–

cadere, cadaver. If dung signifies the other side of the border, the place where I am not 

and which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has 

encroached upon everything… In that compelling, raw, insolent thing in the morgue’s full 

sunlight, in that thing that no longer matches and therefore no longer signifies anything, I 

behold the breaking down of a world that has erased its borders: fainting away. The 

corpse, seen without God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It is death 

infecting life.39 

 

Kristeva’s writings suggest that the experience of viewing a corpse has an intensely powerful 

impact on the human psyche, and evokes a strong awareness of the reality of bodily mortality 

(including one’s own mortality) that is basic to the human condition. In this thesis, I argue that 

Rembrandt’s paintings are evidence of his own profound experiences in the anatomy theatre, for 

they seek to stimulate the same intense encounter with mortality that he experienced there, not 

only through representational and symbolic means, but also at a stylistic level. Indeed, I argue 

that Rembrandt deliberately replicated the body’s corporeal substances through his use of the 

paint, building up and carving back into the paint with brush and palette knife until it 

resembled–in a quite literal and even indexical sense–the visceral and decaying material that he 

witnessed in the anatomy theatres. This resulted in some of the most affecting scenes of 

mortality in the history of art, which move beyond allegorical narrative, symbolism, or simple 

illusionism, to convey the mortality of the flesh in the most physically direct sense possible. 

Although Rembrandt often retained some allegorical and narrative elements in his paintings, 

what he apparently learned in the anatomy theatre was a much more immediate and embodied 

way of expressing meaning, and it is the latter that this research focuses on.  

 

It is worth pointing out that Rembrandt’s emphasis on an immediate bodily engagement with 

dead or dying flesh–achieved primarily through this evocative painterly style–not only reflects 

and responds to his psychological and physical experiences in the Dutch anatomy theatres, but 
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also embodies the core principles of seventeenth-century Dutch anatomical culture, by 

embracing the new empirical methodology advocated by anatomists of the time. This 

methodology had been customary since the mid-sixteenth century, when Andreas Vesalius 

(1514-1564) argued that surgeons should develop their knowledge of human anatomy through 

direct observation of human cadavers (as opposed to their study of ancient anatomical texts or 

animal bodies).40 The Dutch anatomists added to this a moral and spiritual dimension by also 

promoting firsthand study of cadavers as a means of stimulating a direct physical sense of the 

transience of earthly life. The latter particularly appears to have influenced Rembrandt, who 

applied a similar strategy in his paintings, encouraging the viewer to engage with the materiality 

of dead or dying flesh in a very immediate and tactile way, in order to heighten their awareness 

of its significance. In this sense, Rembrandt embraced the new empiricism of the modern world 

practiced by surgeons with the moral dimension of the Dutch Calvinists, and in so doing, 

advanced his painting style in ways that helped to shift the course of western painting.41   

 

As a final point, I would like to clarify the terminology that I have developed to describe the 

quality and impact of Rembrandt’s painting style in this research, which I henceforth refer to as 

his ‘phenomenological painting style’. Examination of the relevant literature shows that 

scholars have adopted numerous terms in an attempt to describe both the nature of Rembrandt’s 

paint and its impact on the viewer, and these terms frequently make reference to the body. Some 

key examples include the writings of Alpers, Bal and Elkins, which I address further in the 

literature review. For example, in his book What Painting Is, Elkins described the texture of 

Rembrandt’s paint as ‘much rougher than skin, as if it is all scar tissue’, and later added: ‘Paint 

is a viscous substance, already kin to sweat and fat, and here is represents itself: skin as paint or 

paint as skin, either way’.42 Elkins also alluded to the intense impact that Rembrandt’s paint has 

on the body of the viewer, writing: ‘I feel viscid. My body is snared in the glues and emulsions, 

and I feel the pull of them on my thoughts. I want to wash my face’.43 

 

Alpers has similarly described Rembrandt’s paint in bodily terms, paying particular attention to 

the importance of touch, referring not only to the painter’s hand in the making of the work, but 

also the desire of the viewer to participate in the activity of touch: 

 

Rembrandt lays the paint on with his brush and often shapes it with his palette knife or fingers 

so thickly that it looks as if one could lay one’s hand on it… Rembrandt makes the materiality 

of the paint itself representational. Qualities that we know by touch–the weight and pressure, 

the substantiality of things–we are made instead to see. Rembrandt does not expect us to 

actually touch a painting... But by appealing to the physical activity of touch he is able to 

suggest that seeing is also an activity: vision, so the analogy proposed by his paint goes, is a 

kind of touch.44 
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Finally, Bal has also examined the somatic significance of Rembrandt’s painting style, pointing 

to the congruence between paint and flesh in many of his works, as well as the ‘stench’ of 

painting.45 References to the stench of Rembrandt’s paintings can be traced back to the artist 

himself, who according to the seventeenth-century Dutch art theorist Arnold Houbraken (1660-

1719) ‘tugged people away who peered too closely at his pictures when visiting his studio, 

saying ‘The smell of the paint would bother you’’.46 That Bal still senses this stench in 

Rembrandt’s work–not in the literal sense that Houbraken’s writings refer to, but in the sense 

that Rembrandt’s paint seems to take on the properties of rotting, stinking flesh in works like 

the Slaughtered Ox of 1655–points to the magnificence of Rembrandt’s achievement in 

provoking the senses so fully and emphatically. 

 

As these descriptions suggest, where Rembrandt differs so extraordinarily from other artists is 

in his ability to evoke such an affecting sense of the physicality of the flesh, in ways that have a 

strong and immediate impact on the body of the viewer. This differs markedly from the detailed 

illustrations of the bodily interior made by most contemporary anatomical artists, whose 

delineations seek to control and contain the viscera. By contrast, Rembrandt’s paintings don’t 

just describe and measure viscera, they evoke the very texture of flesh, making us experience 

flesh as raw phenomena, sometimes to such an extent that we want to look away.47 In this 

research, I have adopted the term phenomenological to describe this quality and impact of 

Rembrandt’s painting style. I use this term in direct reference to the phenomenological theories 

of Merleau-Ponty, which as I pointed out earlier, emphasize the centrality of the holistic body in 

all forms of human experience, something that I argue is also fundamental to Rembrandt’s 

work.  

 

Rembrandt’s place in the broader history of artistic anatomy 

 

Rembrandt’s engagement with anatomical culture was in many ways typical of the period, since 

anatomical study had formed an important part of artistic training in Europe for most of the 

fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, if I am to make the case of 

Rembrandt’s originality being derived in part from his experience of anatomical culture, I must 

demonstrate not just the unique qualities of Rembrandt’s involvement in this culture but also 

that this uniqueness was a consequence of his particular uses of anatomical experiences to 

enrich his portrayal of bodily mortality. To understand the full significance of this uniqueness, it 

is necessary to consider Rembrandt’s work in the context of other art theoreticians and artists of 

the early modern period who were similarly involved with the anatomical realm. Each of the 

figures discussed in the brief survey that follows form an important and ongoing part of this 

research, and their works are frequently cited as a source of influence or point of comparison for 

Rembrandt’s images, particularly in relation to his depictions of the mortality of the flesh.48  
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Some of the earliest and best-known art theoreticians to advocate anatomical study were Leon 

Battista Alberti (1404-1472) and Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378-1455). Alberti’s 1435 treatise on 

painting, De Pictura, was one of the first texts to document the growing significance of 

anatomical study in the visual arts. A key passage from the text stated: ‘when painting living 

creatures, first… sketch in the bones, for, as they bend very little indeed, they always occupy a 

certain determined position. Then add the sinews and muscles, and finally clothe the bones and 

muscles with flesh and skin’.49 Ghiberti offered similar advice to sculptors in I Commentarii, 

c.1447-1455: 

 

Still it is necessary to have knowledge of the discipline of medicine. And to have seen 

anatomy in order that the sculptor wanting to compose the statua virile knows how many 

bones are in the human body and in a like manner know the muscles and all the nerves and 

connections in the body of man.50 

  

Many Renaissance and Baroque artists followed this advice, using anatomy as a means by 

which to enhance their knowledge and representation of the human form. One such artist was 

Michelangelo (1475-1564). Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) wrote that Michelangelo spent at least 

twelve years pursuing anatomical research. He had a regular dissecting room at the hospital of 

San Spirito in Florence, and worked closely with the anatomist Realdo Colombo (1516-1559) in 

Rome.51 His detailed knowledge of the anatomical structures of the human body is evident in 

various artworks, including his famous sculptures of David, c.1501-1504 (fig.3) and The Dying 

Slave, c.1513-1516 (fig.4). These works reflect the classical approach advocated by theorists 

like Alberti and Ghiberti, building the body up from its interior to its exterior layers, and so 

exposing the complete and dramatic architecture of the human figure.  

 

Like other artists of the period, there is also strong evidence to suggest that Michelangelo used 

his experiences in the anatomical realm to inform his representation of bodily mortality. A 

classic example is his fresco of The Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel, c.1534-1541 (fig.5), in 

which he pictured Saint Bartholomew holding a dagger in one hand and a flayed skin in the 

other. While Leo Steinberg famously proposed that the flayed skin held by the saint was 

Michelangelo’s52, other scholars have contested this, arguing that while Michelangelo may 

indeed have projected his features onto the flayed skin, it is a ‘fundamental facet of 

Bartholomew iconography that the saint holds his own skin in his hands as a symbol of his 

martyrdom’.53 In any case, Michelangelo’s depiction of the flayed skin points to his deep 

fascination with corporeality, particularly the body’s interiority and mortality. One can relate 

this specifically to his experiences in the anatomical sphere, where he performed and witnessed 

the flaying of cadavers firsthand, as pictured in a late sixteenth-century painting known as The 

Artists’ Anatomy Lesson (fig.6), which showed a group of painters and sculptors attending an 

anatomy lesson, one of whom has been identified as Michelangelo.54  
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Fig. 3. Michelangelo, David, c.1501-1504, Carrara marble, 517 cm high, Galleria dell'Accademia, Florence 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 4. Michelangelo, The Dying Slave, c.1513-1516, marble, 228 cm high, Musée du Louvre, Paris 
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Fig. 5. Michelangelo, Detail of The Last Judgment, c.1534-1541, fresco, 1370 x 1200 cm, 
Sistine Chapel, Vatican City 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 6. Federico Zuccari or Bartolomeo Passerotti, The Artists’ Anatomy Lesson,  
sixteenth century, oil on canvas, Borghese Gallery, Rome 
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The anatomical significance of Michelangelo’s depiction of the flayed saint is furthermore 

evidenced by its influence in the anatomical realm. For example, in 1556 the anatomist Juan 

Valverde de Amusco (c.1520-c.1588) published his illustrated anatomy book Anatomia del 

corpo humano. This book contained a number of images created by the artist Gaspar Becerra 

(1520-1570), a sculptor and painter who trained under Michelangelo.55 The most well known of 

these works is the engraving of a flayed muscleman holding a dagger in one hand and his flayed 

skin in the other (fig.7), which looks remarkably similar to Michelangelo’s portrayal of Saint 

Bartholomew, and was most likely inspired by his example. Inventories of the Leiden anatomy 

theatre also point to its significance in Holland’s anatomical realm, for it lists a copy of The Last 

Judgment among the many artworks exhibited there during the 1620s.56 
 

Many scholars believe that Titian (c.1488-1576) also ‘added careful and prolonged anatomical 

study to his unparalleled activity as a painter’.57 Indeed, the sixteenth-century painting of The 

Artists’ Anatomy Lesson cited earlier also includes a figure identified as Titian.58 Scholars long 

believed that Titian was responsible for the illustrations in Vesalius’ iconic anatomical text De 

Fabrica, and its associated Epitome, both published in 1543.59 Today, most scholars attribute 

these drawings to a student from Titian’s workshop, probably Jan Stefan van Kalkar (c.1500-

1546), but this does not exclude the possibility that Titian was involved at some level. With this 

in mind, it is interesting to note that many of the engravings in De Fabrica focused explicitly on 

the theme of mortality. A classic example is the well-known series of skeleton images (fig.8). 

As Harald Moe wrote of these works: ‘The first is leaning upon the shovel by the grave, the 

grave it has dug itself, and with a cry of grief is turning its gaze upward’. He continued: ‘The 

second is leaning on the sarcophagus, tarrying in meditation, and finding solace in the words: 

Vivitur ingenio, caetera mortis erunt–genius lives, all else is mortal’. Finally: ‘The third turns 

toward the grave, stopping humbly, its hands joined in prayer’.60 As Moe points out, each of 

these works were ‘carefully devised for maximum pedagogical effect’61, revealing the skeletal 

structures of the human body for anatomical students and artists alike. However, they also 

served an important symbolic function, reminding the viewer of the brief and finite nature of 

human existence. 
 

A large number of Titian’s paintings also reveal the impact of anatomical study. This is not only 

evident in the ‘exactness of his nudes’62, but also in his depictions of mortality. For example, in 

his astonishing painting of Tityus, c.1548-49 (fig.9), Titian represented the body of Tityus 

falling through the central space of the painting, his body largely horizontal but with his head, 

arms and legs writhing in agony. Titian depicted the muscles of the body in intricate detail, as 

well as the visceral interior of the body, torn open by the beak of the vulture that has descended 

upon it, ripping out the liver.63 If we were to remove the peripheral details of the painting, 

including the bird, snake and chains, leaving only the body in space, this painting closely 
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Fig. 7. Engraving of a flayed man holding a dagger and his skin from Juan Valverde de Amusco,  
Anatomia del corpo humano, Ant. Salamanca and Antonio Lafrery, Rome, 1560 

 
 
 
 
 
 

         
 

Fig. 8. Engravings of skeletons from Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica libri septem,  
Joannes Oporinus, Basel, 1543 



 17 

 

   
 

Fig. 9. Titian, Tityus, c.1548-49, oil on canvas, 253 x 217 cm, Museo del Prado, Madrid 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 10. Titian, The Flaying of Marsyas, c.1575-76, oil on canvas, 212 x 207 cm,  
State Museum, Kromeriz 
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resembles an anatomical scene, with the body extended across the dissection table, its stomach 

split open by the surgeon’s scalpel. Titian’s The Flaying of Marsyas, c.1575-76 (fig.10) is also 

relevant in this regard. Here, Marsyas hangs upside down, enduring Apollo’s punishing 

flaying.64 Like Michelangelo’s painting of the flayed Saint Bartholomew, Titian’s Flaying of 

Marsyas reveals the artist’s great intrigue with the body’s corporeality, particularly its 

interiority and mortality. This corresponded with the same underlying motivations of anatomical 

culture, and it is difficult to believe that Titian did not draw from his experiences in the 

anatomical sphere in the making of both of these works, where he would have witnessed the 

dissection and flaying of human cadavers firsthand. 

 

While few scholars have addressed the extent to which Hans Holbein the Younger (c.1497-

1543) was involved with the anatomical sphere, his Vanitas painting of 1543 (fig.11) suggests 

that he was very interested in anatomical culture, for he modelled this work on one of the 

engravings featured in Vesalius’ De Fabrica, published in the same year. The image that 

Holbein drew from was the second engraving from the series of skeleton images discussed 

earlier, in which the figure stood leaning against a sarcophagus. Holbein depicted his skeleton in 

exactly the same pose as that figure, but replaced the skull with a book. He also added other 

vanitas motifs to emphasize the central theme of his painting, such as flowers, fruit and an 

upturned hourglass. Earlier images by Holbein also suggest that he applied his anatomical 

knowledge specifically to his images of bodily mortality. The most powerful example of this 

kind is his painting of The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, c.1521 (fig.12), in which he 

portrayed Christ’s corpse in intricate detail, as if to emphasize his humanity and especially his 

mortality. In fact, as discussed in later chapters, his portrayal of Christ’s dead body is so 

dramatic that several commentators, including Dostoevsky and Kristeva, have suggested that it 

challenges one’s faith in the possibility of the resurrection.65 

 

There is good reason to believe that Caravaggio (1571-1610) also used his anatomical 

experiences to enrich his portrayal of bodily mortality. Perhaps the most famous example is his 

painting of The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, c.1602-3 (fig.13), which pictured the moment 

when Christ asked Thomas to touch his wounds as proof of his death and resurrection. As Bal 

has argued, this painting is rich with anatomical metaphors:  

 
This wound looks shockingly “surgical” not just because of the precision of its 

representation... in particular through the spelling out of the loose skin that opens the flesh, 

but also, and perhaps primarily, because there is a “surgeon” right there busy with it... 

Thomas’s poking finger points, in more senses than one, at the surgical quality of the wound, 

enacting a penetration beneath the skin.66 
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Fig. 11. Hans Holbein the Younger, Vanitas, 1543, oil on panel, private collection, 
with one of the engravings of skeletons from Vesalius featured in fig.8 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 12. Hans Holbein the Younger, The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, 1521,  
oil on panel, 30.5 x 200 cm, Kunstmuseum, Basel 
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Fig. 13. Caravaggio, The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, c.1602-1603, oil on canvas,  
107 x 146 cm, Sanssouci, Potsdam 

 

 
 

Fig. 14. Caravaggio, The Resurrection of Lazarus, c. 1609, oil on canvas,  
380 x 275 cm, Museo Regionale, Messina 
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Bal employed similar metaphors elsewhere in her analysis of this work, including her reference 

to this painting as ‘an emblem for the project of getting at the depth of surface, of reaching skin- 

deep’, which was of course a fundamental aim of anatomy.67 Another work by Caravaggio that 

reveals the influence of anatomical culture is his painting of The Resurrection of Lazarus, 

c.1609 (fig.14). According to the painter-priest Francesco Susinno (c.1660-c.1739): ‘in order to 

give the central figure of Lazarus a naturalistic flavour [Caravaggio] asked to have a corpse dug 

up that was already in a state of decomposition’.68 This suggests that Caravaggio was actively 

engaged in the study of dead bodies in the same way anatomists of the age were, and that he 

applied this specifically to his paintings of mortality. 

 

Finally, Rembrandt’s contemporary, Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), also drew from his 

experiences in the anatomical sphere in his paintings on this theme. Rubens’ interest in anatomy 

began as early as 1603. Roger de Piles noted that Rubens was fascinated by the anatomical 

drawings of Leonardo da Vinci, which he saw during a trip to Spain that year.69 There is also 

evidence to suggest that he owned a copy of Vesalius’ anatomy book Opera Anatomica of 1555, 

which was recorded in the library of Albert Rubens, who inherited his father’s books.70 These 

works are believed to have inspired Rubens’ production of his own anatomy book at some 

point, as alluded to in the sketchbooks of Willem Panneels, a student of Rubens, who noted that 

a number of his own anatomical drawings were copies after originals in Rubens’ 

annotomibock.71 The existence of such a book was confirmed in 1987, when a series of 

anatomical drawings by Rubens appeared on the London art market, including sketches of 

écorchés and flayed torsos, arms and legs, and an anatomical drawing of a horse.72  

 

Rubens used his anatomical knowledge to inform various paintings of the human body, many of 

which focused specifically on the issue of mortality. His painting of Prometheus Bound, c.1611-

12 (fig.15) is an excellent example, which demonstrates his sophisticated understanding of 

human anatomy.73 His dramatic and detailed rendering of the body’s musculature, together with 

the visceral flesh wound caused by the liver’s extraction from the body, reveals Rubens’ strong 

interest in the body’s visceral interior, as well as its vulnerability to violation and death. The 

same is also true of his Descent from the Cross, c.1612-14 (fig.16), a painting that, like the 

Laocoon sculpture to which it is often compared, represented the anatomical structures of the 

body in intricate detail and emphasized the body’s materiality and mortality.74 

 

Examination of each of these artists’ works reveals how many Renaissance and Baroque artists 

used their experiences in the anatomical realm to enrich their representation of the body, 

particularly the mortality of the body. In subsequent chapters, I will show how each of these 

artists provided an important precedent for Rembrandt’s work in this respect. However, I also 

argue that Rembrandt departed significantly from their example, because his anatomical  
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Fig. 15. Peter Paul Rubens and Frans Snyders, Prometheus Bound, c.1611-12, oil on canvas, 
243.5 x 209.5 cm, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia 

 

 
 

Fig. 16. Peter Paul Rubens, The Descent from the Cross, c.1612-14, oil on panel,  
420 x 360 cm, Cathedral of our Lady, Antwerp 
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experiences inspired him to delve much deeper into the fleshy and putrefying substances of the 

body. He did this in a purely pictorial sense–by literally portraying the body as more thoroughly 

flayed and decomposing than other artworks of the time–but most importantly, he achieved this 

through his phenomenological painting style, which enabled him to express the body’s visceral 

and decaying aspects in an unprecedented and unsurpassed direct experiential way. This is most 

dramatically apparent in his 1655 painting of the Slaughtered Ox, in which he depicted a 

brutally flayed and decomposing ox carcass. However, it is also evident in his 1656 painting of 

The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, in which he portrayed an eviscerated human cadaver 

in much the same way as the slaughtered ox carcass; its brain and stomach violently opened 

before the viewer’s gaze, with the paint as visceral and decaying as the flesh that it represented. 

As I demonstrate in subsequent chapters, these works break radically with the classical 

approach advocated by theorists like Alberti and Ghiberti. They also move beyond the example 

of other painters–including Titian and Rubens, who provide the closest stylistic precedent for 

Rembrandt’s work–by revealing the body’s materiality and mortality in a more intensely 

phenomenological way.  

 

Exactly why Rembrandt was inspired to expose these qualities of the body in such a dramatic 

manner can never be precisely known. However, this research suggests that Rembrandt’s 

experiences in seventeenth-century Holland were extremely significant in this regard, for the 

Dutch were greatly preoccupied with issues of mortality at this time, due in large part to the 

influence of Christian and humanistic teachings, especially Dutch Calvinism, which emphasized 

the transience of all worldly things.75 This affected various aspects of Dutch culture, including 

artistic production, as exemplified by the tradition of Dutch vanitas art. As discussed earlier, it 

also had an immense impact on the anatomical realm, with the Dutch anatomists creating 

dramatic spectacles of death through the curiosities, artworks and public dissections staged in 

the anatomy theatres. Indeed, it is very likely that the Dutch anatomists made a more explicit 

connection between the fleshy, decomposing substances of anatomical cadavers and broader 

moral and theological concerns–more so than the Italian anatomists, for example–and this was 

profoundly significant for Rembrandt, inspiring his own investigations into the visceral and 

decaying depths of the flesh. It would culminate in some of the most affecting scenes of bodily 

mortality in the history of art, which heightened the viewer’s awareness of the transience of 

earthly life in a similar way to the vivid and theatrical dissections of the time. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Rembrandt’s life and art has been the subject of detailed art historical scholarship.76 Much of the 

early work was written in Dutch, and as I mentioned in the preface, this has presented certain 

limitations for my research because I am not proficient in this language. Thus, it should be 
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stated from the outset that this study does not concern itself with much of the primary source 

material, which is mostly written in Dutch, nor some of the secondary sources published 

exclusively in that language. Instead, it focuses on the substantial amount of scholarly literature 

published in English, the majority of which are secondary sources. These texts provide a wealth 

of information about the artist and the culture of seventeenth-century Holland, and also offer a 

range of interesting interpretations of Rembrandt’s work. Within this field of scholarship, there 

are two main areas of research that are of principal relevance to my study: those examining 

Rembrandt’s engagement with anatomy, which have invariably focused on one or both of his 

Anatomy Lesson portraits, and those that analyze the connection between Rembrandt’s painterly 

style and his underlying concern with death. Although I am aware of the wide range of 

scholarship published on both of these topics, in the brief literature review that follows I will 

provide a short synopsis of the main works that have influenced my research to varying degrees. 

 

The first of Rembrandt’s two anatomical portraits, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 

has been the primary subject of scholarly investigation, and has even been the subject of several 

monographs. One of the earliest examples of this kind is William Heckscher’s 1958 publication, 

Rembrandt’s Anatomy of Dr. Nicolaas Tulp: An Iconological Study. In this pioneering work, 

Heckscher provided a detailed account of early modern anatomical culture and Rembrandt’s 

engagement with it, including his relationship with individuals such as Dr. Nicolaes Tulp (1593-

1674), chief anatomist of the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild from 1628-1653, and Caspar Barlaeus 

(whose poem I cited earlier), an art theoretician and professor of the newly founded academy of 

Amsterdam. According to Heckscher, Barlaeus was most likely responsible for introducing 

Rembrandt to Tulp, as well as the French philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650).77 Whether 

or not Rembrandt and Descartes ever met remains a mystery, but Heckscher’s research helps to 

support the possibility that they did, and at the very least, shows that Descartes was intimately 

involved in the anatomical culture of seventeenth-century Holland, of which Rembrandt was 

also a part.  

 

Heckscher also addressed the specific ways in which Rembrandt drew from his experiences in 

the anatomical realm in his production of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. In a 

revealing passage from the text, Heckscher declared that: ‘We cannot expect to do justice to 

Rembrandt unless we realize that his “Anatomy” is deeply though by no means slavishly 

indebted to the past’.78 Heckscher went on to argue that Rembrandt’s ‘sharp on-the-spot 

observation in the theatra anatomica of Leiden and Amsterdam... goes hand in hand with his 

unsurpassed ability to comprehend and to record... the philosophical and psychological 

overtones of Renaissance anatomies’.79 In this analysis, Heckscher gave some consideration to 

the issue of transience, identifying its thematic significance in Rembrandt’s portrait, of which he 

wrote: ‘Rembrandt’s painting, inherently as well as on account of its theme, stands sub specie 
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mortis’.80 Indeed, he later argued that the anatomists ‘sought immortality when they 

commissioned Rembrandt to represent them for all times to come as a group in contemplation of 

death, of its various causes and effects, of its physiological and its moral aspects’.81 His study 

thus provided an important foundation for research in this field, raising some key issues that 

later scholars would examine in closer detail.82  

 

One such scholar is William Schupbach. In his 1982 publication, The Paradox of Rembrandt’s 

‘Anatomy of Dr. Tulp’, Schupbach incorporated new technical data acquired through physical 

and chemical analyses of the painting, conducted by experts from the Mauritshuis and the 

Rijksmuseum.83 These investigations, which included X-ray and infrared photographic 

examinations of the work, showed that Rembrandt’s portrait had undergone substantial 

alteration at some point, most likely by Rembrandt’s own hand. According to Schupbach, these 

compositional changes enabled an entirely new interpretation of the painting, which he argued 

was more than just a group portrait, also serving as an emblematic picture with a specific 

philosophical message.84 Although Heckscher had earlier acknowledged Rembrandt’s 

awareness of the key philosophical and psychological overtones of early modern anatomy, and 

even suggested that this was in part related to Rembrandt’s concern with the issue of life’s 

transience, Schupbach presented a far more complex analysis of Rembrandt’s painting in this 

regard. Specifically, he argued that in his portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 

Rembrandt sought to impart a key philosophical and religious lesson of early modern anatomy, 

encapsulated by the ancient Greek maxim nosce teipsum  (‘know thyself’). Schupbach argued 

that this motto was widely manifest within the anatomical culture of Rembrandt’s age and was 

used as a justification for the practice of dissection. To quote him: ‘at some time in the early 

sixteenth century a new intellectual fashion had appeared among anatomists: the invocation of 

the Greek proverb... ‘know thyself’... to justify the study of anatomy... Over the next 150 years, 

[it] was used as the catch-phrase for anatomy’.85 

 

Schupbach demonstrated that early modern anatomists interpreted this proverb in two different 

but interrelated ways, which he characterized as ‘optimistic’ and ‘pessimistic’. In the optimistic 

understanding, to ‘know thyself’ meant to ‘recognize the divinity of man’, however in the 

pessimistic understanding, to ‘know thyself’ meant to ‘recognize the mortality of man’.86 

Schupbach believed that Rembrandt deliberately highlighted both meanings within his portrait, 

and his juxtaposition of these views allowed for two different interpretations of the painting’s 

significance. In the first case, ‘the two lessons are complementary, and so, by their 

juxtaposition, present together a complete idea of man as a creature who is earthly in some 

respects and divine in others’.87 However, in the second case, ‘the two lessons would be 

contrary, if not contradictory, to each other, and would represent man as a metaphysical 

antinomy, a creature both mortal and not mortal’.88 Schupbach concluded that Rembrandt 
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sought the latter, producing what he described as a ‘metaphysical painting’, akin to 

metaphysical poetry of the age.89 His analysis was groundbreaking, paving the way for new 

understandings of the work’s significance, particularly in relation to its strong emphasis on the 

issue of mortality. 

 

In 1998, the Mauritshuis published an exhibition catalogue entitled Rembrandt under the 

Scalpel: the Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp Dissected, to commemorate the unveiling of 

the newly restored work. This catalogue featured a number of excellent essays on Rembrandt’s 

portrait, the first of which was Norbert Middelkoop’s ‘Large and Magnificent Paintings, all 

pertaining to the Chirurgeon’s Art: The Art Collection of the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild’. In 

this essay, Middelkoop examined Rembrandt’s portrait alongside several other artworks in the 

guild’s collection. Organized chronologically, the essay provided a fascinating survey of the 

historical development of anatomical art in Holland from the early seventeenth century through 

to the mid-eighteenth century. It also emphasized the original nature of Rembrandt’s portrait, 

which broke with established conventions of the time, to revolutionize this pictorial tradition. 

Together with the essays by Ben Broos, Petria Noble and Jorgen Wadum, the catalogue further 

reinforced the significance of Rembrandt’s work, highlighting its important place in the history 

of anatomical art. 

 

Swiss art historian Claus Volkenandt published the most recent monograph on Rembrandt’s 

portrait in 2004. Volkenandt’s book Rembrandt: Anatomie eines Bildes, was adapted from his 

doctoral dissertation, and it chronicled the range of scholarship published on this single 

painting, discussing its various interpreters and their different analyses of the work. Ultimately, 

Volkenandt’s work highlighted the multiplicity of meanings made possible by Rembrandt’s 

painting, showing the extent to which it documented various aspects of seventeenth-century 

Dutch culture, specifically that of Amsterdam. This included the history of Amsterdam, its 

much-admired scientific and artistic achievements, and its methods of criminal punishment. 

Volkenandt similarly assessed the varied artistic sources that Rembrandt drew from in his 

production of this work, and his ability to push beyond the traditional conventions of genre 

painting, to produce an artwork that was both a group portrait and an emblematic picture. His 

study has thus contributed further to our understanding of the work’s important cultural and 

artistic significance. 

 

In addition to the monographs on Rembrandt’s first anatomical portrait, several other 

publications contain important analyses of this painting as part of a broader examination of 

Rembrandt’s oeuvre or anatomical culture at large. One of the earliest examples of this kind is 

the 1978 publication Rembrandt in the Mauritshuis, co-authored by A.B. de Vries, Magdi Tóth-

Ubbens, W. Froentjes and H.R. Hoetink. This interdisciplinary study contained a detailed 
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technical analysis of the painting, a wealth of historical data, and a comprehensive analysis of 

the work’s iconography and style. The second volume of A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, 

produced by the Stichting Foundation Rembrandt Research Project in 1986, also featured an in-

depth study of this work, which built upon the Mauritshuis findings. It included an excellent 

discussion of Schupbach’s contribution to the field, which postdated the Mauritshuis study. A 

number of other books on this subject appeared in the year 1995, including Francis Barker’s The 

Tremulous Private Body: Essays on Subjection, W.G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn, and 

Jonathan Sawday’s The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Human Body in Renaissance 

Culture. Of these works, Sawday’s has been particularly significant because of its exploration of 

the connection between Rembrandt’s portrait and Cartesian philosophies. While earlier scholars, 

most notably Heckscher, had already proposed that Rembrandt and Descartes may have met in 

Amsterdam and that Descartes’ philosophical theories circulated within its anatomical sphere, 

Sawday pursued these ideas much further and even suggested that Rembrandt’s painting 

pictured Cartesian philosophies in an overt manner. Finally, some recent publications that have 

addressed this painting in a substantial way are Harry Berger Jr’s Fictions of the Pose: 

Rembrandt Against the Italian Renaissance, 2000, Christian Tümpel’s Rembrandt: Images and 

Metaphors, 2006, Gary Schwartz’s Rembrandt’s Universe: His Art, His Life, His World, 2006, 

and Alison M. Kettering’s Rembrandt’s Group Portraits, 2006. These are but a few of several 

books and articles that have added to and enriched the field in recent years. 

 

Rembrandt’s second anatomical portrait, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, has 

received less intense scrutiny than the first, as it was severely damaged by fire in the early 

eighteenth century and has since existed as a fragment.90 One of the first studies to address this 

work in a serious way was Rembrandt: The Master and His Workshop–Paintings, co-authored 

by Christopher Brown, Jan Kelch and Pieter van Thiel in 1991. Their study of the painting 

attempted to do what the Mauritshuis and the Rembrandt Research Project had done for The 

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp; providing a detailed account of its provenance, 

associated literature, exhibition history, iconography and style. In their analysis of the work’s 

iconography, the authors addressed its emphasis on the issue of mortality, pointing to its affinity 

with images of the dead Christ.91 They also cited Schupbach’s theory that Rembrandt depicted 

Deyman demonstrating a part of the brain called the falx cerebri, as a ‘punning reference to the 

scythe as a vanitas-motif’.92 This analysis opened the way for further scholarship on the work, 

particularly its exploration of mortality. 

 

Norbert Middelkoop has been the most prolific commentator on this work in recent decades. In 

1994 he published a brief but intensive analysis of the painting in an exhibition brochure for the 

Amsterdam Historical Museum, entitled De Anatomische Les Van Dr. Deijman. He also 

included a detailed analysis of this painting in his 1998 essay ‘Large and Magnificent Paintings, 
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all pertaining to the Chirurgeon’s Art: The Art Collection of the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild’, 

which was published in the Mauritshuis exhibition catalogue cited earlier. Finally, his 

conference paper, ‘The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Deijman and its place in Rembrandt’s 

portraiture’, published in Toshiharu Nakamura’s Rembrandt as Norm and Anti-Norm: Papers 

given at a colloquium held at the Graduate School of Letters, Kyoto University, 2002, also 

added significantly to the field. Like the study by Brown et al., Middelkoop addressed 

Schupbach’s theory that Rembrandt pictured Deyman demonstrating the falx cerebri, as a 

possible reference to the theme of life’s transience.93 

 

In The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture, Sawday 

also discussed this portrait at length, once again pointing to its relationship with Cartesian 

philosophies. Whereas Schupbach had argued that Rembrandt depicted Deyman demonstrating 

the falx cerebri, Sawday contended that the real focus of Deyman’s attentions was the pineal 

gland or conarium, an organ that was of special interest to Descartes and occupied a prominent 

role in his humanist philosophies.94 In his Passions of the Soul of 1649, Descartes postulated 

that this gland ‘is the principal seat of the soul: Apart from this gland, there cannot be any other 

place in the whole body where the soul directly exercises its functions’.95 Sawday’s analysis 

thus intensified scholarly interest in this painting, particularly its connection to humanist 

philosophies of the age. These works are some of the better-known studies published in recent 

decades. However, many other notable books and articles have addressed this painting to 

varying degrees, including the texts by Schwartz, Tümpel and Kettering cited earlier. 

 

Despite the wealth of literature on Rembrandt’s two Anatomy Lesson portraits, one subject that 

remains largely unaddressed by scholars is the extent to which Rembrandt used his experiences 

in the anatomical realm to inform his depiction of bodily mortality in a more general sense, that 

is, beyond his two anatomical portraits. In this respect, one has to turn to another field of 

scholarship, concerning Rembrandt’s painterly style, which several authors have related 

specifically to Rembrandt’s underlying concern with death.  

 

As previously discussed, many scholars have addressed elements of Rembrandt’s painting style 

before, and indeed this forms a very important part of the literature on the artist. Van de 

Wetering’s iconic text Rembrandt: The Painter at Work, 2000, has been one of the most 

comprehensive studies of this kind, providing detailed analyses of Rembrandt’s handling of 

paint. Other notable examples include The Brushwork of Rembrandt and His School written by 

A.J.P. Laurie in 1932, Art and Autoradiography: Insights into the Genesis of Paintings by 

Rembrandt, Van Dyck, and Vermeer written by Maryan Wynn Ainsworth et al in 1982, ‘The 

Concept of Houding in Dutch Art Theory’ written by Paul Taylor and published in the Journal 

of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes in 1992, and Concepts of Brushwork in the Northern 
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and Southern Netherlands in the Seventeenth Century, written by Maria-Isabel Pousão-Smith in 

1998. Each of these studies examined aspects of Rembrandt’s rough painting mode, and 

identified a range of artistic, social and cultural factors that likely influenced it. While not 

detracting from the importance of these previously identified influences on Rembrandt’s 

stylistic developments, this thesis is primarily concerned with examining the significance of 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm upon this feature of his work, which has 

received minimal attention from scholars to date, and deserves much closer analysis. 

 

In considering the relationship between Rembrandt’s painting style and his underlying concern 

with the mortality of the flesh, I have looked to a range of contemporary art historical studies on 

this subject. One of the most important of these is Alpers’ 1988 publication, Rembrandt’s 

Enterprise: The Studio and the Market. Following on from her groundbreaking The Art of 

Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century from 1983, Alpers’ later text focused on 

Rembrandt’s art specifically, exploring the relationship between his studio practice and the 

market. Alpers’ first chapter, ‘The Master’s Touch’, contains a fascinating analysis of 

Rembrandt’s rough painting mode, which she connects specifically to the artist’s interest in the 

hand and the sensation of touch.96 This discussion includes an examination of Rembrandt’s 

painting of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, in which the hand features strongly, as it 

does in several other well-known works by him. These ideas are pursued further in Alpers’ third 

chapter, ‘A Master in the Studio’, in which she interrogates the relationship between 

Rembrandt’s rough painting mode and a sense of underlying brutality enacted by the painter’s 

hand. The metaphors that she uses–that of the butcher, hunter, surgeon97–point strongly to the 

artist’s concern with the mortality of the body. In this discussion Alpers makes reference to 

many of the same works addressed in this research, including the Slaughtered Ox, Child with 

Dead Peacocks, Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, and the anatomies of Dr. Tulp and Dr. 

Deyman. Alpers’ text thus forms a very important model for my own research, not only in terms 

of her content, but also her style of approach. As one critic wrote, ‘Rembrandt’s Enterprise is 

less a book of archival discoveries than of fresh interpretation of the revered artist and his 

milieu’98–an approach that I also aspire towards in this study. 

 

Another important text in the field, and possibly the most important for this research, is Bal’s 

1991 publication Reading “Rembrandt”: Beyond the Word-Image Opposition. In this 

remarkable study, Bal sought to disrupt conventional boundaries between literary and visual 

analysis to open up new ways of ‘reading’ Rembrandt’s work. Her analysis made particular use 

of psychoanalytic and feminist theory, which she applied to Rembrandt’s works in provocative 

ways. Bal’s second chapter on ‘Visual Rhetoric: The Semiotics of Rape’ has been especially 

significant to my research because of its detailed analysis of Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia, 

which also feature strongly in this study. However, it is Bal’s final chapter on ‘Dead Flesh, or 
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The Smell of Painting’ that has been most critical to my research, in the first place, because of 

its radical interrogation of the relationship between death and representation in Rembrandt’s 

work. In the opening page of this chapter, Bal declared: ‘This exploration will lead to reflections 

on violence, on the materiality of paint, and on the act of opening. Opening bodies is, I shall 

suggest, the very project of painting’.99 Her writings thus draw a very clear, albeit metaphorical, 

connection between Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical sphere and his paintings of 

bodily mortality that support my own findings. The second component of Bal’s final chapter 

that is of great relevance to this research is her analysis of the congruence between paint and 

flesh in Rembrandt’s work, specifically dead, flayed and rotting flesh, as depicted in his 

Slaughtered Ox of 1655.  This also helps to support key findings of my research, particularly 

my argument concerning the phenomenological significance of Rembrandt’s painting style. 

Thus, like Alpers, Bal’s writings form a very important precedent for my research, both in terms 

of her content and style of approach.  

 

Elkins’ 1999 publication What Painting Is also contains commentaries on Rembrandt’s work 

that are relevant to this study. While the subject of Elkins’ book is tangential to Rembrandt 

scholarship and does not address Rembrandt’s concern with mortality in any way, his discussion 

of Rembrandt’s late self-portraits seems to draw directly from Alpers and Bal’s writings on 

Rembrandt’s painting mode, particularly in its emphasis on the congruence between paint and 

flesh. By drawing a parallel between these two substances, Elkins’ writings also resonate with 

my arguments regarding the phenomenological significance of Rembrandt’s paintings, in which 

the painting material seems to literally embody the visceral substances of the body, whether it 

be skin, blood, muscle, or bone. This becomes especially important in my analysis of 

Rembrandt’s late self-portraits, in which I argue Rembrandt confronts the reality of his own 

corporeality and mortality, primarily through his phenomenological painting style. 

 

The scope of this study 

 

Examination of scholarship in the field thus reveals a clear gap in the literature, between those 

studies that examine Rembrandt’s engagement with anatomy specifically in the context of his 

two Anatomy Lesson portraits, and those that analyze the connection between Rembrandt’s 

painterly style and his underlying concern with death. This research attempts to bridge that gap 

by demonstrating exactly how Rembrandt used his experiences in the anatomy theatres to enrich 

and expand his representation of bodily mortality in numerous artworks produced over his 

career. Much of the material used to support this case derives from secondary sources, 

particularly those that I have cited in the literature review. However, by far the most important 

materials used for this purpose are the artworks themselves. These are the ultimate primary 

sources, which provide the viewer with the most direct connection to the artist and his 
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experiences in the anatomical realm. For this reason, I have devoted much time and effort to 

direct visual analysis of the images, which in most cases involved firsthand study of the actual 

art objects in the museum environment. Indeed, these works have served as the point of origin 

for all of my ideas and interpretations, and have furthermore provided a testing ground for the 

validity of my theories, as well as those of other scholars who I have cited in this research. This 

emphasis on firsthand examination of the artworks has, I hope, served to ground my analysis, 

but also paved the way for new interpretations of Rembrandt’s work, particularly my analysis of 

Rembrandt’s phenomenological painting style, which is one of the most important achievements 

of this thesis. 

 

This research is presented in five distinct chapters, each of which consider a selection of related 

artworks that together demonstrate the impact of Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical 

realm on his depiction of bodily mortality. Organized chronologically, each chapter also reveals 

an overarching pattern of representation in Rembrandt’s oeuvre, particularly his increasing use 

of the medium of paint to describe and embody the mortality of the flesh. Each chapter begins 

with a discussion of the artworks themselves, analyzing the formal and symbolic strategies by 

which Rembrandt emphasized the mortality of the body in each instance. From there, I explore 

the work’s connection to his experiences in the anatomical realm, looking at the specific ways 

that these experiences shaped his production of these images. This generally begins with a 

discussion of a core group of anatomical pictures that I argue were of recurring influence in 

Rembrandt’s depictions of bodily mortality. It then proceeds to a discussion of the relevance of 

Rembrandt’s experiences in anatomical dissections, which enabled him to portray the mortality 

of the body in an extremely direct and physically engaging way, and inspired him to emphasize 

the moral and theological dimensions of mortality. Finally, each chapter concludes with an 

explanation of how Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm culminated in such 

thoroughly inventive and affecting works, both in the context of other images produced within 

that tradition, but also in the context of painting since then. In this way, this research offers 

specific examples of how Rembrandt applied his anatomical experiences to key artworks, while 

also chronicling the development of these patterns of representation over time, to show the 

broader significance of anatomy in Rembrandt’s development as an artist, particularly as a 

painter of bodily mortality.  
 

Chapter I examines Rembrandt’s first anatomical portrait, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes 

Tulp. Here, I identify a particular pattern of representation that Rembrandt developed in 

response to his experiences in the anatomical realm, and which he continued to apply to 

subsequent images. This includes a number of formal and symbolic strategies derived from a 

core group of anatomical images, which Rembrandt applied to his own work in interesting and 
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innovative ways. It also includes his emphasis on a direct physical display of death, as well as 

the moral and theological aspects of mortality, as experienced in anatomical dissections. 

 

Chapter 2 investigates a series of works in which Rembrandt applied many of the same 

strategies developed in his earlier anatomical portrait to emphasize the mortality of the body, 

including The Descent from the Cross, The Sacrifice of Isaac, Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, 

and The Slaughtered Ox paintings. In addition to their formal and symbolic similarities with 

Rembrandt’s earlier Anatomy Lesson (which I show was directly influenced by his experiences 

in the anatomical realm), these works also contain other features that point to the impact of 

anatomical culture. This includes Rembrandt’s use of dead animal bodies as an explicit 

reminder of life’s transience, which was common to the anatomical culture of his time. It also 

includes the development of his rich painterly technique to express the mortality of the body, 

which transformed into the powerful and distinctive style of the latter works that Rembrandt is 

most known by. 

 

Chapter 3 studies Rembrandt’s second anatomical portrait The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan 

Deyman. Despite its damage by fire in the early eighteenth century, it remains one of his most 

compelling images of the materiality and mortality of the body. Once again, Rembrandt 

employed many of the same techniques identified in the earlier works. This included his use of 

the same core group of anatomical images identified earlier, and his firsthand experience in 

anatomical dissections, which he used to portray the flesh in such a lifelike way, and which 

inspired him to emphasize the moral and spiritual dimensions of mortality in a very explicit 

manner. 

  

Chapter 4 explores Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia. While these paintings reflect a slightly 

different approach to his earlier works, presenting a woman on the precipice of death rather than 

after the fact, they still contain a number of basic similarities with the earlier works that suggest 

the influence of anatomical culture. This includes a connection with many of the core 

anatomical images discussed in previous chapters, and especially the engraving of the flayed 

cadaver from Valverde’s anatomy book cited earlier, which I identify as a key source for these 

works. Once again, Rembrandt also drew from his firsthand experience in anatomical 

dissections to enrich his portrayal of Lucretia, and highlighted the key moral and theological 

themes associated with her death. 

 

Chapter 5 analyzes Rembrandt’s large body of self-portraits. While many scholars have noted 

that these works reflect an underlying concern with mortality, none have discussed the extent to 

which Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm may have shaped key aspects of these 

works. I will show that Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical sphere contributed 
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significantly to his explorations of his own mortality, and will furthermore propose that his 

works can be understood as part of the tradition of anatomical portraiture, for their startling 

examination of his corporeality, and particularly his body’s interiority and mortality. This 

chapter also addresses some related portraits of interest, including Rembrandt’s 1661 painting of 

Saint Bartholomew, which shares a number of important formal, symbolic and stylistic 

similarities with his earlier paintings.  

 

Finally, in the conclusion I take an overview of Rembrandt’s work, summarizing how the 

anatomical culture of seventeenth-century Holland had an incredibly profound affect on him, 

intellectually, spiritually and aesthetically. In particular, it influenced the nature of his 

representation of bodily mortality in the various artworks considered here, and furthermore 

contributed to his development of a style of painting that more effectively represented the 

physical reality of mortality. Both of these aspects of his work are among the most memorable 

and defining of his art. His frank depiction of our shared corporeality and mortality contributed 

to the great humanism of his work, and his phenomenological painting style was an inventive 

and deeply material way of painting that changed the course of western art, inspiring 

generations of artists that followed. Thus, this research ultimately demonstrates that 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were far more significant for his overall 

artistic development than has previously been acknowledged by other scholars, and reinforces 

the powerful impact of these works, which continue to affect and enthrall spectators to this day. 
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Chapter I: The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp (1632) 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 

Fig. 17. Rembrandt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 1632, oil on canvas,  
169.5 x 216.5 cm, Mauritshuis, The Hague 

 

 

Rembrandt was just twenty-six years old when the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild commissioned 

him to paint the group portrait The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 1632 (fig.17). This 

was a very important commission for Rembrandt, because it provided him with privileged 

access into Amsterdam’s anatomical realm, including its artistic traditions and its practical 

activities. In studying these components of anatomical culture, Rembrandt must have 

recognized the strong emphasis placed on the issue of life’s transience, for he made this the 

principal focus of his own work, picturing the anatomists gathered around a corpse, ‘in 

contemplation of death, of its various causes and effects, of its physiological and its moral 

aspects’.100 He also used a range of visual devices to focus the viewer’s attention upon the 

cadaver, thereby encouraging their contemplation of mortality. Rembrandt derived some of 

these techniques from anatomical imagery, including well-known illustrated anatomy books and 

group portraits of anatomists. However, he also drew from his firsthand experience in 

anatomical dissections, to create a very realistic sense of the mortality of the body, and to 

emphasize the moral and theological dimensions of death. Rembrandt’s innovative use of these 

anatomical sources enabled him to produce a deeply affecting scene of bodily mortality, which 

is widely considered one of the great masterpieces of Baroque art. 
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A formal analysis 

 

In The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, Rembrandt portrayed eight guild surgeons 

surrounding a corpse on a dissection table. Although there has been some debate regarding the 

precise historical nature of the scene depicted, most scholars agree that the work relates to Dr. 

Nicolaes Tulp’s second annual public anatomy lesson as the guild’s chief anatomist.101 Guild 

records suggest that this public dissection took place on 31 January 1632 and a few days 

thereafter. The corpse under dissection was that of a twenty-eight year old criminal from Leiden 

named Adriaan Adriaanszoon, also known as Aris Kindt.102 These details certainly help to 

enrich one’s understanding of Rembrandt’s painting, grounding him firmly within the 

anatomical culture of his age. However, it is important to note that the work’s significance 

extends beyond this specific historical event, for Rembrandt used this portrait to explore a 

timeless and universal issue of human existence, namely the mortality of the body. Indeed, 

examination of this work shows that Rembrandt went to great lengths to emphasize this theme, 

through a variety of formal and symbolic means. 

 

One of the most important ways that Rembrandt encouraged the spectator’s contemplation of 

mortality was to focus the viewer’s gaze specifically upon the corpse. He achieved this 

primarily through his compositional arrangement; placing the cadaver at the bottom centre of 

the composition, where it formed the horizontal base for the triangular formation of bodies 

extending above it. He also presented the corpse at a slight angle to the spectator, thus enabling 

them to look down onto it from an elevated position. Rembrandt’s use of chiaroscuro was also 

significant in this sense, for he presented the body dramatically illuminated within an otherwise 

dark and shadowy space. This highlighted the cadaver’s prominence in this scene, while also 

exacerbating its deathly pallor. Furthermore, since ‘light in the Netherlandish tradition connotes 

sanctity and enlightenment’103, his illumination of the corpse implied that it could be a source of 

philosophical or spiritual insight, thereby suggesting its symbolic significance in this scene. 

Finally, Rembrandt also used hand gestures to direct attention towards the corpse. The most 

obvious example is Tulp, whose right hand manipulates a set of forceps, leading the spectator’s 

eye directly towards the cadaver and specifically the flayed forearm. A less obvious example is 

Frans van Loenen, the rearmost surgeon, whose right hand points downwards towards the body 

below. 

 

Another significant means by which Rembrandt encouraged the viewer’s contemplation of 

death was by emphasizing certain physical attributes of the corpse, to encourage a very tactile 

engagement with it. For example, he took great care in his representation of the cadaver’s skin, 

portraying its pallid complexion and evoking a strong sense of its fragility by depicting it as a 

thin sheath that barely covered the skeleton and muscles below. This enabled the spectator to 
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imagine the cold and delicate texture of the skin, and the undulating surface formed by the 

anatomical structures underneath. Rembrandt applied a similar approach in his depiction of the 

flayed forearm, rendering the fleshy material of the muscle and the tough texture of the tendons 

in such an intricate manner that the viewer could imagine the feel of these substances beneath 

their own fingertips. This is equally true of his depiction of the intact hand of the cadaver, in 

which he portrayed each finger, nail and knuckle in exquisite detail. His representation of the 

hand not only emphasized its tactile qualities, but also its tactile function, as the primary agent 

of touch. Rembrandt further emphasized this through his depiction of the dramatic cluster of 

hands at the centre of the composition, which included the corpse’s flayed and intact hand, 

Tulp’s gesturing and demonstrating hand, and the forceps, which serve as a mechanical hand. 

This unusual grouping of hands draws attention to the element of touch, and arguably 

encourages the viewer to reach out for the body with their own hands, at least in their 

imagination.104 

 

To intensify the viewer’s engagement with the dead body, Rembrandt deliberately excluded any 

direct visual or tactile contact between the bodies of the anatomists and the corpse. For example, 

although Rembrandt represented the surgeons clustered around the cadaver in order to observe 

the specimen before them, none of them look directly at it. Similarly, although Rembrandt 

accentuated the element of touch, particularly through the cluster of hands at the centre of the 

composition, none of the surgeons actually touch the corpse, not even Tulp, who uses the 

mediating instrument of the forceps to demonstrate the anatomical components of the flayed 

forearm. This absence of direct contact between the bodies of the anatomists and the corpse, in a 

painting that otherwise fosters these activities, creates a dramatic tension that the viewer seeks 

to resolve through their own gaze and desire for touch. Rembrandt’s strategy of negation thus 

activates the role of the viewer, making them a central component of the work. In particular, it 

intensifies the spectator’s visual and tactile engagement with the corpse, and by extension, their 

consideration of the physical reality of mortality. 

 

In addition to these strategies, Rembrandt also stimulated the viewer’s contemplation of 

mortality by constructing a series of oppositions between the dead and living bodies.105 

Consider, for example, the specific ways in which Rembrandt used colour to contrast the dead 

body with the living bodies. In his depiction of the corpse, Rembrandt used cool white hues 

inflected with blue-grey tones, particularly evident in the areas of the face and the legs, which 

are tinged by shadow. This evoked a strong sense of the cold and clammy qualities of dead 

flesh, caused by the cessation of blood flow through the veins and arteries of the body. By 

contrast, Rembrandt used pinky-red tones in his depiction of the bodies of the anatomists. This 

indicated their warmth and vitality, showing that these bodies were thoroughly alive and 

perhaps even invigorated by their encounter with death. This points to a very interesting facet of 
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human behaviour, which Rembrandt may have experienced himself: that the encounter with 

death can be a very exhilarating and life-affirming experience for some individuals, in a 

physiological as well as psychological sense. 

 

Another example that illustrates Rembrandt’s strategic contrast of the dead and living bodies is 

his depiction of expression and movement. While the corpse is positioned horizontally, is 

unmoving and passive, the anatomists are positioned vertically, bent forward in action, and 

animated by expression. Here the eyes and hands are particularly significant. Where the eyes of 

the cadaver are closed, unseeing, and covered by shadow, the eyes of the anatomists are alive 

with interest, curiosity and wonder. They reflect the vitality of intellect and emotion that is so 

absent in the expressionless body of the corpse. Rembrandt repeats a similar dynamic in his 

depiction of the hands. Where the cadaver’s right hand lies limply on the table and his left hand 

is passive and non-resistant to manipulation by Tulp’s forceps, the anatomists’ hands are busy 

in action. Tulp dexterously manipulates forceps with his right hand, pulling on the flexor 

muscles and tendons of the flayed forearm, while he simultaneously makes a dramatic gesture 

with his left hand. In this way, Rembrandt once again contrasts action and vitality against 

inaction and mortality, reinforcing the distinction between the two.  

 

Rembrandt’s deliberate contrast of the dead and living bodies served to heighten the viewer’s 

awareness of the different attributes of dead and living flesh. However, since the dead body 

formed the central focus of Rembrandt’s painting–as a direct result of his compositional 

arrangement, use of chiaroscuro, hand gestures, and so on–this series of oppositions ultimately 

emphasized the characteristics of the dead body in particular, and reinforced the viewer’s visual 

and tactile engagement with it. In addition, Rembrandt’s contrast of the dead and living bodies 

also served an important symbolic function, because it articulated the view that life is always 

paired with death, and by extension, all that is living is destined to die. In this sense, his painting 

modelled the same philosophical views promoted by the Dutch anatomy theatres at that time, 

encapsulated by proverbs such as PUULVIS ET UMBRA SUMUS (‘we are dust and shadow’), 

MEMENTO MORI (‘remember that you are mortal’), and NASCENTES MORIMUR (‘we are 

born to die’).  

 

This is not the only symbolic reference to mortality contained within Rembrandt’s portrait. 

Another clever means by which he emphasized this issue in an emblematic sense is through his 

depiction of the dissected forearm. In the numerous iconological studies published on this 

painting, many scholars have addressed the symbolic significance of the hand in some form or 

another, particularly since Rembrandt deliberately defied the conventional order of dissection in 

order to focus attention upon it. During the seventeenth century, most dissections began with the 

chest and abdominal cavity, since those areas were most prone to decay, and then proceeded to 
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the heart and lungs, the brain, and then finally the limbs. Bypassing these earlier parts of the 

dissection in order to focus solely on the dissected hand was therefore most likely a meaningful 

gesture. As Schupbach wrote: ‘its defiance of the normal sequence of events... suggests that 

Tulp [or Rembrandt] deliberately selected this particular dissection for some conceptual 

significance which it possessed’.106  

 

Exactly what that conceptual significance was has been the subject of great debate, although 

two main arguments seem most plausible. The first interpretation took shape in the writings of 

Heckscher but found dramatic conclusion in the scholarship of Schupbach. Heckscher argued 

that Rembrandt depicted Tulp dissecting the hand in order to draw a direct parallel between 

Tulp and the sixteenth-century anatomist Vesalius, pictured dissecting a hand in his official 

portrait in De Fabrica (fig.18).107 According to Heckscher, this indicated that Rembrandt 

wished to portray Tulp, or Tulp wished to be portrayed as, the ‘Vesalius Redivivus’ of his 

age.108 Years later, Schupbach elaborated on Heckscher’s analysis, providing a more specific 

reason why Vesalius, Tulp, and many other anatomists of the early modern era wished to be 

depicted with this specific part of the body.109 He showed that many intellectuals of the time 

considered the hand, and specifically the flexor muscles and tendons of the fingers, to be one of 

the most sophisticated parts of the human body. Based largely on its intricate design and its 

capacity for prehension, which no other animal possessed, the human hand was understood as 

the ‘organ of prehension, instrument of instruments, unique to man, a miracle of design, and a 

monument of the wisdom and power of the Creator’.110  Schupbach showed that this view of the 

hand was evident in Vesalius’ commentaries in De Fabrica, for Vesalius described the 

combination of the superficial and deep flexor tendons of the fingers, the same ones that he is 

pictured dissecting in his official portrait, as ‘a peculiar and rare occurrence... due to the 

marvellous labour of the supreme Creator of the world’.111 According to Schupbach, Rembrandt 

also portrayed Tulp with this specific anatomical component in order to draw attention to the 

divine, and by extension, immortal part of man’s existence. However, at the same time, he 

placed great emphasis on the corpse as a symbol of mortality, thus revealing the great paradox 

of human existence: that is, ‘man as a metaphysical antinomy, a creature both mortal and not 

mortal’.112 

 

The fact that Rembrandt possessed four flayed arms and legs anatomised by Vesalius, as 

recorded in his collection of rarities and antiquities at the time of his death, reinforces the 

plausibility of both Heckscher and Schupbach’s arguments.113 It suggests that Rembrandt was 

very much aware of Vesalius’ achievements and deliberately emphasized a relationship between 

Vesalius and Tulp through his representation of the hand, and specifically the flexor muscles 

and tendons of the fingers. However, it is also worth considering another interpretation of the  
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Fig. 18. Portrait of Andreas Vesalius from Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica libri septem, 
Joannes Oporinus, Basel, 1543 
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symbolic significance of Rembrandt’s depiction of the dissected forearm, as proposed by 

Sawday. In his analysis of the painting, Sawday elaborated on Schupbach’s argument that 

Tulp’s left hand–held up in a dramatic gesture, pressing forefinger to thumb–was a crucial part 

of Rembrandt’s iconological formula. In Schupbach’s words, it was intended as ‘an illustration 

in the living limb of the function of the muscles and tendons being demonstrated in the dead 

one’.114 However, where Schupbach interpreted this gesture as a display of the human hand’s 

capacity for prehension and the special symbolic significance attached to that, Sawday instead 

read Tulp’s gesture in Cartesian terms, claiming: ‘Tulp’s forceps are delicately probing the 

flexorum digitorum muscles of Adriaenszoon’s left hand. By pulling on these flexor muscles, 

the (dead) fingers are made to curl, a gesture which Tulp echoes with his own (living) left 

hand’.115 He concluded: ‘One intellect (Tulp’s) has animated two bodies, one of which is living, 

and the other is dead’.116 For Sawday, Tulp’s action and the dead body’s reaction reflected 

Cartesian ideas of the machine-body, where the dead body operated even after the will 

(voluntas) had been extinguished. He furthermore argued that Tulp’s manipulation of the dead 

body illustrated the triumph of intellect and rationality over the ‘deviant will’ of the criminal.117 

In his words: ‘The moment that [Rembrandt’s painting] encapsulated... was... a compact and 

dense archaeology of corporate power over the individual, of mind over the body, intellect over 

the will, property over dispossession, civic identity over isolation’.118 

 

We can extend Sawday’s analysis further by focusing on its significance for the dead body in 

particular, which is to say that Tulp’s pulling on the flexor muscles, causing the dead fingers to 

curl, also emphasized the dead body as pure matter. In other words, it demonstrated that this 

body, now dead, was no more than a limp mass of flesh and blood and hair and bone, and while 

it could be operated through the will of another, it no longer housed the soul or anima which 

rendered it a thinking, feeling and autonomous subject. This interpretation retains Cartesian 

significance, but it also conforms to more established and pervasive ideas of the age concerning 

the transience of earthly life. Seen from this perspective, Tulp’s manipulation of the corpse’s 

hand further emphasized the materiality and mortality of the body, showing it to be nothing 

more than organic matter that would inevitably disintegrate after death. This interpretation also 

allows for correspondences with Vesalius’ approach to the forearm, as the part of the body in 

which God’s artistry was most apparent. This ‘divine’ mechanism revealed the wonders of the 

living body, but the great paradox was that this organ, and the body as a whole, would 

ultimately perish into ‘dust and shadow’. This was clearly one of the most interesting paradoxes 

of early modern Europe, as apparent within anatomical culture as it was in the art of the period, 

which both engaged strongly with this dilemma of human existence. 

 

There is another way in which Rembrandt emphasized the broader moral and theological 

dimensions of mortality in his portrait, and that was by presenting the cadaver–which we 
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understand to be a criminal body–in a similar manner to images of the dead Christ, particularly 

scenes of the lamentation over Christ. Many scholars have noted this, including Sawday, who 

observed that Rembrandt’s scene clearly drew from this pictorial tradition, except that in his 

painting: ‘The intensity of the onlookers’ gaze... is the intensity not of adoration or lamentation, 

but the furious concentration of intellect’.119 While this is true, it does not change the fact that 

the central focus of the onlookers’ visual and psychological attention was the dead body. 

Moreover, by creating this formal and symbolic relationship between the anatomical cadaver 

and the dead Christ, Rembrandt reminds us that this dissection of a criminal body, enacted as 

further punishment to hanging, was in many ways similar to the crucifixion of Christ. This 

encourages one to reflect upon the religious significance of one’s own life and death in the 

context of Christ’s sacrifice, and highlights the punitive and sacrificial aspects of the scene 

portrayed by Rembrandt.120 

 

A final comment to be made regarding Rembrandt’s emphasis on the theme of mortality in this 

portrait is that this genre was itself significant as a form of memoriae or remembrance, in 

recognition of the transience of earthly life. As Heckscher has written: ‘The portrait as an art 

form is from the beginning closely linked with the idea of death’.121 He elaborated: ‘Sculptors 

and painters, from the early fifteenth century onward, would be commissioned to record man’s 

perishable features in order to safeguard against the grasp of death’.122 Thus, Rembrandt’s 

portrait was not only explicitly concerned with mortality, but implicitly as well, since it 

reflected the basic human desire to transcend death through the portrayal of the human subject, 

a desire that was particularly strongly felt in Rembrandt’s age, when the issue of life’s 

transience was such a prominent concern. 

 

Rembrandt’s application of his ‘anatomy lessons’ to his artwork 

 

There is much evidence to suggest that in his creation of this portrait, which strongly encourages 

the viewer’s contemplation of mortality, Rembrandt drew from many different sources within 

the anatomical sphere, particularly earlier traditions of anatomical imagery and his firsthand 

experience in anatomical dissections. These two principal sources would be of ongoing 

significance in his art, continuing to affect his portrayal of mortality in numerous artworks 

produced over his career. Indeed, many of the patterns of representation that Rembrandt 

established in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp would reappear in subsequent images, 

thus confirming the profound impact of his experiences in the anatomical realm upon his artistic 

production. 
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Anatomical imagery 

 

Although there are no written records to indicate exactly what anatomical images Rembrandt 

studied in preparation for this portrait, I argue that he was influenced by a core group of works, 

which were of recurring significance for his art. Each was widely reproduced and well known 

within the anatomical culture of Rembrandt’s time, and indeed some were classic anatomical 

images. While the degree of Rembrandt’s familiarity with these works or their significance to 

him will probably never be known with absolute certainly, there is enough visual and scholarly 

evidence to support this case that several scholars have either made strong cases for 

Rembrandt’s familiarity with these anatomical studies, or have based their interpretative studies 

of Rembrandt’s art on this familiarity. Indeed, each of the works that I propose as source 

material for Rembrandt’s work have previously been identified by other scholars. For example, 

Heckscher also identified the illustrated anatomy books by Johannes de Ketham, Berengario da 

Carpi, and Andreas Vesalius that I cite in my research, and Schupbach referenced each of the 

group portraits of anatomists by Pietersz, Mierevelt and Pickenoy that I have addressed in this 

study. Clearly, these authors felt that there was sufficient evidence to support the case that 

Rembrandt had access to and was significantly influenced by each of these works, which I will 

also demonstrate in the visual analysis that follows. 

 

(i) Illustrated anatomy books 

 

The earliest printed anatomy book to contain illustrations was Johannes de Ketham’s Fasciculus 

medicinae (‘The medical gathering’).123 The Latin edition was first published in Venice in 1491, 

and the Italian translation, Fasciculo de medicina, was printed in Venice in 1493. The Italian 

edition contained some additional text and illustrations, and its woodcuts were superior in 

quality than the older, Latin edition. It featured one of the earliest known dissection scenes, (fig. 

19), which appears to have been of great interest to Rembrandt. In this dissection scene, De 

Ketham pictured a naked male cadaver lying prostrate on the dissection table, surrounded by 

surgeons. He placed the corpse at the bottom centre of the composition, which encouraged the 

viewer to focus on and therefore identify most strongly with it, thus prompting their 

contemplation of mortality. Rembrandt utilized both of these conventions in his own work, for 

the same basic purpose. In addition, he also depicted his surgeons in much the same way as De 

Ketham, for Rembrandt’s portrayal of Tulp correlates closely with De Ketham’s barber-

surgeon, who stands with his body facing the corpse, his arms bent forward in action before his 

body, with his surgical instrument in hand. Rembrandt’s depiction of Hartman Hartmansz, 

positioned toward the rear of the group with an anatomy book in hand124, also resembles De 

Ketham’s professor, who similarly stands towards the back of the scene, reading instructions 

from an anatomy book. This range of similarities suggests that Rembrandt was familiar with De  
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Fig. 19. Dissection scene from Johannes de Ketham, Fasciculo de medicina, 
Zuane & Gregorio di Gregorii, Venice, 1493 
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Ketham’s engraving and modelled key aspects of his work upon it. This view is shared by 

Heckscher, who argued: ‘This woodcut represents a legitimate antecedent, formally as well as 

spiritually, of certain aspects of Rembrandt’s “Anatomy of Dr. Tulp”; it is more closely linked 

with it than with any other Dutch anatomy of the seventeenth century’.125 

 

A number of illustrations from an anatomy book by Jacopo Berengario da Carpi (c.1460–

c.1530) also correspond closely with Rembrandt’s work, suggesting that they influenced him at 

some level. Berengario’s first illustrated work was Commentaria super anatomia Mundini, (full 

title: Commentaria cum amplissimis additionibus super anatomia Mundini una cum textu 

ejusdem in pristinum et verum nitorem redacto, which translates to ‘Commentary with very 

many additions on the anatomy of Mondino published with his original elegant text’). This early 

text was first published in Bologna in 1521. Berengario’s second illustrated text was Isagogae 

breves, (full title: Isagogae breves, perlucidae ac uberrimae, in anatomiam humani corporis a 

communi medicorum academia usitatam, which translates to ‘Short introduction on the anatomy 

of the human body used with great profit and clarity in medical colleges’). It was first published 

in Bologna in 1522, with additional illustrations in 1523, and was later published in Venice in 

1535. It is this latter text, Isagogae breves, which appears to have been a particularly important 

source for Rembrandt’s work.  

 

Records suggest that ‘Berengario loved art. He collected Roman sculpture, commissioned 

goblets from Cellini, and even owned a painting by Raphael’.126 This is strongly reflected in his 

illustrated anatomy books, which feature cadavers modelled on antique sculpture, and works by 

Italian Renaissance artists including Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael.127 In Isagogae 

Breves, Berengario also referred to the artistic significance of his illustrations for artists, 

recommending that artists study his woodcut illustrations of the outer muscles as an aid to their 

design of figures.128 It is not that surprising, therefore, that Rembrandt would have known of 

and studied this illustrated anatomy book, which was considered a key resource for artists and 

anatomists alike. Heckscher shares this view, and in his study he identified a number of 

similarities between a dissection scene featured in Berengario’s book (fig.20) and Rembrandt’s 

Anatomy Lesson, writing: ‘Dr. Tulp’s peculiar position, off-centre toward the right and at the 

feet, as it were, of the cadaver, is found in Berengario da Carpi’s Isagogae’.129  

 

However, there are several other images in Berengario’s text that I believe were of greater 

interest to Rembrandt. The first is the picture of a skeleton, shown looking into a tomb with a 

human skull in each hand (fig.21). This was one of the earliest anatomical images to emphasize 

the theme of mortality in such an explicit manner130, and likely appealed to Rembrandt for this 

reason. Berengario’s engravings of flayed cadavers (figs.22-23) would also be of special interest 

to Rembrandt, because they pictured the dissected body as a source of philosophical and 
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Fig. 20. Dissection scene from Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves, perlucidae ac uberrimae,  
in anatomiam humani corporis, Benedictus Hector, Bologna, 1523 

 
 
 
 

       
 

Fig. 21. Skeleton image from Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves, perlucidae ac uberrimae,  
in anatomiam humani corporis, Benedictus Hector, Bologna, 1523 
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Fig. 22. Self-demonstrating figure from Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves, perlucidae ac uberrimae,  
in anatomiam humani corporis, Benedictus Hector, Bologna, 1523 

 

 
 

Fig. 23. Self-demonstrating figure from Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves, perlucidae ac uberrimae,  
in anatomiam humani corporis, Benedictus Hector, Bologna, 1523 

 

 



 47 

spiritual insight. This is especially true of the first work, which pictured a flayed cadaver 

peeling back layers of abdominal skin to reveal his visceral interior, with striated rays of bright 

light emanating from his body. Some scholars have compared this figure to Apollo, ‘surrounded 

by an aureole of light, a posthumous sun god’.131 However, as Sawday has noted, this self-

demonstrating figure also relates closely to Christian iconography: 

 

This dramatic semi-Vitruvian figure, etched within a surrounding aura of light rays (whose 

source is the figure itself), symbolized not anatomical knowledge of the body-interior, but 

philosophical and religious knowledge of the interior of the whole, or scripturally complete, 

individual... The convention of the human figure in self-demonstration was... part of a dense 

network of sacred imagery surrounding the figure of Christ in the various stages of the 

passion. The symbolic partitioning of Christ’s body, the exposure of his wounds... were 

appropriated in the cause of ‘science’.132  

 

Rembrandt may well have borrowed from this classic anatomical illustration, for he also 

presented his dissected cadaver as a source of light and enlightenment, with obvious religious 

significance, as discussed in more detail shortly. 

 

Andreas Vesalius’ famous anatomy book, De Fabrica (full title: De humani corporis fabrica 

libri septem, which translates to ‘On the fabric of the human body in seven books’), first 

published in Basel in 1543, was extremely influential for Rembrandt, just as it was for many 

other artists of the period. It contained hundreds of illustrations by artists from the workshop of 

Titian, and Rembrandt used a number of these works as source material for his portrait. One 

such work was the official portrait of Vesalius cited earlier, which pictured him demonstrating 

the flexor muscles and tendons of the fingers. The series of skeleton images, discussed in the 

Introduction, were also likely influential for Rembrandt’s work at a symbolic level. These 

works–which pictured a skeleton leaning against the shovel used to dig its own grave, standing 

against a sarcophagus with its hands rested on a skull, and kneeling before a grave with its 

hands clasped together as if in prayer–each had an important pedagogical purpose, revealing the 

skeletal structures of the human body for the benefit of onlookers. However, they also made a 

dramatic display of the transience of earthly life, and in this respect formed an important 

precedent for Rembrandt’s work. 

 

Another set of images from De Fabrica that were significant for Rembrandt in a symbolic sense 

were the series of fourteen engravings that documented the body’s gradual decay from flayed 

cadavers to skeletons (fig.24). Approximately half of these figures were pictured from the front, 

and the other half from the back, thus documenting all aspects of the body’s decline. As Moe  
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Fig. 24. Engravings of flayed musclemen from Andreas Vesalius, 
De humani corporis fabrica libri septem, Joannes Oporinus, Basel, 1543 
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wrote of these works: ‘The first of these figures... are sculptural athletes with the external 

muscles uncovered for the benefit not only of doctors but also of painters and sculptors’. 

He continued: ‘The next are powerful muscle men who, layer by layer, are stripped to the 

bone, while they turn their heads and raise their arms and adopt various other poses’. 

Finally: ‘The last are so peeled away that they are dropping impotently’.133 In one of these 

works, the body was so fragile that ropes were required to hold it in place, suspended from 

a wooden frame. This suggested the extent of the body’s decomposition, but also 

emphasized the issue of punishment and death in a symbolic sense, as the cadaver 

resembled a body hanging from a noose. This symbolism was also apparent in the final 

engraving in the series, which showed the body as an impotent skeleton, propped against a 

grave as if kneeling in prayer, with its skull, now separated from the body, sitting alone on 

the tomb.134 

 

Finally, the frontispiece engraving from De Fabrica (fig.25), which is probably the best-known 

illustration from the book, was also very influential for Rembrandt’s work. Although scholars 

have interpreted this engraving in a number of different ways, the most important aspect as far 

as Rembrandt’s portrait is concerned is its dramatic emphasis on the issue of life’s transience 

within a dissection scene. This portrait represents Vesalius conducting the dissection of a female 

cadaver; her brutalized body presenting a confronting display of the body’s mortality. In 

addition to the corpse, several other objects emphasized this theme in a symbolic manner, 

including the burning candle at the bottom of the dissection table, and the skeleton holding the 

scythe at the top of the dissection table, which were both well-known vanitas motifs.135 

However, the most powerful display of mortality came from the figure of Vesalius, positioned 

at the centre of the scene, pointing towards the dissected womb of the female cadaver with one 

hand, and the skeleton with the other. Vesalius’ hands suggested a direct relationship between 

the womb and the skeleton, which were potent symbols of life and death. This led Sawday to 

conclude: ‘If the womb marks our point of entrance into the world, then Vesalius’ own left 

hand, with its finger raised in a gesture of signification as well as rhetoric, guides our attention 

back to the skeleton, our point of departure: ‘Nascentes Morimur’–we are born to die’.136 There 

is little doubt that this picture affected Rembrandt, for as I shall show in later chapters, he 

referenced it many times. In this case, the most important similarity between the two works is 

that like the frontispiece, Rembrandt portrayed Tulp demonstrating the mortality of the body in 

a dissection scene, and similarly contrasted symbols of life and death to emphasize the fact that 

all that is living is destined to die. 
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Fig. 25. Frontispiece from Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica libri septem,  
Joannes Oporinus, Basel, 1543 
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(ii) Group portraits of anatomists 

 

The tradition of Dutch group portraiture dates to the early sixteenth century, however the first 

group portraits of anatomists appeared in the early seventeenth century.137 By the time that 

Rembrandt painted The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild 

had already commissioned three group portraits of its anatomists, and the Delft Surgeons Guild 

had begun to commission works as well. These paintings hung in the Guild’s Chambers, where 

Rembrandt would have been able to study them in preparation for his own work, and as 

demonstrated in the following analysis, Rembrandt clearly drew from their example in several 

ways in the production of his own group portrait for the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild.138 

 

The first of group portrait of interest to Rembrandt was Aert Pietersz’ The Anatomy Lesson of 

Dr. Sebastiaen Egbertsz (fig.26), commissioned by the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild in 1603. 

This was the first anatomical group portrait ever produced in Holland, and was based on earlier 

forms of Dutch group portraiture, especially the civic militia banquets.139 It depicted Egbertsz 

and twenty-eight surgical colleagues with a dissected cadaver, and although its basic subject 

matter was very similar to Rembrandt’s, the relationship between these two works was 

principally defined by their difference from one another. In fact, it is almost as if Rembrandt 

created his portrait in direct opposition to Pietersz’ example, constructing the inverse of his 

work. For example, where Pietersz presented a very static composition, in which the sitters were 

organised into several long horizontal rows, Rembrandt disrupted this structure by presenting 

his anatomists in a haphazard, pyramidal form. Secondly, while Pietersz positioned the cadaver 

behind the bodies of the anatomists so that they largely obscured the spectator’s vision of it, 

Rembrandt positioned the corpse at the foreground of the painting and used a number of visual 

devices to direct the viewer’s attention to it. Thirdly, where the primary function of Pietersz’s 

cadaver was to identify the sitter’s shared profession–in much the same way as the barber’s 

bowl for holding the viscera or the three pairs of surgical scissors that also appear in this work–

Rembrandt instead organized the anatomists around the cadaver, drawing attention to its central 

significance in this scene. Finally, where Pietersz produced a traditional attributive portrait, 

which captured the likeness of each of the surgeons who commissioned the work, Rembrandt 

expanded the parameters of this tradition, creating a group portrait that also had a significant 

symbolic function. 
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Fig. 26. Aert Pietersz, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Sebastiaen Egbertsz, 1603, oil on canvas, 
147 x 392 cm, Amsterdam Historical Museum, Amsterdam 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 27. Michiel (and Pieter?) van Mierevelt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Willem van der Meer, 
1617, oil on canvas, 150 x 255 cm, Stedelijk Museum Het Prinsenhof, Delft 
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The second group portrait of significance to Rembrandt’s work was Michiel (and Pieter?) van 

Mierevelt’s The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Willem van der Meer (fig.27), commissioned by the 

Delft Surgeons Guild in 1617. Many of the techniques that Rembrandt used to encourage the 

viewer’s contemplation of mortality seem to have derived specifically from this portrait. For 

example, Mierevelt used many of the same visual strategies to direct the viewer’s attention 

towards the corpse, including compositional arrangement, chiaroscuro, and hand gestures. He 

also prompted a highly tactile engagement with the cadaver by emphasizing certain physical 

attributes, such as its pale and fragile skin, its visceral interior (revealed specifically in the 

abdominal area), and its hands. He placed strong emphasis on the hands generally, but 

particularly the chief anatomist’s hands, which hold the sharp blade of the scalpel over the 

flayed abdominal section of the cadaver. He furthermore used the strategy of negation to 

intensify the viewer’s visual and tactile engagement with the corpse. For example, although the 

surgeons are huddled around the cadaver in order to gaze upon it, none of them actually look at 

it directly. Similarly, although he placed great emphasis on the element of touch–particularly 

through his representation of the chief anatomist’s hands, which reach forward towards the 

corpse–none of the surgeons ever touch it directly. As argued previously (in relation to 

Rembrandt’s work), this activated the viewer’s role in this scene, prompting the viewer to 

resolve this tension through their imaginative visual and tactile engagement with the cadaver. 

 

Mierevelt’s portrait also constructed a series of oppositions between the dead and living bodies, 

which were identical to those identified in Rembrandt’s portrait.140 Of these contrasting 

elements, Mierevelt’s depiction of expression and movement is probably the most effective 

means by which he distinguished the dead body from the living bodies, and like Rembrandt’s 

painting, this is most evident in his depiction of the eyes and the hands. For example, while the 

corpse is positioned horizontally, is unmoving and passive, the anatomists are positioned 

vertically, with animated expressions and active poses that signify their vitality. Similarly, 

where the eyes of the cadaver are unseeing, literally covered over with a blindfold (which takes 

the form of shadow in Rembrandt’s portrait), the eyes of the anatomists are alive with interest. 

The same can also be said of the hands. Where the cadaver’s hands are motionless and passive, 

the anatomists’ hands are busy in action, gripping the balustrade and clutching various objects 

such as the surgical knife, the barber’s bowl for holding the viscera, a copy of Vesalius’ De 

Fabrica, and a branch of laurel leaves. These distinctions not only emphasize the different 

attributes of dead and living flesh–especially dead flesh due to its greater prominence in this 

scene–but also articulate the view that life is always paired with death (as encapsulated by 

proverbs such as NASCENTES MORIMUR). 
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In addition to this, Mierevelt also highlighted the issue of mortality in an emblematic sense. His 

emphasis on the dissection of the abdominal area is particularly significant in this regard. 

Although it was customary to begin dissection with this part of the body, this was because it 

was most prone to decay. Thus, as the part of the body that decayed most rapidly after death, the 

abdominal section also functioned as a potent symbol of corporeal transience. Another means 

by which Mierevelt highlighted the issue of mortality in an emblematic sense was through his 

inclusion of several objects that functioned as vanitas motifs. The most obvious of these were 

the skeletons presented at the upper left of the composition, and the burning candle on the 

dissection table. More subtle examples include the incense burning at the bottom left of the 

composition, and the laurel branches held by the anatomist at the bottom right. Although these 

items served an obvious practical purpose–masking the foul odours that accompanied 

dissection–they also functioned as vanitas emblems, with the incense forming a thin wisp of 

smoke, and the laurel leaves operating as a symbol of transience much like fruit and flowers 

were often used. Another object used for this purpose was Vesalius’ De Fabrica. An anatomist 

at the top left corner held up a copy of this book, with the pages opened on one of the 

engravings from the series of fourteen images that depicted the body’s decay from flayed 

cadavers to skeletons (fig.28).  

 

 

        
 

Fig. 28. Detail of the Mierevelt portrait featured in fig. 27,  
with one of the engravings of flayed musclemen from Vesalius featured in fig.24 
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Rembrandt’s painting thus shares many similarities with the Delft work, more so than any other 

artwork in this tradition. He clearly drew from key aspects of this painting, using it to enrich his 

own portrait. However, his painting was by no means a slavish imitation of Mierevelt’s image, 

because it contained a number of important differences as well. This includes Rembrandt’s 

pyramidal rather than elliptical arrangement of the sitters, which many considered a daring and 

remarkable accomplishment. It also includes Rembrandt’s emphasis on the anatomical 

components of the forearm, which creates a more subtle reference to Vesalius, and to a lesser 

extent Galen, than Mierevelt’s work, which literally pictured Vesalius’ De Fabrica in the top 

right corner of the composition and wrote ‘Galen’ on the book held by the anatomist at the 

bottom left.141 Moreover, unlike Mierevelt, Rembrandt did not include any vanitas motifs to 

convey the issue of life’s transience, instead using more subtle symbolic means to express this 

theme. Finally, Rembrandt displayed greater sophistication in his painterly technique than 

Mierevelt, creating a much more realistic and engaging sense of the anatomy lesson, and 

especially the mortality of the flesh, which encouraged a very tactile response from the viewer. 

 

Two other group portraits that arguably influenced Rembrandt’s work were The Anatomy 

Lesson of Dr. Sebastiaen Egbertsz of 1619 (fig.29), and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Johan 

Fonteijn of 1625-26 (fig.30).142 The Amsterdam Surgeons Guild commissioned both portraits, 

and while there has been some debate regarding the authorship of the earlier work, recent 

scholarship has attributed both works to Nicolaes Eliasz Pickenoy.143 Both paintings depict very 

similar subject matter, presenting a group of anatomists gathered around a skeleton and skull. 

This is very different from traditional anatomical portraits, including the works by Pietersz and 

Mierevelt, which presented the anatomists gathered around a dissected corpse. While the use of 

the skeleton and the skull may point towards the anatomists’ interest in osteology, their 

association with vanitas iconography also suggests the anatomists’ investigation into the 

physiological and philosophical aspects of death, which formed such a core concern of the 

anatomical culture of the time. This has led Schupbach to conclude that these portraits 

‘transformed the genre of the anatomy-picture from the attributive portrait, which recorded the 

fact that the sitters belonged to the guild associated with anatomies, into the emblematic portrait 

which instead associated the sitters with the underlying rationale of anatomy’.144 These two 

works by Pickenoy were obviously very influential for Rembrandt, particularly for their 

emblematic function. 
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Fig. 29. Attributed to Nicolaes Eliasz Pickenoy, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Sebastiaen Egbertsz, 
1619, oil on canvas, 135 x 186 cm, Amsterdam Historical Museum, Amsterdam 

 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 30. Nicolaes Eliasz Pickenoy, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Johan Fonteijn, c.1625-26, 
(fragment), oil on canvas, 97.5 x 192 cm, Amsterdam Historical Museum, Amsterdam 
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Comparison of Rembrandt’s portrait with the illustrated anatomy books of De Ketham, 

Berengario and Vesalius, and the group portraits by Pietersz, Mierevelt and Pickenoy, suggests 

that Rembrandt was well acquainted with these images and borrowed specific formal and 

symbolic elements from them to enliven his own work. However, Rembrandt’s firsthand 

experience in anatomical dissections would be even more significant for his creation of this 

portrait, inspiring him to produce an arresting image of bodily mortality, and to highlight the 

moral and theological aspects of death in a subtle but profound way. 

 
Anatomical dissections 

 

Various aspects of Rembrandt’s portrait reflect his firsthand experience in anatomical 

dissections. For example, Rembrandt’s direct observation of cadavers is evident in his vivid and 

realistic representation of the corpse. This includes his depiction of its deathly pallor, the gaunt 

structure of the face, and the elevated rib cage, which is set in relief to the hollow cavity of the 

stomach. It may also include his depiction of the neck, for as many scholars have noted, the 

neck was probably broken during the hanging (however, as I will demonstrate later, it is also 

possible that Rembrandt borrowed this convention from images of the dead Christ, which 

represented Christ’s head and neck in a similar pose). It is furthermore apparent in his portrayal 

of the anatomical structures of the body, particularly its skeletal and muscular elements. In fact, 

his detailed depiction of these anatomical components corresponds closely with the approach 

advocated by Leon Battista Alberti. As mentioned in the Introduction, Alberti was one of the 

first theorists to actively encourage artists to study dissected bodies and to use this knowledge in 

the construction of the human figure. For example, in his classic text De Pictura, Alberti 

advised painters to construct the image of the body from the inside out; first sketching in the 

bones, followed by the sinews and muscles, and finally clothing it with flesh and skin.145 

Rembrandt’s depiction of the corpse seems to mirror this approach, building the structure of the 

body up in a similar way.  

 

One aspect of Rembrandt’s painting that has been criticized for its lack of anatomical accuracy 

is his depiction of the dissected forearm. Heckscher was one of the first scholars to observe this, 

stating that there was an obvious ‘dichotomy between realistically observed corpse on the one 

hand and mechanically copied anatomical detail on the other’.146 He suggested that this may 

have arisen because Rembrandt depicted the body from life, but based his depiction of the 

dissected hand on a ‘scientific representation (most likely a Vesalian woodcut that might have 

been taken from any number of anatomical atlases)’.147 Other authors have contested this view, 

arguing that ‘Rembrandt rendered the arm correctly, [probably] working from a prepared 

specimen’.148 For example, the scholars associated with the Rembrandt Research Project wrote 

that Rembrandt most likely ‘did use an actual dissected arm as the basis for his 

representation’.149 They argued this on the grounds that: ‘in the first place because none of the 
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anatomical illustrations mentioned [as possible source material] appear convincing... and in the 

second in view of the pictorial and colouristic execution, where the true-to-nature effect can 

hardly have been obtained from a black-and-white illustration’.150 Schama even suggested that 

Rembrandt modelled it on the anatomical specimen that was recorded in his collection in 

1669.151 One of the most recent contributors to this debate is Gary Schwartz, who remarked that 

the proportions of the arm were inaccurate, specifically, ‘the right arm of the corpse is one hand 

shorter than it should be’.152 Schwartz offered a very interesting explanation for this anomaly, 

based on X-ray examinations of the canvas, which indicated that Rembrandt originally depicted 

the right hand as a stump, quite probably because at the time of his execution the cadaver had 

lost his right hand.153  

 

The debate surrounding the anatomical accuracy of Rembrandt’s representation of the flayed 

forearm certainly helps to deepen our understanding of his production of this portrait. However, 

it is important to note that Rembrandt’s portrait was not intended as a visual manual for 

anatomists in the same way that illustrated anatomy books were, and therefore he did not need 

to portray the structures of the arm with that level of precision. Rather, the primary objective of 

Rembrandt’s depiction of the forearm was to emphasize the flexor muscles and tendons of the 

fingers, in order to draw attention to its actions, which were symbolic of the body’s divinity and 

also, as I have argued, its mortality. With this in mind, one can only admire the immense 

attention to detail that Rembrandt did apply in his painting of the flayed forearm. This reflected 

his intimate knowledge of the body’s internal structures, developed through his study of 

illustrated anatomy books and particularly through his firsthand study of prepared anatomical 

specimens and cadavers in the anatomy theatres. 

 

Rembrandt’s experiences in anatomical dissections not only enabled him to represent the 

physiological aspects of death in a realistic and affecting manner, but to also convey a dramatic 

sense of the psychological impact of this encounter. In his portrait, Rembrandt portrayed each of 

the anatomists with very serious yet intrigued expressions, suggesting that they are emotionally 

involved in this event, wherein the truth of human mortality is revealed. This reminds one of the 

lines from Barlaeus’ poem cited in the Introduction: ‘Behold, a life’s span has withered. And 

once the light has been extinguished, man disintegrates in putrefaction. Behold this, O citizens, 

and tell your Magistrates that here you can learn the ways of death and a desire to shun 

death’.154 Rembrandt pictured the anatomists absorbed in this moment of revelation, and went to 

great lengths to encourage a similar response from the viewer, prompting their recognition of 

the physical reality of death and thus their appreciation of the transience of their own lives. It is 

this quality of the painting–whereby the viewer is made to feel that they are a firsthand witness 

to death–that gives Rembrandt’s painting such extraordinary emotional power and presence, 

drawing the viewer into the ‘House of Death’ in which this dissection occurs.155  
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Finally, I argue that Rembrandt’s experience in anatomical dissections also inspired him to draw 

a direct relationship between the anatomical cadaver and Christ, which he achieved by 

presenting the cadaver as a brightly illuminated form, while also including a number of 

iconographic similarities with well known images of the dead Christ. A number of scholars have 

noted the similarities between Rembrandt’s anatomical portrait and images of the dead Christ 

previously. This includes Dolores Mitchell, who wrote of Rembrandt’s painting: ‘The corpse is 

presented to the viewer as the body of Christ is presented in religious works; it lies in the 

foreground, on an altar-like table or slab, with space left for the viewer to approach in 

imagination’.156 Mitchell also noted that Rembrandt borrowed some of the pictorial devices 

common to this tradition, particularly those used to encourage a direct tactile engagement with 

the corpse. As Mitchell explained: ‘When Christ’s body is displayed in an altarpiece, often 

Mary or an angel will point to the wound in Christ’s side or to ones in hands and feet; this 

invites the viewer to imagine touching Christ’s body’.157 She argued that Rembrandt took a 

similar approach, by rendering the intact hand of the corpse in minute detail, which ‘encourages 

the viewer to imagine touching the body that Tulp and the others do not touch’158, and by 

depicting Tulp in a way that ‘draws attention to the “wounded” arm with forceps’.159 In the 

remainder of this chapter I will compare Rembrandt’s portrait to some iconic works in this 

tradition, painted by artists that Rembrandt greatly admired, specifically Dürer, Raphael, 

Holbein and Caravaggio. These comparisons will illustrate how Rembrandt deliberately 

gestured towards these paintings or appropriated generic pictorial devices from this tradition, 

both to emphasize the moral and theological dimensions of his scene and to encourage a highly 

tactile engagement with the corpse. I will furthermore show how Rembrandt’s experiences in 

anatomical dissections directly inspired this approach. 

 

Images of the dead Christ 

 

In her analysis of Rembrandt’s use of religious iconography in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Nicolaes Tulp, Mitchell cited the example of Albrecht Dürer’s engraving The Descent from the 

Cross, 1507 (fig.31):  

 

[I]n Dürer’s engraving Descent from the Cross (1507), the motif of John bending over Christ’s 

head is similar to that of a guild member leaning over the corpse’s head in the Rembrandt; in 

the Dürer, Mary faces Christ and lifts his arm–Dr. Tulp faces the corpse and lifts muscles in its 

flayed arm. There is a book, presumably a Bible in Dürer’s foreground, and a book, 

presumably an anatomy, in Rembrandt’s foreground.160  

 

Apart from these formal similarities identified by Mitchell, Rembrandt also employed many of 

the same visual devices that Dürer used to encourage a tactile engagement with the corpse. For 

example, Dürer placed great emphasis on certain physical characteristics of Christ’s dead body, 
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especially the wounds in his side, hands and feet. Rembrandt applied a similar approach in his 

portrayal of the cadaver, emphasizing the physiological attributes of death, including the 

visceral substances of the flayed forearm. Similarly, where Dürer focused strongly on the hands 

in his etching, with the Virgin Mary cradling Christ’s wounded arm in her own hands, 

Rembrandt utilized a similar strategy in his work, presenting the cluster of hands at the centre of 

his composition, which encouraged the viewer to imagine touching the body themselves. 

 

Another well-known work with which Rembrandt’s portrait can be compared is Raphael’s 

painting of The Entombment of Christ, also dated to 1507 (fig.32). At the most basic level, both 

works present the dead body at the centre of the composition, surrounded by onlookers. They 

also picture it from a side-view, lying in a prostrate position, naked except for the loincloth 

covering the genitals. There are also very detailed similarities in their depiction of the corpse, 

such as the way the head is set back at an angle from the body, with the eyes closed and the 

mouth slightly ajar. The awkward positioning of the neck was a common convention in dead 

Christ imagery, and corresponds with the description of Christ’s death in the Gospels, which 

states that Jesus cried out in a loud voice, bowed his head, and died.161 Even their rendering of 

the corpse’s musculature is analogous, especially throughout the abdominal section. In addition 

to these strong formal similarities, both artists used many of the same visual devices to 

encourage a very tactile engagement with the dead body. For example, Raphael emphasized 

certain physical attributes of death, including the pale complexion and bleeding wounds. He 

also focused strongly on the hands in his painting, this time presenting Mary Magdalene 

cradling Christ’s left arm in her hands. His painting thus provided an important precedent for 

Rembrandt’s work, which made use of very similar strategies. 

 

A very different but equally significant comparison for Rembrandt’s portrait is Hans Holbein 

the Younger’s The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb, 1521, which I discussed briefly in the 

Introduction. Like other artists, Holbein represented the dead body of Christ from a side view, 

lying in a prostrate position, naked except for the loincloth. He also portrayed the head set back 

at a slight angle from the body, with the eyes closed and the mouth slightly ajar. However, the 

most unique and powerful aspect of Holbein’s work was the unusual means by which he 

encouraged a tactile engagement with the dead body. There are two main ways that he achieved 

this. Firstly, he presented a much more dramatic display of the physical attributes of dead flesh 

than other artists did. For example, he made the body appear extremely gaunt, with the bones 

protruding through the fragile surface of the skin, and he painted the skin in blue-grey tones. In 

both cases, this suggested that the body was in the advanced stages of death, nearing 

decomposition. His emphasis on these physical attributes prompted a more tactile engagement 

with the body, which was especially confronting given that this body appeared to be decaying 
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Fig. 31. Albrecht Dürer, The Descent from the Cross, 1507, engraving, 11.5 x 7.1 cm, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 32. Raphael, The Entombment of Christ, 1507, oil on panel, 184 x 176 cm, Borghese Gallery, Rome 
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before the viewer’s eyes. While Rembrandt did not portray these physical characteristics to the 

same dramatic extent that Holbein did, he did use the same basic strategy to elicit a tactile 

response from the viewer. 

 

The second important device that Holbein used to dramatize the body’s mortality and to 

encourage a very tactile engagement with the corpse was to present it alone in the tomb. As 

Kristeva wrote: ‘The tombstone weighs down on the upper portion of the painting... and 

intensifies the feeling of permanent death: this corpse will never rise again’.162 Nigel Spivey 

made a similar point: ‘The previous, Italian painters of Christ’s deposition and entombment may 

have shown a wrecked and wretched corpse, but they had never exposed it in such hermetic 

isolation, so immured in its solo deathliness’.163 Apart from emphasizing the finality of death, 

Holbein’s positioning of the dead body alone in the tomb also meant that there were no 

mourners to look at or touch the body, and this went against the established traditions of dead 

Christ imagery, which emphasized these elements by literally depicting it. Holbein takes the 

opposite approach, creating a complete absence of sight and touch, which intensifies the 

viewer’s agency in this work by encouraging their strong visual and tactile engagement with it. 

Although Rembrandt did represent other figures in his painting, none of them actually look at or 

touch the body directly, and in this sense he adopts aspects of Holbein’s strategy for the same 

basic purpose.  

 

Finally, another interesting comparison for Rembrandt’s portrait was Caravaggio’s painting of 

the Entombment, dated c.1602-1603 (fig.33). Like other artists, Caravaggio represented the dead 

body of Christ from a side view, lying in a prostrate position, naked except for the loincloth, the 

head set back at a slight angle from the body, with the eyes closed and the mouth slightly ajar–

all of which is evident in Rembrandt’s portrait. What is entirely original about this work, 

however, is its performative aspect. As Georgia Wright has demonstrated, Caravaggio originally 

designed his Entombment to be hung above the altar in the Chapel of the Chiesa Nuova, where 

it performed an important symbolic function during the celebration of Mass:  

 
The painting is a dramatic adjunct to the Mass, its action incomplete until the priest stands 

ready to receive the body that is being lowered to him. After the words, “This is my very 

body”, when the priest elevates the newly consecrated Host for the adoration of the 

worshippers, perfectly juxtaposing Host and body, even the most simple communicant might 

see that the celebration of the unbloody sacrifice of the Mass is a mysterious reenactment of 

the original, perfect sacrifice.164  
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Fig. 33. Caravaggio, The Entombment of Christ, c.1602-03, oil on canvas,  
300 x 203 cm, Pinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican City 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 34. Michelangelo, Pietà, c.1498-9, marble, 174 x 195 cm, St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City 
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Wright thus concluded that in the Entombment, Caravaggio created something that ‘had never 

before been done, to produce a painting whose action is meaningful only in the context of the 

Mass when the priest stands ready to receive the body and to place it in the form of the 

consecrated Host upon the altar tomb’.165 Caravaggio’s painting thus presented one of the most 

literal displays of Christ’s bodily sacrifice, specifically in the context of the sacrament of the 

Eucharist. As alluded to earlier, and discussed further shortly, this corresponded closely with 

what Rembrandt experienced in the Dutch anatomy theatres, where anatomists performed the 

dissection of cadavers in explicit reference to Christ’s bodily sacrifice.  

 

Comparison of Rembrandt’s paintings with the images of Dürer, Raphael, Holbein and 

Caravaggio demonstrates how Rembrandt deliberately gestured towards these images, or 

borrowed generic conventions from that tradition, in order to emphasize the mortality of the 

body and especially, to highlight the moral and theological dimensions of his anatomical scene. 

Rembrandt’s decision to picture the anatomical cadaver in a Christ-like manner is 

groundbreaking, for no other artist had made such an explicit display of this kind in an 

anatomical portrait, and I argue that it was Rembrandt’s experiences in anatomical dissections 

that inspired this idea. As discussed in the Introduction, the Dutch anatomists deliberately 

emphasized the religious aspects of mortality in the anatomy theatres, through the curiosities 

and artworks displayed there, as well as the dissections themselves. This was particularly 

apparent in the Leiden anatomy theatre, where the dissection table took the place of the altar, 

and so the anatomisation of the criminal body would have been strikingly akin to the sacrament 

of the Eucharist. Although the Amsterdam anatomy theatre was not located in a former church 

at the time that Rembrandt painted this work, he was no doubt aware of its former location in St. 

Margaret’s Church, where it would return again in 1639. Thus, it is more than likely that 

Rembrandt’s experiences in anatomical dissections, where anatomists consciously and 

theatrically emphasized the relationship between the cadaver and Christ, directly inspired his 

decision to draw a very explicit and dramatic relationship between the anatomical cadaver and 

the dead body of Christ. 

 

In addition to this, it is interesting to note that images of the dead Christ were already central to 

anatomical culture, because many artists studied anatomy in order to enrich their works on this 

theme. Each of the images discussed above are evidence of this. Another well-known example 

that I have not yet mentioned is Michelangelo’s Pietà, of 1498-9 (fig.34), which precedes each 

of the works that I have addressed here. In his commentary on Michelangelo’s depiction of the 

dead Christ in the Pietà, Vasari wrote that he had not seen ‘more mastery of art in any body, or 

a nude with more detail in the muscles, veins and nerves over the framework of the bones, nor 

yet a corpse more similar than this to a real corpse’.166 As Vasari’s writings suggest, 

Michelangelo used his anatomical knowledge to achieve unprecedented realism in the 
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representation of the dead body of Christ, emphasizing both his humanity and the tragedy of his 

death. Many other artists would apply the same basic technique, and it was in this way that 

anatomy became almost synonymous with images of the dead Christ in Renaissance and 

Baroque art. Seen in light of this, the originality of Rembrandt’s work actually lay in its reversal 

of the traditions of dead Christ imagery, for Rembrandt returns the dead Christ to its origin in 

the cadaver in the anatomy theatre. 

 

Conclusion 

 

While anatomical art was certainly a respected mode of artistic production in early modern 

Europe, Rembrandt would revolutionize this tradition, creating an image that became widely 

known as a masterpiece of Baroque art. Even today, few other anatomical artworks are better 

known or more ardently admired than Rembrandt’s portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Nicolaes Tulp. Rembrandt’s technical skill was obviously integral to his success, but it was his 

ability to express the emotional and psychological impact of the human encounter with death 

that gave his painting such profound and enduring power over the spectator. There are two main 

ways that he achieved this. Firstly, through his confronting display of the physical reality of 

mortality, a truth that he locates in the body itself, and secondly, through his emphasis on the 

moral and theological dimensions of mortality, which as one commentator remarked: ‘forces us 

to... experience the fullness of death psychologically’.167 I argue that Rembrandt’s experiences 

in the anatomical realm were critical to his development of both approaches, for the Dutch 

anatomists embraced a similar strategy in their anatomical dissections, which Rembrandt 

recognized and attempted to recreate through his artwork. As I will go on to demonstrate in 

subsequent chapters, Rembrandt clearly understood the power of this approach, because he 

continued to apply it to other paintings of bodily mortality, many of which were not explicitly 

concerned with anatomical subject matter. Indeed, he would continue to search for new ways of 

enhancing these aspects of his work, eventually developing a style of painting that intensified 

the physical and emotional impact of his imagery. 
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Chapter II: Early Religious Works and Dead Animal Flesh (1633-1655) 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, there is much evidence to suggest that in his making of 

The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, Rembrandt recognized that the anatomical sphere 

was a rich source of ideas and inspiration that he could use to enrich his art. In this and 

subsequent chapters, I will show how Rembrandt applied the lessons of anatomical culture to a 

number of other artworks produced over his career, particularly those concerned with the 

subject of bodily mortality. This chapter focuses on two main groups of such works. Firstly, it 

addresses several religious images that Rembrandt produced during the 1630s, including The 

Descent from the Cross, c.1633, and The Sacrifice of Isaac, 1635. These works share a number 

of striking formal and symbolic similarities with Rembrandt’s portrait of The Anatomy Lesson 

of Dr Nicolaes Tulp (which I have shown was directly influenced by his experiences in the 

anatomical realm), while also revealing additional influences from Dutch anatomical culture, 

related particularly to Rembrandt’s representation of the human encounter with mortality. The 

second group of works considered here are paintings of dead animal bodies that Rembrandt 

made in the late 1630s, such as his Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, c.1639, and the Slaughtered 

Ox, c.1639, a subject that he painted a second time in 1655. As I will demonstrate, these works 

also share a number of formal and symbolic similarities with Rembrandt’s anatomical portrait 

that reflect the influence of anatomical culture. More importantly, however, I will suggest that 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the Dutch anatomy theatres directly inspired his decision to depict 

dead animal bodies as a powerful display of corporeal transience, and also played a critical role 

in the development of his phenomenological painting style, which had evolved significantly by 

his second Slaughtered Ox. 

 

Early Religious Works 

 

The Passion of Christ 

 

In the years immediately following his completion of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 

Rembrandt embarked on a new set of works that explored the mortality of the body in a very 

similar way; his series of five paintings depicting the Passion of Christ. According to Schwartz, 

Rembrandt received this commission from the stadholder through Constantijn Huygens (1596-

1687) as early as 1628168, and his painting Christ on the Cross, 1631, most likely ‘functioned as 

a trial piece for the series’.169 However, it was not until 1633 that Rembrandt commenced work 

on the final series, which included the paintings The Raising of the Cross, c.1633, The Descent 

from the Cross, c.1633, The Ascension of Christ, c.1636, The Entombment of Christ, c.1639, 

and The Resurrection of Christ, c.1639.170  
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Rembrandt’s paintings of the Passion were somewhat similar to other artworks in this tradition. 

For example, many scholars have likened his Descent to Rubens’ Descent from the Cross, 

c.1612, and his Ascension to Titian’s Assumption of the Virgin, c.1516-18.171 However, 

Rembrandt’s paintings were also quite unusual for the time because he pictured a more personal 

and emotional engagement with Christ’s death than many other artists did, by literally depicting 

himself in a number of the scenes.172 For example, in Christ on the Cross (fig.35), Rembrandt 

lent his own features to the figure of Christ, portraying Christ in a similar manner to his etched 

self-portraits of the time (fig.36). In The Raising of the Cross (fig.37), he represented himself 

helping to erect the cross, thus implying his complicity in the death of Christ. Finally, in the 

Descent from the Cross, (fig.38) he portrayed himself as one of the sympathetic mourners, who 

helped to lower Christ’s wounded body to the ground.  

 

What is particularly significant about these works is that Rembrandt only represented himself in 

the scenes depicting Christ’s death. Gary Schwartz has suggested that Rembrandt was 

encouraged to do so by Huygens, who had arranged the commission with the stadholder and 

was at that time translating John Donne’s poem ‘Good Friday: riding westward’ from English 

into Dutch, a poem in which Donne wrote as if he were present at Christ’s crucifixion.173 

Schwartz argued that Huygens would also have known some Dutch poems written in this style, 

like that written by Jacobus Revius in 1630, which began: ‘It’s not the Jews, Lord Jesus, who 

crucified you... It’s me, O Lord, I’m the one who did it to you’.174 Based on its similarity with 

these poems, Schwartz suggests: ‘For Rembrandt to paint himself into the picture was personal, 

then, but it was a religiously programmatic, not a psychological personalness’.175  

 

While I certainly agree with Schwartz’s explanation of Rembrandt’s self-representation in these 

scenes, I argue that Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were also directly 

influential upon these works, particularly on his painting of The Descent from the Cross, and the 

etching that he produced after it (fig.39).176 Many different aspects of these works support this. 

Firstly, Rembrandt’s images of the Descent share a number of strong similarities with his 

painting of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, produced in the previous year. This 

relationship is hardly surprising, given that Rembrandt deliberately gestured towards and 

borrowed pictorial conventions from dead Christ imagery in his anatomical portrait, to highlight 

the moral and spiritual dimensions of mortality. However, it is interesting to note how 

Rembrandt reintegrated many of these techniques back into his representation of the Descent, 

while also applying other conventions that he had developed in his production of the Anatomy 

Lesson. 
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Fig. 35. (left) Rembrandt, Detail of Christ on the Cross, 1631, oil on canvas on panel,  
99.9 x 72.6 cm, Parish Church, Le Mas d’Agenais, France 

 
Fig. 36. (right) Rembrandt, Self-Portrait Open-Mouthed, as if Shouting, 1630, etching, 8.1 x 7.2 cm, 

Rijksprentenkabinet, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 37. Rembrandt, The Raising of the Cross, c.1633, oil on canvas,  
95.7 x 72.2 cm, Alte Pinakothek, Munich 
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Fig. 38. Rembrandt, The Descent from the Cross, c.1633, oil on panel,  
89.5 x 65 cm, Alte Pinakothek, Munich 
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Fig. 39. Rembrandt with Jan Gillisz van Vliet, The Descent from the Cross, 1633, etching,  
53 x 41 cm, Teylers Museum, Haarlem 
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The most obvious similarity between these works is their basic subject matter, each depicting a 

male corpse surrounded by a group of living figures. Rembrandt’s treatment of the corpse is 

much the same in each instance, for he represented the body ostensibly naked, pale and gaunt, 

with the eyes closed and the mouth slightly ajar. He also depicted the neck positioned at an 

awkward angle which was suggestive of the body’s punishment in the hanging and the 

crucifixion respectively, but as discussed earlier, also fits with the description of Christ’s body 

at the moment of his death, as recorded in the Gospels. 

 

In his Descent imagery, Rembrandt also used many of the same techniques employed in the 

Anatomy Lesson to promote the viewer’s contemplation of mortality. For example, Rembrandt 

used a number of visual devices to direct the viewer’s gaze towards the corpse specifically. The 

most obvious means by which he achieved this was by positioning it at the centre of the 

composition, and placing it at the base of the pyramidal structure formed through his strategic 

placement of the figures, just as he did in the Anatomy Lesson. In his painting of the Descent, 

Rembrandt also directed the viewer’s gaze onto the corpse through his use of chiaroscuro, 

presenting it dramatically illuminated within an otherwise dark and shadowy space. In the 

etching, Rembrandt represented the light using a bold graphic technique, depicting striated rays 

of black and white light that descended from the heavens onto the corpse. While this 

representation of light was less nuanced than his painting of the scene, it still drew attention to 

the dead body, exaggerated its deathly pallor, and highlighted its symbolic significance as a 

source of philosophical and religious insight, much like the Anatomy Lesson. Finally, 

Rembrandt also used the gaze and hand gestures to direct the viewer’s attention towards the 

corpse. A key difference, however, is that where in the Anatomy Lesson none of the anatomists 

looked at or touched the cadaver directly, in the Descent almost all of the figures look towards 

the dead body of Christ, and many of them reach out or touch his body, including the figure of 

Rembrandt himself. 

 

Indeed, in both Descent images, Rembrandt portrayed himself in direct visual and tactile contact 

with the dead body of Christ. In his painting of the Descent, he pictured himself standing over 

Christ’s dead body, looking down the diagonal line formed by Christ’s arm, past his lowered 

head, down his naked torso, and through his dangling legs. He also depicted himself in direct 

physical contact with Christ’s body, lifting up his right arm and resting his cheek against it. 

Likewise, in his etching of the Descent, Rembrandt portrayed himself in roughly the same 

position, standing above the dead body of Christ and holding up his arm. However, in the 

etching, Rembrandt did not observe Christ’s body as he did in the painting, but rather stared 

intently at the spectator. His penetrating gaze closely resembled that of the chief anatomists 

depicted in Pickenoy’s portraits The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Sebastiaen Egbertsz and The 

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Johan Fonteijn. Like these figures that gazed at the viewer while 
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pointing towards the vanitas motifs of the skeleton and skull, here Rembrandt portrayed himself 

staring at the spectator while holding the dead body of Christ, through which he likewise 

imparted the message of life’s transience.177 

 

Like the Anatomy Lesson, Rembrandt also emphasized certain physical attributes of the corpse 

in his Descent imagery, to encourage a very tactile engagement with it. For example, Rembrandt 

took great care in his depiction of the dead skin, portraying its pallid complexion and evoking a 

strong sense of its fragility. He applied a similar approach in his depiction of Christ’s wounded 

hands and feet–rendering the visceral flesh wounds in a dramatic manner and depicting the 

delicate trail of blood that leaked from these wounds, spreading across his lower arms and feet–

which correlated closely with his portrayal of the flayed forearm in the Anatomy Lesson. In 

addition, Rembrandt placed special emphasis on the corpse’s hands, drawing attention to its 

tactile qualities and foregrounding its significance as the primary instrument of touch. This was 

particularly significant in the Descent images because touch was such an important action for 

Christ, through which he healed other bodies. At the same time, it also invited the viewer to 

imagine touching the dead flesh, thus enhancing their physical engagement with it. 

 

In both Descent images, Rembrandt also constructed a series of conventional oppositions 

signifying passive and active features of dead and living bodies that correlated closely with the 

Anatomy Lesson.178 The only difference is that where Rembrandt positioned the dead body 

horizontally and so passive in the Anatomy Lesson, he presented it vertically and so ostensibly 

active in the Descent. However, Rembrandt still conveyed the latter’s passivity by depicting its 

limpness and heaviness, which he set in dramatic contrast to the actions of the living bodies, 

which struggle to hold it in its vertical position. Through his construction of these juxtapositions 

between the dead and living bodies, Rembrandt was able to emphasize the different attributes of 

dead and living flesh, but since the corpse was the central focal point of the painting–due to his 

compositional arrangement, use of chiaroscuro, hand gestures, and so on–he drew attention to 

its unique characteristics in particular. Like the Anatomy Lesson, Rembrandt’s juxtaposition of 

the dead and living bodies also served an important symbolic purpose, articulating the view that 

life and death are inextricably bound. 

 

One of the most interesting similarities between Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson and his Descent 

works is that he pictured himself in a similar role to Tulp, standing over the corpse and drawing 

attention to the dead arm, which he holds with his own living arm. While other images of the 

deposition also pictured someone (usually the Virgin or Mary Magdalene) holding Christ’s arm, 

here Rembrandt represented himself in this position, and based on his gender alone, recalls the 

figure of Tulp in the Anatomy Lesson. Furthermore, as an artist, Rembrandt highlighted this 

connection to the Anatomy Lesson by emphasizing the anatomical structures of Christ’s arm. 
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For example, Rembrandt portrayed himself lifting the arm in a way that exposed the skeletal 

and muscular components of Christ’s arm, which Rembrandt (as artist) further emphasized 

through his detailed depiction of these aspects of the body. He also drew attention to the arm’s 

interior through his dramatic portrayal of its visceral elements, revealed through the flesh 

wounds on Christ’s hands. One could argue that by demonstrating the internal mechanisms of 

the arm as Tulp had in the Anatomy Lesson, Rembrandt similarly highlighted the symbolic 

significance of the hand in these pictures. That is, he emphasized the hand as an emblem of 

man’s divinity, much like Vesalius had done in his official portrait in De Fabrica, and as a 

symbol of mortality, for once again this arm could only be activated through the actions of 

another living body, this time Rembrandt himself. In this way, Rembrandt’s demonstration of 

the arm in the Descent also pointed to the paradox that the divine mechanism of the human 

body, now dead, was no more than a limp mass of flesh and bone that would disintegrate in 

putrefaction. This is even more significant in the Descent than the Anatomy Lesson because 

Christ is quite literally divine, but condemned to a mortal body. 

 

As a final point, Rembrandt’s self-representation in the Descent images placed these works in 

the genre of portraiture (specifically self-portraiture), which as previously discussed, was itself 

significant as a form of memoriae. This corresponds closely with the Anatomy Lesson, which 

also belonged to the portrait genre. However, in the Descent works, this has far greater personal 

and emotional significance, because Rembrandt portrayed his own image in acknowledgement 

of the transience of his own life. Furthermore, by depicting himself in a direct visual and tactile 

encounter with the dead body of Christ, he points to the broader spiritual significance of his own 

life and death, in the context of Christ’s sacrifice.  

 

These similarities between the Anatomy Lesson and the Descent images suggest that Rembrandt 

recognized the strong relationship between the two. Thus, where in the Anatomy Lesson he 

deliberately pointed toward and borrowed pictorial conventions derived from dead Christ 

imagery, here he reintegrates this back into a religious scene. However, there are some 

additional elements evident in the Descent images that further indicate the influence of 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm. The first is his very detailed depiction of the 

anatomical structures of Christ’s body, which reflect his in-depth knowledge of human 

anatomy. This is apparent in both works, but particularly the etching, in which Rembrandt 

portrayed the skeletal and muscular structures of Christ’s body in great detail, most apparent in 

the bottom part of Christ’s legs, his upper torso, and his arms. Indeed, the anatomical structures 

of the body are so evident in this etching, that the body of Christ almost resembles one of the 

flayed musclemen of Vesalius’ De Fabrica, which similarly sought to convey the transience of 

earthly life, in this case through the display of the dead body’s disintegration from powerful 

musclemen to impotent skeletons. 
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A second component of the works that suggests the influence of Rembrandt’s experiences in the 

anatomical sphere relates to his portrayal of the human encounter with death, specifically his 

own encounter with the dead body of Christ. I have already noted Schwartz’s interpretation of 

this aspect of Rembrandt’s work, where he compares Rembrandt’s images to religious poetry of 

the age, in which the authors wrote as if they were present at Christ’s crucifixion, and 

acknowledged their personal complicity in the death of Christ. This led Schwartz to conclude 

that although Rembrandt’s self-representation was personal, ‘it was a religiously programmatic, 

not a psychological personalness’.179 I argue that the anatomical culture of seventeenth-century 

Holland was also directly influential on this aspect of Rembrandt’s work, for the Dutch 

anatomists emphasized similar ideas through their anatomical dissections. In particular, they 

encouraged each individual to confront the mortality of the body through direct physical 

engagement with cadavers, which they deliberately likened to the dead body of Christ. This 

enabled individuals to develop a deeper awareness of the transience of their own lives, 

particularly in a spiritual context. Rembrandt’s painted and etched images of the Descent seem 

to respond to and at some level even picture these activities of the Dutch anatomy theatres, for 

he portrayed himself in direct visual and tactile contact with the dead body of Christ, much like 

he would have experienced in these anatomy theatres. Thus, in portraying himself in this way, 

Rembrandt’s images correspond with his experiences in the anatomical sphere, where 

anatomists used the dissection of cadavers explicitly for this purpose, that is, to remind each 

individual of the transience of their own lives, and to implicate them in the moral and religious 

drama of death, specifically in the context of Christ’s sacrifice. 

 

The third aspect of the Descent images that suggests the influence of anatomical culture is 

Rembrandt’s use of a slightly textured painting technique to describe and embody the tactile 

qualities of Christ’s dead flesh. This is an early example of what would become a much more 

dramatic feature of Rembrandt’s art in later years, particularly in his paintings of the 

Slaughtered Ox and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman. However, its presence in the 

Descent is important because it demonstrates a clear connection between Rembrandt’s early 

experiences in the anatomical realm and the development of his phenomenological painting 

style, which I will discuss in more detail later in this chapter. 

 

In summary, while many scholars have discussed the fact that Rembrandt used dead Christ 

imagery to enhance his depiction of the corpse in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 

few, if any, have suggested that Rembrandt later used his experiences in the anatomical sphere 

to enrich his images of the dead Christ. Yet, as demonstrated here, there is much evidence to 

suggest that this was the case. These works thus demonstrate that Rembrandt’s experiences in 

the anatomical realm were of ongoing significance to his artistic development, continuing to 

inform his portrayal of mortality in images produced immediately following his first Anatomy 
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Lesson. Furthermore, this influence was never one-way, because Rembrandt’s experience with 

anatomical culture was as much an experience with religious and moral belief as it was with the 

physical reality of death. Thus, his depictions of the anatomical dissection of executed criminals 

and of the pathos of Christ’s dead body were not, in Rembrandt’s mind, distinct genres, but 

occupied a similar orbit. 

 

The Sacrifice of Isaac 

 

Two years after his production of the Descent images, Rembrandt made another religious work 

that also reflects the influence of anatomical culture: his greatly admired painting of The 

Sacrifice of Isaac (fig.40). Like the Descent works, this painting also shares a number of formal 

and symbolic similarities with Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson. For example, it depicts similar 

subject matter, with Isaac’s naked body presented in the style of a cadaver (he is not dead, but 

faces the threat of death), and with Abraham positioned in the role of anatomist, standing over 

Isaac’s body wielding a knife, which the angel has forced from his grasp. Secondly, 

Rembrandt’s treatment of Isaac’s body is much the same in these works, for he represented it 

ostensibly naked, pale and gaunt, with Abraham holding Isaac’s head back so that his neck took 

on an awkward angle, which corresponded with Rembrandt’s earlier images of the Anatomy 

Lesson and the Descent. 

 

In this painting, Rembrandt also used many of the same techniques to promote the viewer’s 

contemplation of mortality. For example, Rembrandt used a number of visual devices to focus 

the viewer’s gaze upon Isaac’s body, which appears like a corpse. The most obvious means by 

which he achieved this was by positioning it at the bottom centre of the composition, where it 

stretched across the length of the painting, much like the cadaver in the Anatomy Lesson. 

Rembrandt also directed the viewer’s gaze onto this figure through his use of chiaroscuro, 

illuminating it within an otherwise dark and shadowy space. Finally, Rembrandt used the gaze 

and hand gestures to direct the viewer’s attention to it. Abraham’s left hand covers Isaac’s face, 

‘concealing the imminent event and knowledge of death’180, while his right hand reaches out for 

the dagger, which the angel has pushed aside, but which itself points back to Isaac’s 

outstretched and naked body. 

 

Like the Anatomy Lesson, Rembrandt emphasized certain physical attributes of Isaac’s body to 

encourage a very tactile engagement with it. For example, Rembrandt took great care in his 

depiction of Isaac’s skin, depicting the same deathly pallor that one would expect of a cadaver. 

Although he does not depict any of the body’s visceral qualities here, as he did in the earlier 

works, the positioning of the knife speaks of the threat of bodily violation that was imminent  
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Fig. 40. Rembrandt, The Sacrifice of Isaac, 1635, oil on canvas, 193.5 x 132.8 cm,  
Hermitage, St. Petersburg 

 



 77 

before the angel’s intervention. Rembrandt also placed great emphasis on the hands in this 

work. He portrayed Isaac’s hands tied behind his back, expressing his powerlessness in the 

struggle against death. By contrast, he depicted Abraham’s hands dramatically outstretched, in a 

manner that is somewhat similar to Tulp in the Anatomy Lesson. One hand holds down and 

covers Isaac’s face, while the other hand makes a dramatic gesture that reveals the angel’s 

intervention in this deathly act. Finally, where one of the angel’s hands clasps Abraham’s wrist, 

the other reaches upwards to the heavens. The hands thus form a vital part of Rembrandt’s 

visual narrative, while also foregrounding the element of touch, and so encouraging the viewer’s 

tactile engagement with the central figure, all of which corresponds closely with his depiction of 

hands in the Anatomy Lesson. 

 

In The Sacrifice of Isaac, Rembrandt also constructed a series of oppositions between the dead 

and living bodies that correlated with the earlier works. Of course, the body was not actually 

dead in this case, but rather positioned on the threshold of death. Nevertheless, since Rembrandt 

depicted Isaac’s body as though it were a corpse, this sense of contrast is just as apparent. Some 

of the most obvious juxtapositions that he constructs here is the nakedness of Isaac’s body, 

which he sets against the fully clothed bodies of Abraham and the angel. Furthermore, Isaac is 

unable to see or touch, with Abraham covering his eyes and tying his hands behind his back. By 

contrast, both the angel and Abraham are actively engaged in the act of looking and touching, 

their dramatic expressions and gestures revealing the vitality of their bodies. In creating this set 

of juxtapositions, Rembrandt once again draws attention to the differences between action and 

inaction, vitality and mortality, and reveals how the two are so fundamentally connected. 

 

As suggested earlier, Rembrandt’s depiction of Abraham is very similar to Tulp, for he stands 

over the vulnerable and naked body of Isaac, for whom death is imminent. Furthermore, like 

Tulp, Abraham is the key protagonist in this scene of bodily violation and death. He takes 

responsibility for the sacrifice of Isaac’s body, and his actions reveal the materiality and 

mortality of the body to the viewer. This points to the most significant and overriding similarity 

between these two works, which is that both are fundamentally concerned with issues of bodily 

sacrifice and death, two concepts that were strongly interconnected within the religious culture 

of Rembrandt’s time, and which were addressed in very dramatic fashion within the Dutch 

anatomy theatres, where the bodies of executed criminals were overtly and theatrically dissected 

as a public display of bodily sacrifice and death. 

 

One scholar who has also noted the similarities between Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson and The 

Sacrifice of Isaac is J. Lenore Wright. While Wright was more interested in the Cartesian 

connotations of this scene, she makes the excellent point that in creating these connections 
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between the two works, Rembrandt was able to bring contemporary significance to this ancient 

story of sacrifice and mortality. In Wright’s words: 

 

[T]he body of Isaac is like a cadaver and Abraham’s knife like a scalpel. Moreover, Isaac’s 

unclothed and clean body resembles the corpses displayed for dissection in Rembrandt’s 

anatomy lessons. Rembrandt’s appropriation of anatomical tools and motifs to depict this 

religious story forges an iconographic connection between his religious paintings and anatomy 

lessons, exhorting us to view and interpret the seemingly disparate paintings side by side. The 

integration of religious and secular themes–a significant innovation on Rembrandt’s part–gives 

a modern meaning to this ancient story. Unlike in Genesis 22, there is no sacrificial ram to take 

the place of Isaac. Isaac does not submit willingly to his father nor is he deceived by his father 

for his arms are bound behind him like a criminal. Whereas the biblical account focuses our 

attention upon God’s provision for his faithful followers and their unconditional submission to 

God’s word, Rembrandt shifts our attention to the unavoidability of death and the human 

resistance to death... As in Rembrandt’s anatomy lessons, the materiality of Isaac’s body 

placed within this painted historical setting adds to the existential crisis which unfolds on the 

canvas.181 

 

Wright’s analysis corresponds closely with my own interpretation of this work, indicating how 

Rembrandt’s anatomy lessons both influenced and transformed his depiction of The Sacrifice of 

Isaac, giving this story greater resonance and relevance in a contemporary context. However, it 

is important to note that the anatomical culture of Rembrandt’s age was not strictly ‘secular’ as 

Wright suggests, rather religious doctrine was central to it, and no doubt inspired Rembrandt’s 

approach to this image.182 

 

Dead Animal Flesh 

 

Around 1639, Rembrandt produced a number of paintings that engaged with issues of mortality 

in a different but related way. These works include his Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, Child 

with Dead Peacocks, and the Slaughtered Ox, all dated c.1639, each of which pictured dead 

animal flesh as a reminder of life’s transience.183 Like Rembrandt’s images of the Descent and 

The Sacrifice of Isaac, these works also suggest the influence of Rembrandt’s experiences in the 

anatomical realm. This is firstly evidenced by their close similarity to the artworks previously 

discussed, and secondly by his use of dead animal flesh, for as I will demonstrate, the Dutch 

anatomists frequently used dead animal bodies as subjects for dissection184, and more 

importantly, as explicit reminders of life’s transience. Furthermore, in the year that Rembrandt 

made these works, the Amsterdam anatomy theatre relocated to the attic storey of the ‘New or 

Little Meat Hall’, formerly St. Margaret’s Church, in which slaughtered animal flesh was 

permanently placed on display. Heckscher has cited a small poem that refers to the close 

relationship between the meat market and the anatomy theatre, which both made a dramatic 
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display of vleesch, the Dutch word that refers to both meat and flesh. A key passage from the 

text read: 

 

The two meat halls which you see here are well equipped with beautiful “meat”... and so 

much of it that one hardly knows were it all goes. Come on, little ladies, if you feel like 

investing your money; buy as much as your heart desires–from this kind of “flesh” your 

spouses won’t grow horns... Do you desire to know what people there are upstairs? Those are 

the surgeons who make flesh wounds and who are trained in the noble art...185 

 

As this poem suggests, the citizens of Amsterdam would have been well aware of the 

connection between these two ‘meat halls’, which emphasized the shared mortality of humans 

and animals alike. Thus, Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm would once again 

prove to be influential for his art, particularly his representation of bodily mortality, this time in 

his depiction of dead animal bodies as a powerful display of corporeal transience. 

 

Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern 

 

One of the most important works of this kind is Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern 

(fig.41), in which he portrayed a young man, whom most scholars agree resembles Rembrandt 

himself, holding a dead bittern.186 This work shares many formal and symbolic similarities with 

Rembrandt’s earlier images, particularly in its emphasis on the mortality of the body. For 

example, this painting contains very similar subject matter: picturing a dead body, in this case a 

dead bittern, with a living figure, this time Rembrandt himself. In both works, Rembrandt also 

used many of the same techniques to promote the viewer’s contemplation of mortality. This 

included his use of many similar visual devices to focus the viewer’s gaze upon the dead body, 

such as positioning it at the centre of the composition, with the living figure playing a relatively 

recessive role.187 Rembrandt also focused the viewer’s gaze on the dead body through his use of 

chiaroscuro, highlighting the dead body in an otherwise dark and shadowy space. Finally, 

Rembrandt used hand gestures to draw attention to the dead body, picturing himself clutching 

the dead bittern by its feet. 

 

Like the earlier works, Rembrandt also emphasized certain physical attributes of the dead flesh. 

Christopher White and Quentin Buvelot noted that Rembrandt depicted the bird with ‘immense 

attention to physical detail’188, carefully portraying each feather of the splayed wings, the 

clawed feet tied together with string, and the blood-tinged neck and head of the bird in an 

intricate manner. As was his habit, Rembrandt also focused on the element of touch, depicting 

himself holding the dead bittern by its legs, thus drawing attention to the feel of the dead 

bittern’s skin as well as its dead weight, falling heavily and limply from his grasp. This  
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Fig. 41. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, 1639, oil on panel, 120.7 x 88.3 cm, 
Staatliche Kunstammlungen, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden 
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corresponds very closely with his representation of touch in the Descent images, where 

Rembrandt also portrayed himself holding the dead body of Christ by his arm. 

 

In Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, Rembrandt also constructed a series of oppositions between 

the dead and living bodies that correlated strongly with the previous works. For example, here 

he contrasted the vitality of his own living body, actively clutching the dead bittern by its legs, 

with the passivity of the dead body, hanging limply from his grasp. Similarly, he juxtaposed the 

very active gaze of his living body, looking directly at the spectator, against the inactive eyes of 

the dead bittern, which are barely visible in this painting. Through these juxtapositions, 

Rembrandt once again emphasized the different attributes of dead and living flesh, but 

particularly dead flesh because of its greater prominence in the work. He also gave visual 

expression to the idea that life is always paired with death and all that is living is destined to die. 

Furthermore, by positioning himself as the living figure, Rembrandt pictured a very personal 

and emotional engagement with the dead body, just as he did in the Descent images, which 

revealed his firsthand knowledge of the physical reality of mortality. In addition, since 

Rembrandt looked directly towards the spectator in this work, his gaze ensured that the viewer 

acknowledged their confrontation with the dead body, and recognized the transience of their 

own lives as well. 

 

As with some of the paintings discussed earlier, Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern is also 

associated with the portrait genre, which has traditionally been understood as a form of 

memoriae and ‘a species of the vanitas-picture’.189 Thus, like the Anatomy Lesson and 

especially the Descent, in which Rembrandt also included his own image, this work suggests an 

underlying concern with death, here related specifically to his own body. However, this portrait 

also reflects a more overt connection with the vanitas style than some of his earlier works, 

because Rembrandt represented himself wearing a plumed cap. Although the plumed cap was 

not an obvious vanitas motif, a number of artists had included it within famous vanitas 

artworks. A particularly well-known example is Lucas van Leyden’s engraving of a Youth with 

Plumed Cap and Skull, c.1519 (fig.42), which pictured a young man dressed in an elaborately 

plumed hat, with a skull tucked under his cloak. Rembrandt’s contemporary Frans Hals 

portrayed a similar scene in his later painting of a Young Man Holding a Skull (Vanitas) of 

1626-28 (fig.43).  

 

Although Rembrandt never depicted himself with a skull, he did produce several self-portraits 

in which he wore a plumed cap.190 An oft-quoted example is his Self-Portrait with Plumed 

Beret, made in 1629 (fig.44), which some scholars have suggested that in its close similarity to 

the engraving by Lucas van Leyden, including the costume, general pose, and especially the 

plumed cap, may reflect Rembrandt’s contemplation of his own mortality.191 It is possible that 
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Fig. 42. (left) Lucas van Leyden, Youth with Plumed Cap and Skull, c.1519, engraving,  
18.4 x 14.4 cm, Rijksprentenkabinet, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 

 
Fig. 43. (right) Frans Hals, Young Man Holding a Skull (Vanitas), 1626-28, oil on canvas,  

92.2 x 80.8 cm National Gallery of Art, London 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 44. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Plumed Beret, 1629, oil on panel, 89.5 x 73.5 cm,  
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston 
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Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern was intended to function in a similar way, although here the 

symbolism of the plumed cap was made more literal through its direct juxtaposition with the 

feathers of the dead bird, whose wings are spread out, revealing the delicate plumage below. In 

considering the association between Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern and the 

vanitas theme, it is furthermore worth noting that: ‘The seventeenth-century Dutch name for the 

bittern–‘pitoor’–is remarkably similar to pictor, the Latin word for painter. It is possible that 

Rembrandt intended the bird to represent a visual pun on his profession’.192 With this in mind, 

Rembrandt’s portrait may not only reflect his contemplation of death, but by referring to his role 

as a painter through the ‘pitoor’, might additionally refer to his role as a painter of death. 

 

Finally, there is one other interesting similarity between Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead 

Bittern and the earlier works and that is his inclusion of the wooden frame at the top left corner 

of the image, onto which he is about to hook or unhook the dead bird. As White and Buvelot 

observed, this frame strongly resembled a ‘gallows-shaped construction’193, thus emphasizing 

the issue of death and associated themes of punishment, sacrifice and redemption. This is very 

similar to Rembrandt’s portrait of the Anatomy Lesson, which emphasized these themes through 

its presentation of the punitive dissection of an executed criminal. It is likewise similar to the 

Descent, which represented Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, and The Sacrifice of Isaac, which 

showed Abraham’s readiness to sacrifice his son’s life as proof of his faith in God. All of these 

themes, though present in Dutch culture at large, took a particularly dramatic form in the Dutch 

anatomy theatres, and thus provided an important context and source of influence for 

Rembrandt’s work. 

 

There is one significant difference between Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern and 

these works however, and that is his presentation of a dead animal rather than human body to 

articulate the theme of life’s transience. Dead animal bodies (including dead birds specifically) 

were a relatively common subject of Dutch Baroque art, frequently pictured within the still life 

tradition, particularly hunting still lifes and game pieces.194 A classic example is Willem van 

Aelst’s Still Life of Dead Birds and Hunting Weapons, 1664, (fig.45) which pictured a number 

of dead birds hanging upside down, their legs tied together with string. Rembrandt seems to 

have understood and deliberately emphasized the connection between his Self-Portrait with 

Dead Bittern and the hunting still life, a relationship that placed him in the role of hunter or 

executioner in this work. However, as the painter of this image, Rembrandt displayed great care 

and empathy in his treatment of the dead bittern, which is particularly apparent in his detailed 

rendering of each feather of the splayed wings. This would suggest, as Alpers has written, that 

‘Rembrandt identified with both the slayer and the slain’.195 In this sense, Rembrandt’s Self-

Portrait with Dead Bittern also correlates strongly with his works in the Passion series, 

particularly The Raising of the Cross, in which he presented himself as one of Christ’s  
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Fig. 45. Willem van Aelst, Still Life of Dead Birds and Hunting Gear, 1664, oil on canvas, 
68 x 54 cm, National Museum, Stockholm 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 46. Rembrandt, Child with Dead Peacocks, c.1639, oil on canvas, 
145 x 135.5 cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
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executioners, but as a painter showed great empathy in his treatment of the dead body of Christ, 

portraying it with immense sensitivity and attention to detail. 

 

The connection between Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern and the hunting still life 

is furthermore significant because it placed his work in the genre of still life, a genre that was 

also implicitly concerned with the subject of life’s transience, much like portraiture. However, 

in the still life it was the absence of the human form, rather than its presence, which spoke of the 

pervasiveness of death. In Bal’s words: ‘In still life, all traces of human life are obliterated, and 

it is only in the very radicalness of their excision that those traces may be read back into that 

most descriptive of painterly modes’.196 She continued: ‘Display, the precondition of still life 

that turns the genre into a generic emblem becomes itself staged death. Thus art is once more 

connected to death, this time on the level of its making’.197 Seen as a form of still life, 

Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern is therefore once again implicitly concerned with 

the subject of death, as well as explicitly. 

 

What is additionally significant about Rembrandt’s use of a dead animal body as a symbol of 

mortality in the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern is that it relates his work to the anatomical 

realm, for anatomists regularly used dead animals as subjects for dissection, as well as 

reminders of life’s transience. The use of dead animal bodies in dissections had been common 

practice for centuries. For example, in the second century Galen carried out many dissections on 

the bodies of animals on which he based his theories of human anatomy, and throughout the 

Middle Ages, the Church strongly discouraged the dissection of human bodies, which meant 

that anyone wishing to pursue anatomical study would generally do so through the dissection of 

dead animals.198 Even after the courts legalized the dissection of human bodies throughout 

Europe, only a limited number of human cadavers were available each year and therefore 

anatomists continued to practice dissection on animals. 

 

In seventeenth-century Holland, one can presume that the anatomists used the dissection of dead 

animal bodies to make a dramatic display of life’s transience, just as they used human cadavers 

for this purpose. There is a wealth of evidence to support this. Firstly, engravings of the Leiden 

anatomy theatre show that the Dutch anatomists decorated the theatre with many different 

animal skeletons, in reference to this theme. As one seventeenth-century commentator observed, 

‘on the steps of the several benches there are set up, in seemly and tasteful order, many 

skeletons of various living creatures put together with admirable skill’, including ‘a horse, cow, 

pig, deer, wolf, goat, eagle, swan, weasel, ape, baboon, cat, rat, mouse, and mole’.199 These 

animal skeletons, juxtaposed with human skeletons and banners marked with inscriptions such 

as ‘Birth is the beginning of death’, ‘We are but dust and shadow’ and ‘The destination of all 
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things earthly is death’, were clearly intended to remind viewers of the transience of earthly life, 

common to humans and animals alike. 

 

The shared mortality of humans and animals was also a common subject of anatomical literature 

of the age, including the writings of Jan Swammerdam, who was involved with the Amsterdam 

anatomy theatre during the latter part of the seventeenth century, and conducted many 

experiments on the bodies of animals. For example, in his Ephemeri vita of 1675, Swammerdam 

wrote: 

 
What else is man than a worm? He roams about here on earth like a pilgrim and a grasshopper. 

And the heath, cold, tears, diseases, passions, hatred, envy, wars, starvation, pestilences, 

animals big and small, and mental illness, and unseeable nights, and the spiritual enemies of 

the air, hurt, eat away and kill him at anytime. That is the reason why the wisest men have 

compared the fleet-footed vanity of our life with wind, smoke, a shadow, grass, a flower and 

the breadth of a hand.200 

 

Like the Leiden anatomy theatre, in which anatomists placed animal and human skeletons side 

by side to emphasize their shared mortality, so too Swammerdam’s poem draws a direct parallel 

between animal and human bodies for this purpose. This no doubt formed an extension of the 

dissections themselves, in which anatomists would have illustrated the reality of life’s 

transience through their display of dead animal flesh. 

 

Thus, through his experiences in the Amsterdam anatomy theatre, Rembrandt would have 

witnessed the dissection and display of dead animal bodies as an explicit reminder of life’s 

transience. I argue that this influenced his production of the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, in 

which he used a range of visual devices to encourage the viewer to engage in a direct visual and 

tactile relationship with the dead animal body, so as to deepen their awareness of corporeal 

transience. In addition, Rembrandt drew a strong parallel between the dead bittern and his own 

body by presenting himself in direct contact with it, clasping it by its feet. He furthermore 

dramatized this connection by depicting himself wearing a plumed cap. This created a strong 

formal and symbolic relationship between the two bodies, which emphasized their shared 

mortality, particularly given the vanitas significance of the feathered cap. In this way, 

Rembrandt’s painting modelled the same basic moral strategy of Dutch anatomical culture, 

using a dead animal body to highlight the transience of earthly life. One could extend this line 

of argument further, to say that Rembrandt presents himself in a similar role to the anatomist 

here (perhaps specifically Tulp in the Anatomy Lesson), who takes responsibility for this act of 

bodily sacrifice, and uses it to make a theatrical and solemn display of the transience of earthly 

life. 
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In summary, Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern suggests the influence of 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm; firstly, because it shares significant formal 

and symbolic similarities with the works previously discussed; and secondly, because at this 

time anatomists made a dramatic spectacle of death through the dead animal bodies that were 

dissected and displayed there. Furthermore, since Rembrandt produced this portrait in 1639, the 

exact year that the Amsterdam anatomy theatre moved to the same building as the meat market, 

one can speculate that this transition directly inspired this work. That is, it triggered or at least 

deepened Rembrandt’s recognition of the close relationship between dead animal and human 

vleesch, and its capacity to promote the viewer’s contemplation of the transience of earthly life. 

The fact that Rembrandt produced his Child with Dead Peacocks (fig.46)201 and his first 

Slaughtered Ox in the same year–works that also use a dead animal body to illustrate life’s 

transience–provides further proof that this was highly significant for Rembrandt, directly 

influencing his production of these works. 

 

The Slaughtered Ox 

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of a Slaughtered Ox (figs.47-48) are among the most original and 

powerful images of bodily mortality in Rembrandt’s oeuvre. A number of scholars have noted 

the significance of these works, including Joseph Müller, who was one of the earliest scholars to 

propose that these pictures might represent the idea of death, and Eddy de Jongh, who discussed 

their significance in relation to the theme of memento mori in Dutch art.202 No scholarship to 

date has related these paintings specifically to Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm, 

however there is a clear and undeniable connection, particularly evident in the work of 1655. 

For example, both of Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox paintings share a number of formal and 

symbolic similarities with his earlier images of bodily mortality, which point to their shared 

connection to the anatomical realm. Both Slaughtered Ox works also use a dead animal body to 

express the transience of earthly life, thus corresponding with the anatomical culture of the age, 

in which anatomists dissected and displayed dead animal flesh as a reminder of life’s transience. 

Both images also emphasize the body’s interior depths, much like anatomists of the age did. 

Finally, in the second Slaughtered Ox, Rembrandt developed his phenomenological painting 

style to a degree not seen before, producing a heightened sense of the physicality of dead flesh, 

particularly its visceral and decaying qualities. I will show that Rembrandt’s experiences in the 

anatomical realm were instrumental to his development of this style, and enabled him to 

produce one of the most affecting scenes of corporeal transience in the still life tradition. 

 

The relation between Rembrandt’s paintings of the Slaughtered Ox and his experiences in the 

anatomical realm is firstly evident in the painting’s close connection to the previously discussed 

works, particularly in its emphasis on the mortality of the flesh. There are the obvious  
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Fig. 47. Rembrandt, Slaughtered Ox, c.1639, oil on panel, 73.5 x 51.5 cm,  
Glasgow Art Gallery, Glasgow 
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Fig. 48. Rembrandt, Slaughtered Ox, 1655, oil on panel, 94 x 67cm, Musée du Louvre, Paris 
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similarities in subject matter, with both images depicting a dead body, in this case an ox, with a 

living figure, in this case a woman. Rembrandt also used similar compositional and pictorial 

strategies to promote the viewer’s contemplation of mortality, such as placing the dead body at 

the centre of the composition, with the living figure playing a relatively subordinate role, and 

his use of chiaroscuro to highlight the dead flesh within a predominantly dark and shadowy 

space. As in the earlier paintings, Rembrandt also encouraged a very tactile engagement with 

the dead body by placing strong emphasis on certain physical attributes of the dead flesh. For 

example, in both works he described the substance of slaughtered flesh in incredible detail, 

although in very different ways. In the early image, his brushwork was tight and detailed, 

articulating each of the body’s internal structures clearly and precisely. However, in the second 

work, his application of paint was rough and violent, presenting a much more expressive (as 

opposed to naturalistic) rendering of the body’s fleshy and decaying substances. This enabled 

him to evoke an immediate, tactile sense of the physicality of dead flesh, as discussed in further 

detail shortly. 

 

Another interesting strategy that Rembrandt used to intensify the viewer’s engagement with the 

dead body was his deliberate exclusion of direct visual or tactile contact between the living 

human body and the dead ox carcass. For example, in both works Rembrandt included a female 

figure as a point of juxtaposition to the dead ox, but neither of these figures look at or touch the 

dead body directly. This strategy of negation served a similar purpose to that discussed in the 

analysis of the Anatomy Lesson, making the spectator a central component of the work. More 

specifically, it intensified the viewer’s visual and tactile engagement with the dead body, and by 

extension, their contemplation of mortality. 

 

In both Slaughtered Ox paintings, Rembrandt also constructed a series of oppositions between 

the dead and living bodies that corresponded closely with his earlier works on this theme. Take, 

for example, his juxtaposition of the passivity of the dead body of the ox and the activity of the 

living bodies of the women. In the first Slaughtered Ox, Rembrandt represented the dead ox 

carcass hanging heavily from a cross beam, with its decapitated head and hide piled on the floor 

towards the lower right of the composition. By contrast, he pictured the living female figure 

bent down, industriously scrubbing the floor. In the second Slaughtered Ox, Rembrandt 

portrayed a similar scene, with the ox carcass hanging limply from the frame, its head and hide 

removed but not pictured in the work. Once again, Rembrandt contrasted this with the actions of 

the living female body, leaning forward through an open doorway (possibly the foot of a 

stairway), looking directly towards the space of the spectator. These juxtapositions emphasized 

the unique attributes of dead and living flesh, but particularly dead flesh, and gave visual 

expression to the idea that life and death are closely entwined. In the second work, the woman’s 

direct gaze was furthermore significant as a means by which to confirm the spectator’s sight and 
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comprehension of the mortality of the flesh, much like Rembrandt’s etching of the Descent and 

his painting of the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, in which Rembrandt depicted himself 

looking directly at the viewer for the same purpose. The other feature of Rembrandt’s 

Slaughtered Ox paintings that correlates strongly with his previous works on this theme is his 

portrayal of the flayed ox carcass stretched out across the crossbeam. This positioning of the 

body on the crossbeam is particularly similar to the Descent, with the ox taking the place of 

Christ’s body on the crucifix, and the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, in which the dead bittern 

hangs from the gallows-like construction. It therefore raises issues of mortality, and associated 

themes of punishment, sacrifice and redemption, in much the same way that the other images 

did, which I have related directly to Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm. 

 

In addition to these formal and symbolic similarities with his earlier images of bodily mortality, 

Rembrandt also emphasized the issue of life’s transience through his presentation of a dead 

animal body, this time an ox. As mentioned earlier, dead animal bodies formed a common 

subject of Dutch Baroque art, particularly the still life genre, which was implicitly concerned 

with the issue of life’s transience. Images of slaughtered oxen were especially common in still 

life paintings of butcher shops, such as the Butcher Shop paintings made by Pieter Aertsen in 

1551, Joachim Beuckelaer in 1568, Bartolomeo Passerotti c.1580, and Annibale Carracci 

c.1583.203 Of these works, Pieter Aertsen’s Butcher Shop (fig.49) is particularly significant, and 

may have been an important source for Rembrandt’s works. It pictured many slaughtered 

animals in the butcher’s shop in the foreground, including a pig, cow, fish, birds and various 

other creatures, while in the background a flayed ox carcass hung from a cross beam, much like 

Rembrandt would later depict it in his works. One of the main reasons that this painting would 

have held significance for Rembrandt is that, apart from the fact that Aertsen was from 

Amsterdam, his work was ‘the earliest painting that we know of that treats lifeless objects as the 

main subject matter’204, a convention that Rembrandt continued. Aertsen’s painting is 

furthermore significant because he highlighted the slaughtered ox within his image, separating it 

from the other dead animal bodies, and through this separation emphasized its special 

iconological significance, principally as a symbol of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.205 

 

The use of the slaughtered ox as a symbol of Christ’s sacrifice had a long history of which 

Rembrandt would have been well aware. The earliest images in this tradition related specifically 

to the parable of the Prodigal Son, in which a fatted calf was slaughtered in celebration of the 

Son’s return, but which also served as a powerful symbol of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. As 

Kenneth M. Craig explained: ‘the killing of the fatted calf at the joyous return of the Son is the 

symbolic equivalent of the sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Sermon after sermon as well as 

innumerable commentaries on Luke 15 make this point: the ox stands for Christ’.206 This is also 

evidenced by one of St Jerome’s letters, in which he wrote: ‘The fatted calf, which is sacrificed  
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Fig. 49. Pieter Aertsen, Butcher Shop, 1551, oil on panel, 123.3 x 150 cm,  
Uppsala University Collection, Uppsala 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 50. Martin van Heemskerck (designer) and Philipp Galle (engraver), Slaughter of the Fatted Calf,  
Parable of the Prodigal Son, engraving, 1562 
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for the safety of penitents, is the Saviour Himself, on whose flesh we feed, whose blood we 

drink daily’.207 Craig went on to argue that Rembrandt was likely familiar with this symbolic 

function of the slaughtered ox. Posing the question: ‘Was Rembrandt aware of that old tradition 

from the story of the Prodigal Son that saw the ox as a beast of sacrifice and a symbol of Christ 

crucified?’ Craig concluded: ‘There is evidence to suggest he was. Certainly no one knew the 

story of the Prodigal Son better nor felt it more deeply than he. Moreover, it is all but certain 

that he owned [a] little Heemskerck print which shows the ritual and symbolic sacrifice of the 

ox’.208 The Heemskerck print to which Craig refers, Slaughter of the Fatted Calf, Parable of the 

Prodigal Son, (fig.50), pictured a slaughtered ox carcass hung up to a cross beam, where it was 

flayed by two butchers wielding a knife and an axe. As the inscription at the base of the image 

makes clear, the slaughter was being carried out in celebration of the return of the Prodigal Son, 

who dances happily in the background with his friends.209 However, this inscription also 

indicates what many viewers inherently understood, that the slaughtered ox also served as an 

important symbol of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.210 

 

While Rembrandt almost certainly knew about this symbolic function of the ox through the 

Heemskerck print, he was probably also aware of other images that pictured the flayed ox as a 

more general reminder of the transience of earthly life.211 Marten van Cleve’s 1566 painting of 

The Slaughtered Ox (fig.51) is a good case in point. Indeed, there are many detailed similarities 

between Van Cleve’s painting and Rembrandt’s images, which suggest that Rembrandt knew 

and drew directly from Van Cleve’s work. For example, Van Cleve pictured the slaughtered ox 

hanging from a crossbeam at the centre of the composition. He also portrayed the flayed body 

dramatically opened up, with specific anatomical details such as the bones, muscles and various 

organs clearly visible. In the background, behind the dead body of the ox, was a woman at 

work, while in the foreground was the decapitated head of the ox. In addition to these strong 

formal similarities, Van Cleve also included a number of symbolic references to the transience 

of earthly life in his image. Apart from the slaughtered ox itself, which provided a dramatic 

display of the mortality of the flesh and served as a powerful symbol of Christ’s sacrifice on the 

cross, the actions of the human figures were also important. As Craig wrote: ‘The human 

activity is significant–a butcher drains his draught of wine or ale (he is the ‘kannekijker’ or 

glutton) and children in the doorway blow up a bladder, a probable reference to the vanitas 

theme of homo bulla’.212 

 

Numerous other artworks represented the slaughtered ox carcass in a similar way. A notable 

sixteenth-century example is Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s Prudence (fig.52), in which the ‘ox 

itself is a powerfully physical reminder of death, carefully balancing the image of the dying 

man. A figure standing beside the ox draws attention to it with the light of his burning candle 
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Fig. 51. Marten van Cleve, The Slaughtered Ox, 1566, oil on panel, 68 x 53.5 cm,  
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 52. Pieter Bruegel the Elder, Prudence (from The Seven Virtues), 1559, drawing on paper, 
22.4 x 30 cm, Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, Brussels 
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Fig. 53. (left) Abraham van den Hecke, The Flayed Ox, seventeenth century, oil on canvas,  
114 x 98 cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 

 
Fig. 54. (right) David Teniers the Younger, Interior with Slaughtered Ox, 1642, oil on panel,  

69 x 98 cm, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
 
 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 55. Rembrandt, Interior with Slaughtered Ox, c.1655, drawing, 13.4 x 17.9 cm,  
Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen, Berlin 

 



 96

that may be the ‘brief candle’ of the vita brevis’.213 Other seventeenth-century examples include 

Abraham van den Hecke’s The Flayed Ox (fig.53) and David Teniers’ Interior with Slaughtered 

Ox, 1642 (fig.54), which ‘beyond their sheer pictorial boldness... also make reference to 

gluttony and to the vanitas theme of homo bulla just like their sixteenth-century predecessors. 

They are, in effect, memento mori’.214 Rembrandt’s paintings of the Slaughtered Ox obviously 

correspond with this tradition. This is confirmed by a small brush drawing Rembrandt made of 

an Interior with Slaughtered Ox, c.1655 (fig.55), in or around the same year that he produced 

his second painting of a Slaughtered Ox, in which he pictured a group of figures flaying an ox in 

a darkened interior, with two small children at the left blowing up the bladder as in Van Cleve’s 

work, that is, in suggestion of homo bulla.215  

 

Thus, like other artworks in the still life tradition, Rembrandt used his slaughtered ox carcass to 

emphasize the transience of earthly life. However, unlike other artists, Rembrandt did not 

employ vanitas iconography within his paintings of the Slaughtered Ox (only in the sketch), 

instead depicting the dead body directly, as if this would promote a more intense physical sense 

of the mortality of the flesh. This aspect of Rembrandt’s works suggests the influence of his 

experiences in the anatomical realm, where he would have come into contact with slaughtered 

animal flesh, and recognized its capacity to deepen one’s understanding of the materiality and 

mortality of the body. 

 

Indeed, as discussed in relation to the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, dead animal bodies were 

a common sight within the Dutch anatomy theatres. In fact, Descartes, who pursued anatomical 

study in Holland throughout the 1630s, wrote a letter to Marin Mersenne (1588-1648) on 13 

November 1639 stating that he frequently sourced dead animal bodies from the slaughterhouse 

for the purposes of dissection. In his words: ‘I spent one winter in Amsterdam during which I 

used to go almost every day to the butcher’s house to see him kill the animals, and I used to take 

home with me the parts that I wanted to dissect with more leisure’.216 Descartes also made 

several references to his use of slaughtered oxen, upon which he carried out important 

experiments on the anatomy of the eye. Apart from his writings to Mersenne, he also indicated 

this in his Dioptrics, first published in 1637. As Terrence Wright wrote: 

 

In 1637, Descartes, in his Dioptrics, described an experiment which demonstrated... how the 

image is formed on the retina of the eye. The experiment (performed initially by Scheiner) 

claimed to demonstrate the camera-like principles of the mammalian eye. A dissected ox-eye 

was placed in the blind of a window, looking outside. Some of the membranes were 

gradually removed from the back of the eye until it was thin enough to be translucent without 

breaking. These were replaced by tissue paper which was held to have a similar function to 

the ground-glass screen of a plate camera. As the room was darkened an inverted image of 

the world outside became visible on the back of the eye; as Descartes himself put it ‘not 
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perhaps without wonder or pleasure’. This was held to demonstrate conclusively that the eye, 

operating on the same principles as the camera, produced a projected image which could, in 

turn, be detected by the brain.217  

 

As Wright explained, Descartes’ experiment would ‘have a lasting influence on the sciences and 

the arts alike’.218 Is it possible that it influenced Rembrandt specifically? In other words, did 

Rembrandt have this particular dissection in mind when he painted his Slaughtered Ox works? 

This certainly adds a new dimension to Alpers’ claim that Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox painting 

crève les yeux, (‘pierces the eye’) 219, an analogy that Bal also employed in her writings on the 

paintings, claiming that the earlier Slaughtered Ox did not ‘strike the eye’ as the latter work 

did.220 While this connection between Descartes’ experiment on the eye of an ox and 

Rembrandt’s paintings of the Slaughtered Ox may never be proven, it is certainly possible, 

especially given that Descartes’ Dioptrics was published in 1637, two years before Rembrandt 

produced his first Slaughtered Ox painting, and because Rembrandt and Descartes were both 

involved in Amsterdam’s anatomical realm at this time. This would certainly add weight to 

Sawday and others’ claims that Rembrandt’s paintings, and particularly his Anatomy Lessons, 

reflected his interest in Descartes’ work. 

 

It should also be noted that in addition to the practical dissection of dead animal bodies, the 

Dutch anatomists often dissected and displayed dead animals in order to emphasize the 

transience of earthly life, as evidenced by the engravings of the Leiden anatomy theatre and the 

writings of Jan Swammerdam cited earlier. As already mentioned, the relocation of the 

Amsterdam anatomy theatre in 1639 is also significant in this context, for Rembrandt likely 

witnessed the display of slaughtered oxen in the meat market, in very close proximity to the 

anatomy theatre. Indeed, this may have directly inspired his decision to portray a flayed ox 

carcass as a potent reminder of the transience of earthly life. Furthermore, the fact that both of 

these ‘meat halls’ existed within a former church may have intensified Rembrandt’s awareness 

of the religious significance of this scene. Although this is purely speculative, it is not outside 

the realm of possibility, particularly given that, as with his Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, 

Rembrandt produced his first Slaughtered Ox in the very same year that this relocation took 

place. 

 

Another important feature of Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox paintings that reflects his 

engagement with anatomical culture is his detailed depiction of the body’s anatomical interior. 

Both paintings reveal the artist’s strong interest in and emphasis on the interiority of the body, 

particularly its eviscerated core. In the first work, Rembrandt emphasized its hollow form by 

presenting the body at a slight angle to the viewer, enabling them to see into its cavernous 

spaces.221 He also applied this approach to the second work, but here his phenomenological 

painting style enabled him to emphasize its eviscerated quality in a much more affecting way. 
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Rembrandt’s emphasis on the bodily interior, particularly the torso, was very significant in an 

anatomical context. As previously mentioned, according to the anatomical traditions of his day, 

the torso was the first part of the body to be dissected, and was therefore one of the most 

psychologically charged elements of the dissection process. Moreover, because the entrails of 

the torso decayed most rapidly after death (thus its early dissection), the eviscerated torso 

articulated life’s transience in a symbolic sense as well. 

 

As alluded to earlier, in both Slaughtered Ox paintings, Rembrandt represented the body’s 

internal structures in detail, albeit in two very different ways. For example, in the first painting, 

Rembrandt used very exact brushstrokes to carefully describe the different colours, shapes and 

textures of the body’s interior forms such as muscles, tendons and bone with great precision, 

which reflected his detailed knowledge of anatomy. The second work also exhibits his 

familiarity with the anatomical structures of the body, however here he was less concerned with 

the depiction of specific anatomical details, instead concentrating more intently on evoking a 

tactile sense of the fleshy substances of the dead body that he had witnessed in the anatomy 

theatres. When we consider Rembrandt’s approach to the depiction of the dead body in relation 

to the classical method advocated by Alberti, Rembrandt’s first Slaughtered Ox corresponds 

closely with this technique, building the image of the body up from the skeleton, through the 

sinews and muscles, finally clothing it with flesh and skin. The second work also reflects this 

approach, however here Rembrandt also reverses it, using his brush and palette knife to carve 

back into the body’s volumes, hollowing the body back out. In this way, Rembrandt used his 

artistic tools to retrace the movements of the butcher’s blade across the spaces of the body. This 

violent action can be attributed at least in part to the violent brutality of dissection that he 

witnessed in the Dutch anatomy theatres. 

 

A number of scholars have noted the incredible difference between these two paintings, which 

are more-or-less alike in terms of basic subject matter, but are worlds apart in a stylistic sense. 

For example, writing on the first work, Bal observed: 

 
The first work is painted neither extremely “finely” nor extremely “roughly”. As a 

consequence, the substance of the paint does not strike the eye, nor does the work of painting 

draw attention to itself. The work remains representational, realistic, in the way a “third 

person” novel without narratorial intrusions does… The dead body is clearly circumscribed, 

and although it is flayed as much as its sister in Paris, the paint confines it like a skin.222 

 

When writing about the latter work, Bal’s language shifts significantly. Moving from the 

detailed, almost clinical language used to describe the first, she began to emphasize the tactile 

qualities of Rembrandt’s later painting:  
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The substance of the paint is also the substance of death. And the substance of death is dead, 

stinking flesh. What we have to deal with–what the work does not spare us from–is the effect 

of the putrifying smell of paint. The medium of overcoming death, which painting was in the 

age of portraiture, becomes here the medium of overcoming the nonrepresentability of death. 

The substance of paint as flesh affects every aspect of the dead body. The roughness not only 

conveys the making of the work; it also loosens the boundaries of the body–its outside–

conveying the fusion that is inherent in rotting. The flesh represented, therefore, stinks, and its 

stench contaminates the representation itself... In addition, whereas the relatively “neutral” 

brushwork in the Glasgow piece allowed us to differentiate between inside and outside of the 

body, the Louvre work exposes dead flesh on both sides. This is why Fromentin’s word 

“flayed” is so appropriate: The opened body is openness itself. It is literally the body turned 

inside out; there is no outside left; all we see is inside. Instead of being inside a butcher-shop, 

we are within a body.223 

 

As Bal so tellingly suggests, Rembrandt’s second Slaughtered Ox provides a much more tactile 

sense of the substance of dead flesh, particularly its visceral and decaying qualities. This is 

clearly implied by her reference to the ‘stench’ of death, which indicated a strong 

phenomenological relationship with the painting. It is also implicit in her statement that: ‘The 

substance of the paint is also the substance of death’, which articulates a strong congruence 

between the material qualities of Rembrandt’s paint and dead flesh.  

 

Alpers has made a similar point, writing that: ‘It is further a general feature of Rembrandt’s 

rough painting mode that it calls attention to the kinship between pigment and human flesh’.224 

She continued: ‘A number of  his later works such as the Slaughtered Ox ... convey the specific 

sense that what is built up out of pigment so handled is simultaneously in a state of decay. It is 

the dark side of the master’s touch’.225 This followed another statement in which Alpers 

discussed Rembrandt’s concern with the mortality of the flesh in a more overt manner: 

 

The relation revealed between painting and the mortality of the flesh is not limited to this 

work [Lucretia], nor was it Rembrandt’s discovery alone. His paintings of a Slaughtered 

Ox, the Child with Dead Peacocks, the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, and the anatomies of 

Dr. Tulp and Dr. Deyman, all relate the bodily concern basic to western Renaissance 

painting with death. Like Titian in the Flaying of Marsyas and Thomas Eakins in the Gross 

Clinic, Rembrandt in these paintings identifies the painter with the role of one–butcher, 

hunter, surgeon–whose hand cuts and delves into the body. 226   

 

Both Bal and Alpers’ writings suggest a clear connection between Rembrandt’s rough painting 

mode and his concern with the mortality of the flesh. While neither explicitly addressed the fact 

that these elements of Rembrandt’s art might relate to his experiences in the anatomical realm, 

their commentary does support this possibility. A classic example is Alpers’ statement that 



 100 

Rembrandt identified closely with the role of surgeon, whose hand cuts and delves into the 

body. There is good reason to believe that Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm 

were instrumental to the development of his phenomenological painting style, because in 

witnessing dead, dissected and decaying flesh firsthand in the anatomy theatres, he was able to 

recognize its potential to stir a powerful awareness of the physical reality of bodily mortality. 

Wanting his own paintings to stimulate a similar awareness, he replicated these corporeal 

substances through the medium of paint. 

 

Rembrandt’s development of his phenomenological painting style was by far the most important 

aspect of his work to be influenced by his experiences in the anatomical realm, and enabled him 

to produce one of the most remarkable paintings of bodily mortality in the history of western 

art. Indeed, it is difficult to think of another painting that emphasizes the mortality of the flesh 

so dramatically, especially its visceral and decaying qualities. There is certainly no equal in the 

field of anatomical imagery. The closest comparison would be Mierevelt’s painting of the 

visceral interior of the cadaver’s torso in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Willem van de Meer, 

discussed in Chapter I. However, Rembrandt’s painting moves well beyond this example, 

presenting a far more dramatic and especially phenomenological display of the mortality of the 

flesh. There are few comparisons in the still life tradition either, for Rembrandt’s paintings 

clearly surpass other works of this kind, including the Butcher Shop paintings cited earlier. As 

Eugène Fromentin wrote: ‘[It is Rembrandt’s] flayed ox from the Louvre, whose exactness is so 

great and whose quality so extraordinary that this incomparable piece makes all still lives look 

pale’.227 There are not even comparisons in religious imagery. Matthias Grünewald’s painting of 

the crucifixion of Christ, c.1515 (fig.56) comes close, yet Rembrandt’s phenomenological 

display of the slaughtered ox flesh presents a far more expressive rather than descriptive image 

of the violation and mortality of the body than this or any other painting depicting the Passion 

of Christ. Finally, compared to other paintings of flaying, such as Titian’s Flaying of Marsyas, 

Rembrandt goes much further into the body’s visceral and decaying depths, to provide a more 

intense physical sense of the body’s materiality and mortality. Rembrandt’s painting would 

continue to stand alone in subsequent centuries, with artists such as Eugène Delacroix and 

Honoré-Victorin Daumier championing its great expressive power, and other artists like 

Chardin and Soutine attempting to reproduce its greatness, but always falling short.228 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were thus instrumental to his artistic 

development, in this case contributing to the development of his phenomenological painting 

style, which enabled him to describe the visceral and decaying qualities of dead flesh with an 

intensity that arguably no other artist had achieved before, or has done since. 
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Fig. 56. Matthias Grünewald The Crucifixion, 1515, panel from the Isenheim altarpiece, oil on panel,  
269 x 307 cm, Musee d'Unterlinden, Colmar 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were clearly significant for the artist, shaping 

his approach to the subject of bodily mortality long after The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes 

Tulp was completed. In fact, one can see a very clear evolution in Rembrandt’s exploration of 

bodily mortality from The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp through The Descent from the 

Cross, The Sacrifice of Isaac, the Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, and the Slaughtered Ox 

paintings. Apart from the obvious formal and symbolic similarities outlined in this chapter, 

there is also an interesting development that takes place from the anatomical cadaver featured in 

the first work to the dead body of Christ, then Isaac, and finally dead animals, which reveals 

each of these subjects as interchangeable metaphors of sacrifice, and especially, of mortality. 

This interconnection of anatomy, religion and animal slaughter, specifically in those works 

produced around 1639, can be attributed in part to Rembrandt’s experiences in the Amsterdam 

anatomy theatre, which moved to the meat market building, previously St. Margaret’s Church, 

in that very year. Thus, the building itself was a kind of host for these different aspects that are 

interrelated in Rembrandt’s works. Furthermore, arguably the most significant development in 

Rembrandt’s work is his increased emphasis on the physical reality of dead flesh, which 

developed into the phenomenological painting style revealed in his second Slaughtered Ox. As I 
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demonstrate further in the next chapter, it would appear as though Rembrandt was searching for 

a new technique through which he could stimulate a more direct and profound feeling for the 

mortality of the flesh, and believed that his experiences in the anatomical realm could provide 

the key. 
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Chapter III: The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman (1656) 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

Immediately following his completion of the second Slaughtered Ox in 1655, the Amsterdam 

Surgeons Guild commissioned Rembrandt to paint another group portrait, entitled The Anatomy 

Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, 1656 (fig.57). This commission enabled Rembrandt to re-engage 

with the anatomical realm in an intimate way, and he evidently took full advantage of this 

opportunity, re-examining many of the same sources that he had studied in preparation for his 

earlier group portrait. This included many of the same illustrated anatomy books and group 

portraits of anatomists examined previously, which he applied to his new work in interesting 

and innovative ways. However, it was his experience in anatomical dissections that I argue was 

most influential for this image, serving as an important source for the development of his 

phenomenological painting style, and inspiring a deeper engagement with the moral and 

theological concerns of Dutch anatomical culture. This resulted in one of the most affecting 

scenes of human mortality in the history of art, which surpassed his earlier anatomical portrait 

in its phenomenological impact as well as its expression of the emotional and spiritual 

dimensions of mortality.  

 

A formal analysis 

 

Very little is known about how Rembrandt came to receive his second portrait commission from 

the Amsterdam Surgeon’s Guild in 1656. Some scholars have argued that the Guild returned to 

Rembrandt because of his ‘continuing popularity among a wealthy and influential group of 

Amsterdammers and the surgeons’ confidence that he would produce another portrait which 

would be as effective as the first’.229 However, Middelkoop has questioned this, stating that 

Rembrandt’s ‘star was no longer rising as it had been in 1632’, and ‘younger masters like 

Bartholomeus van der Helst, Govert Flinck and Ferdinand Bol were much more fashionable 

portrait painters’ at the time.230 Middelkoop instead proposed that the Guild awarded Rembrandt 

the commission because he would have accepted a lower price for the portrait than these artists, 

since he was suffering extreme financial difficulties, to the point that he was forced to declare 

insolvency.231 However, there is also good reason to believe that the guild preferred Rembrandt 

because of his genuine interest in and involvement with anatomical culture, which was much 

more apparent in his work than other artists of the time. It is also possible that the guild 

members were impressed by the dramatic phenomenological painting style apparent in his 

Slaughtered Ox of the previous year. Perhaps Rembrandt convinced them that he could apply 

this painting style to his depiction of a human cadaver, in order to create a far more affecting 

image of human mortality than any other painting had, including his own greatly admired 

portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. Whatever the reasons for being awarded 
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Fig. 57. Rembrandt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, 1656, oil on canvas, 100 x 134cm (fragment), 
originally c. 200 x 275 cm, Amsterdam Historical Museum, Amsterdam 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 58. Rembrandt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman in its Proposed Frame, c.1656, sketch,  
11 x 13.3 cm, Amsterdam Historical Museum, Amsterdam 
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this commission, Rembrandt’s decision to undertake it gave him the opportunity to further 

explore both his interest in anatomy and the new painting style that it inspired. 

  

When Rembrandt completed The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman in 1656, it was the 

largest group portrait in the guild’s collection, measuring about 200 by 275cm.232 However, the 

canvas suffered substantial damage on 8 November 1723, when fire destroyed a number of 

artworks exhibited in the guild’s chambers.233 Fortunately, restorers were able to salvage a 

central fragment of the canvas, and a reed pen drawing of the original painting also exists 

(fig.58), which Rembrandt made to demonstrate how the painting should be framed and hung.234 

This drawing suggests that the painting originally depicted eight figures attending Deyman’s 

anatomy lesson, with four positioned on either side of him, observing his dissection of the 

cadaver.235 It also appears from the sketch that this dissection took place in an anatomy theatre, 

since Rembrandt presented the surgeons clustered together in a spherical formation, as if 

surrounding the oval balustrade at the centre of the amphitheatre. Based on these details, many 

scholars believe that this portrait commemorated a public anatomy lesson performed by 

Deyman, who succeeded Tulp as the guild’s chief anatomist in 1653.236 Guild records state that:  

 

[On] January 28th 1656, there was punished with the rope Joris Fonteijn of Diest, who by the 

worshipful lords of the law court was granted to us as an anatomical specimen. On the 29th Dr 

Joan Deyman made his first demonstration on him in the Anatomy Theatre, three lessons 

altogether.237  

 

Many scholars believe that the remaining fragment features the figures of the (now decapitated) 

chief anatomist Deyman performing the dissection238, the guild warden Gijsbert Calkoen 

holding the skullcap of the cadaver, and the corpse of executed criminal Joris Fonteyn, whose 

brain and abdominal section formed the principal subjects of dissection. 

 

Rembrandt’s portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman was very obviously 

concerned with the subject of bodily mortality and shared many important formal and symbolic 

similarities with his earlier works on this theme. Firstly, there is the similarity in subject matter, 

with this work also depicting a corpse surrounded by living figures. Secondly, he used many of 

the same strategies to encourage the viewer’s contemplation of mortality. This included many of 

the same visual devices used to focus the spectator’s attention specifically on the cadaver. For 

example, as the drawing confirms, he positioned the corpse at the centre of the composition, 

framed by four anatomists on either side and the chief anatomist above. Although it is difficult 

to tell from the drawing, the fragment also suggests that he used chiaroscuro to highlight the 

dead body, representing the cadaver in pale tones that suggest its illumination, and portraying 

the anatomists in dark costume within a shadowy interior space. He also used the anatomists’ 

gazes and hand gestures to direct attention towards the corpse. In the drawing, they are shown 
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surrounding it, and many of them lean in to look directly upon it. This is also apparent in the 

fragment, which shows Calkoen looking directly towards the cadaver while holding its skullcap, 

and Deyman standing over it, his hands reaching down into the fleshy substance of the dissected 

brain. 

 

Rembrandt’s inclusion of direct visual and tactile contact between the bodies of the anatomists 

and the corpse in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman is very different from his earlier 

Anatomy Lesson, in which he deliberately excluded any such contact in order to create a 

dramatic tension that the viewer sought to resolve through his or her own gaze and desire for 

touch. I would argue that there was no need for Rembrandt to apply this earlier strategy here 

because, as will be discussed in more detail shortly, his metonymic display of the visceral and 

decaying qualities of the flesh affected the viewer in a much more intense physical sense. 

Furthermore, the affecting nature of his representation stimulated a different kind of tension 

within the body of the spectator–a disturbing but intoxicating mixture of fear and fascination–

that is so commonly experienced by individuals who come face to face with a dead body, and 

particularly one so violently brutalized as this.239 Rembrandt’s portrayal of the anatomists’ 

direct visual and tactile encounter with the corpse further reinforced this tension, because it 

pictured the anatomists engaged in the same acts that the viewer was personally confronted by, 

and arguably wished to avoid. 

 

Like previous works, Rembrandt also employed a number of strategies to encourage the viewer 

to engage with the dead body in a very tactile way. One way that he achieved this was by 

emphasizing certain physical attributes of the corpse. For example, he took great care in his 

depiction of the dead skin, using bluish white tones to express its deathly pallor, and laying 

down semi-translucent swabs of paint to convey its fragility. In addition, he focused strongly on 

the visceral interior of the cadaver, particularly the dissected brain, which he depicted in much 

finer and detailed brushstrokes than the rest of the body. This enabled the viewer to imagine its 

slippery and undulating surface, thus enabling a very tactile engagement with it. Furthermore, as 

in previous works, Rembrandt emphasized the corpse’s hands, depicting both drawn into loose 

fists, their unusual form catching the attention of the spectator. He also applied his 

phenomenological painting style to this part of the body, using broad rough brushstrokes to 

emphasize its materiality, while also highlighting its tactile function as the primary agent of 

touch.  

 

In The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, Rembrandt set up many of the same series of 

oppositions between passive dead and active living bodies identified in earlier works. For 

example, he deliberately contrasted the action of the living bodies, such as the dissecting action 

of Deyman or the dramatic pose of Calkoen, against the inactivity of the corpse, which lies 
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heavy and lifeless below them. He further emphasized this difference through his depiction of 

the gaze, picturing the anatomists actively engaged in looking, while representing the eyes of 

the cadaver closed and bathed by dark shadow. These juxtapositions served the same purpose as 

the earlier works, emphasizing the unique attributes of dead and living flesh, but particularly 

dead flesh due to its greater prominence in the work, and signifying the interconnectedness of 

life and death in a philosophical sense. 

 

Like the earlier works, Rembrandt included other symbolic references to the theme of life’s 

transience in this portrait. The most obvious of these is his depiction of the dissection of the 

brain and the abdominal section. Rembrandt’s representation of the dissected brain correlates 

very closely with his depiction of the dissected forearm in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes 

Tulp. Like the earlier portrait, he drew attention to its special significance by making it the key 

focus of the chief anatomists’ demonstration. Furthermore, he deliberately defied the 

conventions of seventeenth-century anatomical practice in order to focus attention upon it. He 

did this in two ways. Firstly, as Middelkoop has noted, he presented the head still attached to 

the body, even though: ‘In all other known illustrations of brain dissections the head has been 

separated from the rest of the body, in accordance with the advice given by Vesalius in De 

humani corporis fabrica libri septem that the head and torso should be parted’.240 Secondly, as 

Sawday has argued: ‘Fonteyn’s body has been eviscerated, and now his dissector, Deyman, has 

begun the third (rather than second) stage of the enquiry. In seventeenth-century anatomical 

practice, Deyman should have moved to the thorax, and demonstrated the heart and lungs to the 

audience’.241 

 

Rembrandt’s defiance of these conventions of anatomical practice, and his emphasis on the 

dissection of the brain specifically, suggests that it carried some conceptual significance, just as 

the dissected forearm did in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. As far as Sawday is 

concerned, this once again related to Cartesian philosophies. He argued that Rembrandt (or 

Deyman) deliberately ignored a whole stage of the dissection in order to proceed to the brain 

more quickly, that is, ‘in order to arrest the general decomposition of the corpse, and thus to 

allow Deyman to begin the brain dissection whilst the corpse was still ‘fresh’’.242 He 

furthermore proposed that this action demonstrated ‘a specific Cartesian problem... and one that 

was hugely topical amongst the anatomists of Amsterdam in 1656’.243 This was the role of the 

pineal gland or conarium, a small gland located in the back of the brain, which in his 1649 

publication Les passions de l’âme (‘Passions of the Soul’), Descartes proposed was the ‘seat of 

the soul’ in the human body.244 

 

Descartes’ interest in the pineal gland can be traced to the late 1630s. A letter written to 

Mersenne in April 1640 demonstrates that Descartes had been studying the gland for at least 
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three years. The letter also described one of the fundamental problems facing anatomists’ 

investigations into this gland, for as Descartes explained, examination was extremely difficult 

because it disintegrated quickly after death: 

 

I would not find it strange that the gland conarium should be found decayed when the bodies of 

lethargic persons are dissected, because it decays very rapidly in all other cases too. Three years 

ago at Leyden, when I wanted to see it in a woman who was being autopsied, I found it 

impossible to recognize it, even though I looked very thoroughly, and knew well where it should 

be... An old professor who was performing the autopsy... admitted to me that he had never been 

able to see it in any human body. I think this is because they usually spend some days looking at 

the intestines and other parts before opening the head.245  

 

Sawday thus argued that Rembrandt’s depiction of Deyman’s hurried evisceration of the body 

and prompt dissection of the brain pictured the anatomist searching for the ‘seat of the soul’ 

before its decomposition.246 

 

It is possible to extend Sawday’s analysis further, to argue that the anatomist’s hurried 

evisceration of the body was not only an image of the anatomist’s quest to locate the ‘seat of the 

soul’ in the body, but was also a powerful portrait of bodily putrefaction. In other words, if 

Rembrandt did indeed focus specifically on the pineal gland in this work, as Sawday suggests, 

then his painting also makes a very strong display of life’s transience through this organ because 

it decayed so quickly after death. This interpretation of the scene is supported by other aspects 

of Rembrandt’s representation, particularly his deliberate pairing of the brain, and arguably the 

pineal gland specifically, with the abdominal interior, both of which are the principal subjects of 

dissection, and both of which are renowned for their rapid disintegration after death, thus 

powerfully articulating the theme of life’s transience. If we consider this in relation to 

Descartes’ theory that the pineal gland was also the ‘seat of the soul’, then Rembrandt’s 

painting also speaks of the liberation of the soul from the body after death, once again 

highlighting the materiality and mortality of the flesh, this time in direct conjunction with the 

immortality of the soul. 

 

Like Sawday, Schupbach has also proposed that Rembrandt’s depiction of Deyman’s dissection 

of the brain carried conceptual significance. However, in his view, Deyman was not attempting 

to demonstrate the pineal gland, but rather was ‘in the course of removing the thick outer lining 

or meninge of the brain; the dura mater’, in order to reveal the falx cerebri, which he clasped 

between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand.247 As Schupbach has argued, Deyman’s 

demonstration of the falx is significant in a symbolic sense, given the ‘similarities in both form 

and name between this falx and the reaper’s sickle, the symbol of Death himself’.248 Schupbach 

also suggested a similar meaning in the skullcap held by the surgeon Calkoen, ‘pointing at the 
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tradition of skulls, depicted in portraits as symbols of the transience of life’.249 Thus, although 

Schupbach’s argument differed in its interpretation of the specific part of the brain under 

dissection, his theory supports the notion that Rembrandt’s depiction of Deyman’s dissection of 

the brain ultimately highlighted the ephemeral nature of earthly life. 

 

In this discussion of the symbolic significance of the brain, it is also worth considering the 

relationship that Rembrandt deliberately set up between the brain and the abdominal interior in 

this work. He emphasized this connection by presenting them as the two principal subjects of 

dissection, and by literally lining them up, one on top of the other. Certain aspects of 

Rembrandt’s representation suggest that he wished to highlight the brain’s superiority over the 

abdominal interior in this work. For example, he presented the brain elevated above the 

abdomen, he made it the primary focus of Deyman’s demonstration, and he painted it in a more 

detailed manner than the abdominal area. In this respect, Rembrandt’s depiction of the body 

corresponds with conventional thinking of the time, which held that the brain was superior to all 

other bodily organs, including the abdominal section. This view is reflected in the writings of 

Vesalius, for whom ‘the human brain was the most exalted of all the parts of the body: it was 

the seat of the chief faculties and of the physical senses–‘cerebro principis animalisque 

facultatum sedi & sensuum organis’’.250 

 

However, Rembrandt’s representation of the dead body also draws attention to various 

similarities between the brain and the abdominal interior, as if to suggest a relationship between 

the two. For example, although the brain was elevated above the abdominal area, Rembrandt 

still placed them vertically parallel to each other and deliberately tilted the skull forward at a 

slight angle to show off the fleshy substance of the dissected brain in a way that corresponded 

closely with the shape and texture of the eviscerated abdomen. In this sense, Rembrandt 

depicted the brain as viscerally as the abdominal section, almost as if to mimic the absent 

intestines, and this suggests a connection between them, particularly in their shared corporeality 

and mortality. In other words, whatever differences there may have been in life are eradicated 

and irrelevant in death. Of additional significance in this context is Rembrandt’s representation 

of the empty skullcap, held by Calkoen. As Schupbach has suggested, the skull was a classic 

vanitas motif used to convey the transience of earthly life, as in Pickenoy’s portrait of The 

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Johan Fonteijn. While Rembrandt’s depiction of the skullcap differed 

from conventional representations of the skull in vanitas artworks of the time, he did suggest a 

similar meaning by placing the upturned skullcap and the eviscerated abdomen horizontally 

parallel to each other, thus emphasizing the skull and body as equally empty forms that were 

both meaningless after death. In this way, Rembrandt’s vertical pairing of the dissected brain 

and eviscerated abdomen and his horizontal pairing of the upturned skullcap and the eviscerated 
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abdomen confirms the central significance of this dissection scene as a powerful display of 

earthly transience. 

 

In considering the role of the abdominal interior in Rembrandt’s representation, it is also worth 

noting that in early modern European thought, it was regarded a key site of one’s mental and 

spiritual experience. A number of scholars have commented on this significance, including 

Katharine Eisaman Maus who argued: ‘In vernacular sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century 

speech and writing, the whole interior of the body... quite often involves itself in the production 

of the mental interior, of the individual’s private experience’.251 Writing specifically of the 

stomach, Michael Schoenfeldt noted: ‘The stomach, the organ that accomplishes digestion, 

provides a particularly intense focus of inwardness because it is the part of our body that makes 

its needs felt most frequently and insistently’.252 He argued that the stomach was popularly 

conceived as ‘the most literal site of human, and specifically devotional, inwardness’, and the 

‘chamber where God is welcomed into the temple of the self’.253 Thus, although Vesalius placed 

special emphasis on the brain as the key site of mental and spiritual activity, a view that 

Rembrandt was probably most familiar with, it is also possible that Rembrandt was aware of 

this popular understanding of the abdominal interior. Perhaps his painting, which makes such a 

strong formal and symbolic connection between the brain and abdominal interior, represented 

this relationship. At the very least, it emphasized the strong connection between them as 

brutalized and decaying materials, which spoke in a very direct way of the mortality of the 

flesh. 

 

Another aspect of Rembrandt’s portrayal of the abdominal interior that deserves closer analysis 

is its absence of pictorial detail, particularly in comparison to the brain. That is, while 

Rembrandt portrayed the brain in fine intricate brushstrokes, he used broad rough brushstrokes 

to describe the abdominal region. This evokes a strong sense of the brutality of dissection, 

where the internal organs are violently eviscerated from the body. It also suggests the emptiness 

of the body, and an absence of life, which Rembrandt exaggerated through its horizontal 

juxtaposition with the empty, upturned skullcap. However, this emptiness is not without 

substance or meaning, particularly when we consider the fact that in Rembrandt’s time, many 

considered the abdominal interior a key site of one’s mental and spiritual interior. Considered in 

this context, Rembrandt’s evisceration of this part of the body further reinforces the body’s 

meaninglessness after death, in a broader symbolic sense. Indeed, for many modern viewers, the 

dark void of the eviscerated abdomen powerfully encapsulates the idea of horror vacui; a fear 

of death that is essentially a fear of the blank void, as typically associated with twentieth-

century existentialism.254 Thus, in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, Rembrandt used 

both the brain and abdominal interior to evoke a powerful visual and symbolic sense of the 
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materiality and mortality of the body, in ways that continue to have a dramatic impact on 

viewers today. 

 

Like his earlier anatomical portrait, Rembrandt also emphasized the broader moral and 

theological dimensions of mortality in this portrait by presenting the cadaver, which we 

understand to be a criminal body, in a similar manner to images of the dead Christ. This is even 

more obvious in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman than his earlier anatomical portrait, 

due to its striking similarity with well-known images of the lamentation that presented the body 

of Christ as a dramatically foreshortened figure, which I will discuss in more detail shortly. By 

drawing a direct parallel between the anatomical cadaver and the dead Christ in this way, 

Rembrandt was once again able to highlight the moral and theological significance of mortality, 

encouraging spectators to consider their own life and death in the context of Christ’s sacrifice. 

Additionally, by emphasizing the relationship between the cadaver and the dead Christ, 

Rembrandt also drew attention to the punitive dimensions of this scene, for this cadaver has 

most likely been transported directly from the gallows to the anatomy theatre as further 

punishment for his crimes against society. This encourages the viewer to contemplate the 

punitive and sacrificial aspects of this scene, particularly in connection to the crucifixion of 

Christ, which formed such an important part of the anatomical culture of Rembrandt’s time.  

 

Another important similarity between The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman and 

Rembrandt’s earlier anatomical portrait is its association with the portrait genre. As I have 

previously noted, many considered the portrait ‘a species of the vanitas-picture’255, and this 

further contributes to the significance of this painting as an exploration of death, for it reflects 

the anatomists’ desire to overcome death through their immortalisation in paint. Rembrandt’s 

inclusion of the skullcap reinforces this significance, for it is very strongly related to vanitas 

iconography, thus revealing Rembrandt’s deep-seated concern with the idea of death in a 

symbolic sense as well. 

 

Finally, one of the most important ways that Rembrandt emphasized the mortality of the body in 

The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman was through his phenomenological painting style. 

While the origins of this style are evident earlier in his career, it took on a much more dramatic 

form in the Slaughtered Ox of 1655, and this anatomical portrait from the following year. In 

fact, the strong similarities between these two later works, which relate principally to this rich 

painterly mode, suggest that Rembrandt conceived and produced his second anatomical portrait 

as a direct extension of his painting of the flayed ox. One of the most obvious similarities 

between the two works, as Bal has observed, are ‘the two colors of death–pallor and blood–as 

well as the shape of death–bodily openness’.256 What is particularly interesting about 

Rembrandt’s emphasis on bodily openness in these paintings is that he has concentrated on two 



 112 

specific parts of the body: the abdominal interior and the head, which are equally eviscerated in 

both. For example, in his Slaughtered Ox, the butcher’s blade has carved out the abdominal 

section of the ox and cut off its head, and in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, the 

surgeon’s scalpel has butchered the abdominal region of the cadaver and sliced open the skull. 

Of course, in both cases, the real weapon was not the butcher’s knife or the surgeon’s scalpel 

but Rembrandt’s paintbrush and palette knife, which he used to physically and metaphorically 

carve into the body’s fleshy volumes, conveying the brutality of the body’s evisceration. 

 

Another interesting similarity between these two works is the congruence of paint and flesh that 

Rembrandt achieved, which created a dramatic blurring of the boundaries between the interior 

and exterior of the body. In her commentary on the flayed ox, Bal described this as a loosening 

of the boundaries of the body, and argued that this evoked a strong sense of the body’s 

disintegration after death.257 As Bal pointed out, this loosening of bodily boundaries is less 

obvious in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman than it is in the Ox258, and this is primarily 

due to the fact that the cadaver was not skinned like the ox was. However, in the latter Anatomy 

Lesson, Rembrandt’s rough painting mode still created a strong sense of the interpenetration 

between the body’s interior and exterior substances, which similarly evoked a sense of the 

fusion inherent in rotting. To demonstrate this point it is worth comparing this aspect of The 

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman to The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. While in the 

earlier work the spectator could see the visceral interior of the body, evident in the flayed 

section of the forearm, the interior and exterior of the body were still clearly distinguished from 

each other. By contrast, in the latter work, these bodily boundaries are not so clearly defined and 

the body appears like one undifferentiated mass of decomposing flesh, thus revealing the body’s 

materiality and mortality more intensely.  

 

An important consequence of this congruence of paint and flesh–in its loosening of bodily 

boundaries and its articulation of the body’s decay–is that the viewer’s eye, like Rembrandt’s 

paintbrush before it, is drawn into the visceral and decaying depths of the flesh. To illustrate this 

point it is once again useful to compare Rembrandt’s two anatomical portraits. While in the 

earlier work, the viewer’s gaze could penetrate into the visceral interior of the dead body 

through the flayed section of the forearm, the eye was equally if not more strongly drawn to the 

surface of the body, particularly the pale and fragile sheath of skin that Rembrandt rendered in 

such intricate detail. However, in the latter portrait, the exterior of the body is less clearly 

demarcated and the viewer’s eye is absorbed into the body’s visceral and putrefying depths, 

from which there seems to be no escape. This sense of immersion is felt particularly strongly in 

the abdominal interior, its gaping hollowness pulling the viewer’s gaze into the body’s dark and 

mysterious interior, in a way that recalls Freud’s sense of the uncanny, or the dark void of 

existentialism. 
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It is important to note that this sense of immersion in the flesh is not limited to the gaze alone, 

for Rembrandt’s rough painting mode engages all of the senses in a holistic way. Indeed, Bal’s 

comment on the Slaughtered Ox: ‘The substance of the paint is also the substance of death. And 

the substance of death is dead, stinking flesh. What we have to deal with–what the work does 

not spare us from–is the effect of the putrifying smell of paint’259, is equally true of The 

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, in which Rembrandt’s phenomenological painting style 

also engages all of the senses more fully and intensely, providing an overwhelming sense of the 

stench of rotting flesh that was shockingly akin to what he would have experienced in the 

anatomy theatres of seventeenth-century Holland. Furthermore, like the anatomy theatres, this 

direct encounter would generate a more immediate sense of the body’s materiality and 

mortality, especially its putrefaction, thus enabling the viewer to develop a more profound 

awareness of the physical reality of life’s transience.  

 

Rembrandt’s application of his ‘anatomy lessons’ to his artwork 

 

In his portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, Rembrandt used a range of different 

strategies to emphasize the key issue of bodily mortality, and once again, I argue his 

experiences in the anatomical realm were integral to his work, enabling him to enrich and 

expand his portrayal of this subject in very interesting ways. Some of the most important 

sources for his work were anatomical images, including many of the same illustrated anatomy 

books and group portraits of anatomists used in his earlier anatomical portrait. Yet, his 

experiences in anatomical dissections were by far the most important source of inspiration for 

this work, enabling him to create one of the most physically affecting scenes of mortality in the 

history of art, and inspiring his stronger emphasis on the moral and theological dimensions of 

mortality. 

 

Anatomical imagery 

 

(i) Illustrated anatomy books 

 

There is much evidence to suggest that the same three illustrated anatomy books that shaped 

Rembrandt’s creation of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp also influenced his 

production of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman. For example, the dissection scene from 

Johannes de Ketham’s Fasciculo de Medicina may once again have served as an important 

model for Rembrandt’s portrait because of its very explicit display of the anatomical cadaver. 

Like this engraving, Rembrandt would also make the corpse the focus of The Anatomy Lesson 

of Dr. Joan Deyman. While he did not picture it from a side view as De Ketham did, he did 

place it at the bottom centre of the composition and at a low vantage point, which encouraged 
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the viewer to identify strongly with it. This identification with the corpse ultimately encouraged 

the viewer to consider their own body in the same light–that is, to consider the fact that their 

body would one day also become a passive mass of flesh and bone, no longer animated by 

thought or feeling, which would ultimately disintegrate in putrefaction.260 

  

The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman also shares a number of similarities with images from 

Jacopo Berengario da Carpi’s Isagogae breves. For example, the engraving of the skeleton 

looking into a tomb and holding a skull in each hand may have been an important stimulus for 

Rembrandt’s interest in and emphasis on the theme of bodily mortality. However, it was the 

engravings of flayed cadavers–one radiating bright light and the other peeling back layers of 

skin to look into his abdominal interior–that appear to have been particularly influential for 

Rembrandt. Due to the painting’s disfigurement by fire, it is very difficult to tell whether 

Rembrandt also depicted his cadaver as a radiant source of light. However, judging from the 

bright, almost gaudy flesh tones of the cadaver’s skin, it seems very likely that he did, thus 

suggesting that like Berengario’s image, his flayed cadaver might be a source of enlightenment. 

In addition, just as this anatomical engraving has been compared to religious iconography, 

particularly scenes of the Passion, so too Rembrandt’s cadaver takes on religious significance, 

for it is presented in a similar manner to scenes of the lamentation over Christ, as I will discuss 

shortly. 

 

Rembrandt’s depiction of the cadaver’s head pressed forward at a slight angle, so that it appears 

to look directly into its own eviscerated abdomen, also correlates closely with the second flayed 

figure from Berengario’s anatomy book. A number of scholars have suggested that this flayed 

figure gave visual expression to the ancient proverb ‘know thyself’, a maxim commonly used in 

early modern anatomical culture to promote contemplation of one’s own mortality. Thus, 

Rembrandt’s image may evoke a similar meaning, suggesting that anatomical dissection can 

enable self-knowledge, particularly of one’s mortality. However, in addressing this similarity 

between the two works it is important to note a significant difference between them, which is 

that Rembrandt’s cadaver does not make any real suggestion of being alive as Berengario’s self-

demonstrating figures do. While Berengario’s images deliberately play with the boundary 

between life and death, presenting the cadavers as if they are the living dead, Rembrandt’s 

cadaver allows no such possibility. His corpse is well and truly dead and decaying before our 

eyes. Therefore, the bowed head, rather than suggesting the cadaver’s vitality, was at most a 

playful reference to the figures of Berengario’s treatise and their implication that anatomical 

dissection can enable awareness of one’s own corporeal transience. It likely also relates quite 

specifically to the description of Christ’s death in the Gospels–where he cried out in a loud 

voice, bowed his head, and died–as depicted in numerous images of the dead Christ. 

 



 115

Once again, the most important illustrated anatomy book to have influenced Rembrandt’s work 

was Vesalius’ De Fabrica. One image that many scholars have cited as probable source material 

for Rembrandt’s portrait was the engraving of a brain dissection (fig.59). Although Rembrandt 

portrayed his dissected brain from a slightly lower angle than this image, other aspects including 

the shape of the cadaver’s facial features, the ears, and the flaps of skin that fall forward over 

the face, are almost identical. This has led Sawday to conclude that in Rembrandt’s painting, 

‘what we see is an echo of the Vesalian image, observed from this new viewing point’.261 

Middelkoop has also noted the close similarity between Rembrandt’s painting and Vesalius’ 

illustration of the dissected brain, claiming that ‘Rembrandt must have been familiar’ with it.262 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 59. Engraving of a brain dissection from Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica libri septem, 
Joannes Oporinus, Basel, 1543 
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The engravings from De Fabrica that emphasized the theme of life’s transience also appear to 

have influenced Rembrandt’s portrait at some level. This includes the series of skeleton images 

discussed earlier, one presented with the shovel by the graveside, another leaning against a 

sarcophagus, and the third stooped by a tombstone with its hands clasped together in prayer. 

More directly influential for Rembrandt’s work, however, were the series of fourteen images 

depicting the body’s gradual decay from powerful musclemen to impotent skeletons. These 

works also included many symbolic references to the transience of earthly life–particularly in its 

presentation of the bodies suspended from wooden frames with ropes, which strongly resembled 

the gallows, and its presentation of the skeleton in the final work, propped against the grave as if 

kneeling in prayer. However, these works also provided a more direct physical display of the 

materiality and mortality of the body, by representing the cadaver’s putrefaction over successive 

phases. In his painting, Rembrandt likewise provided a direct physical display of the body’s 

decay, however he used his phenomenological painting style to convey this.  

 

By far the most important image from Vesalius’ anatomy book that influenced Rembrandt’s 

work was the famous frontispiece engraving. In fact, its influence is even more apparent in this 

anatomical portrait than the earlier one, both at a formal and symbolic level. One of the most 

obvious similarities between the two works is that they both depict the chief anatomist 

dissecting the cadaver directly. This directness is more apparent in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Joan Deyman because Rembrandt represented Deyman with his hands submerged in the fleshy 

substance of the brain. His painting therefore pictures the predominance of the empirical 

method favored by Vesalius, perhaps in homage to his groundbreaking achievements.263 In 

addition, both works place special emphasis on the corpse, positioning it at the centre of the 

composition, surrounded by onlookers, and facing the viewer directly, so that it displays a 

similar degree of foreshortening.264 Both also present the bodies dramatically brutalized, thus 

presenting a very confronting display of bodily violation and death, which encouraged the 

viewer to imagine their participation in a real-life anatomy lesson, witnessing the dissection of 

corpses firsthand.  

 

To build on this confronting physical display of death, both works made use of certain symbolic 

strategies to emphasize the theme of life’s transience. For example, the frontispiece pictured the 

classic vanitas motifs of the skeleton and burning candle as a symbol of the fragility of human 

life. Rembrandt’s depiction of the skullcap serves a similar purpose, pointing to the vanitas 

theme. The other means by which the frontispiece emphasized this theme in a symbolic sense 

was through its positioning of Vesalius at the centre of the dissection scene, where he pointed 

towards the dissected womb of the cadaver with one hand and the skeleton with the other. His 

hands thus point towards the symbols of life and death, in order to emphasize the fact that the 

two are inextricably linked. Rembrandt’s painting reflects a similar approach, but here he 
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contrasts the living bodies of the anatomists with the corpse in order to convey the 

interconnectedness of life and death. 

 

Finally, the most important similarity between the two works is their emphasis on the 

eviscerated abdominal section. There is one major difference between the two works in this 

respect, which is that the cadaver in the frontispiece is female and therefore dissection of the 

abdominal section reveals the interior structures of the womb, whereas the cadaver in 

Rembrandt’s portrait is male and therefore contains no such structure. In both cases, however, 

the dissection of the abdominal section held a very prominent place within the picture. Indeed, 

Sawday has argued that the frontispiece revolved entirely around the cadaver’s abdominal 

section and more specifically its womb. Comparing this image, which he described as 

‘uterocentric’265, to images of Vitruvian Man and religious architecture from the Italian 

Renaissance, he argued: 

 

Turning back to the Vesalian image, we can see how the artist has subtly evoked the 

Vitruvian figure. Within the semi-circular, Tempietto-style structure of this imaginary or 

ideal anatomy theatre, the human figure’s opened lower cavity forms the mid-point, the 

axial principle, around which the complete design rotates. If we were to imagine this image 

in three dimensions, what would we see from our point of view outside the picture plane? A 

basilica, cross-sectioned to create an amphitheatre, and at the central point of the cross-

section, an opened womb. At this point, the meaning of the great title-page of the Fabrica 

of Andreas Vesalius becomes apparent. What is depicted is no less than a demonstration of 

the structural coherence of the universe itself, whose central component–the principle of 

life concealed within the womb–Vesalius is about to open to our gaze.266 

 

Like the frontispiece, the eviscerated abdomen also forms a central focal point of Rembrandt’s 

painting. However, in his portrait he did not represent the abdominal interior as a source of life 

and creation, as typically associated with the female womb, but rather as the key site of 

mortality. Furthermore, where in the frontispiece the description of the womb is very detailed, 

even architectural, Rembrandt depicted the eviscerated abdomen as a dark void, which as 

suggested earlier, evokes a kind of existential dread consistent with the notion of horror vacui. 

 

Rembrandt’s portrayal of a male rather than female body is interesting because it denied him the 

opportunity to take up the sort of meaning made possible by the womb, which the frontispiece 

uses to full advantage. However, Rembrandt’s representation of a male body was in many ways 

more truthful to the reality of dissection (and more specifically, to the public anatomy lesson 

performed on Joris Fonteijn by Dr. Deyman on January 29th 1656 and a few days thereafter, 

which this painting most likely depicts), for most criminals were men and therefore it was far 

more common for male cadavers to be dissected in the anatomy theatres. Rembrandt’s use of a 
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male body also serves an important symbolic purpose, because it enabled him to draw a more 

direct parallel between the anatomical cadaver and the dead body of Christ. As will be discussed 

shortly, this relationship enabled him to highlight the spiritual dimensions of mortality in a very 

dramatic manner, and raised issues of sacrifice, punishment and redemption, which formed such 

a compelling subject of intrigue in the seventeenth-century Dutch anatomy theatres. In addition, 

Rembrandt’s use of a male body could also be self-referential; that is, it reflected the truth of his 

own mortality, and since the Amsterdam Surgeons Guild was comprised solely of men, and the 

majority of visitors to the anatomy theatre were also male, then Rembrandt’s portrait spoke 

directly to the main spectators of his portrait as well, reminding them of their own individual 

mortality in a highly personal and therefore more affecting way. 

 

A final work that likely influenced Rembrandt’s portrayal, which has not yet been addressed in 

this study, is the frontispiece to Realdo Colombo’s anatomy book De Re Anatomica of 1559 

(fig.60), designed by Paolo Veronese (1528-1588). As Moe has written, this woodcut ‘was 

undoubtedly inspired by the woodcut in De Fabrica’.267 However, it also shares a number of 

striking similarities with De Ketham’s dissection scene, which pre-dates Vesalius’ work. In this 

image, Veronese presented Colombo at the centre of the scene with a scalpel in his hand, 

surrounded by spectators and students who read from books and made notes in sketchbooks.268 

However, the most obvious similarity between this work and Rembrandt’s portrait is that the 

dissection focuses squarely on the abdominal section, already split open by the surgeon’s 

scalpel, with some of the innards visible. Rembrandt could well have been familiar with this 

image, which may have directly inspired his decision to focus on the abdominal interior, using it 

to express the destruction and death of the body in a dissection scene, as well as evoking a 

strong sense of the internal depths of the human body. 

 

(ii) Group portraits of anatomists 

 

In The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, Rembrandt appears to have drawn from many of 

the same group portraits of anatomists that he studied for The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes 

Tulp, in an almost identical fashion. However, one work that appears to have had a more unique 

and significant impact on Rembrandt’s latter portrait was Mierevelt’s The Anatomy Lesson of 

Dr. Willem van der Meer. There are a number of formal and symbolic similarities between these 

two works, which suggest that Rembrandt applied key aspects of the Delft portrait to his image. 

Firstly, both works present a dissection scene, in which the chief anatomist performed the 

dissection directly. Secondly, both works emphasize the corpse in particular, using many of the 

same visual devices, including compositional arrangement, chiaroscuro, and so on. Both also 

encourage a highly tactile engagement with the cadaver by emphasizing certain physical 

attributes, such as its pallid complexion, its visceral interior, and the hands. One difference 
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Fig. 60. Paolo Veronese, frontispiece from Realdo Colombo’s De re anatomica libri XV,  
Ex typographia Nicolai Beuilacquæ, Venetiis, 1559 
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between the two works in this respect is that Mierevelt employed the strategy of negation to 

intensify the viewer’s visual and tactile engagement with the cadaver, for although the surgeons 

are huddled around it, none of them look at or touch it directly. Rembrandt takes the opposite 

approach in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, depicting Calkoen looking at the corpse 

while nursing the skullcap, with Deyman immersing his fingers in the soft tissue of the brain. 

 

In addition to these similarities, both works set up a series of oppositions between the dead and 

living bodies to highlight the different attributes of dead and living flesh. For example, in the 

Delft portrait, the corpse lies in a horizontal position, unmoving and passive, while the 

anatomists stand in a vertical position, with animated expressions and active poses that reveal 

their vitality. Similarly, the eyes of the corpse are closed and unseeing, literally covered over by 

a blindfold, while the eyes of the anatomists are open and alive with curiosity. The hands are 

also significant in this sense, for while the corpse’s hands lie limply at his side, the anatomists 

hands hold dramatic poses, clutching the balustrade or holding objects such as the surgical 

knife, the barber’s bowl, and a copy of Vesalius’ De Fabrica. Rembrandt makes use of very 

similar strategies in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, juxtaposing the passivity of the 

dead body with the vitality of the living bodies. This even extends to the blindfold, for 

Rembrandt once again portrayed the cadaver’s eyes bathed in shadow, which closely resembles 

the form and function of the blindfold in the Delft work. In this way, both works highlight the 

different attributes of dead and living flesh, but particularly dead flesh, and give visual 

expression to the relationship between the two. 

 

Both works also used similar symbolic strategies to highlight the transience of earthly life. For 

example, Mierevelt’s portrait included a range of objects that one would expect to find in an 

anatomy theatre, but which doubled as emblems of life’s transience, such as the skeletons, the 

burning candle, the laurel leaves, and the illustration of the flayed cadaver from De Fabrica. 

One could argue that Rembrandt’s representation of the skull serves a similar purpose. 

However, it is important to note that Rembrandt did not rely solely on this symbolic value of the 

skull, instead drawing a strong relationship between the upturned skullcap and the eviscerated 

abdomen in order to convey the body’s meaninglessness after death. In considering 

Rembrandt’s depiction of the upturned skullcap, it is worth noting that it is strongly reminiscent 

of the empty barber’s bowl for holding the viscera depicted in the Delft work, and this striking 

similarity confirms and strengthens the argument that Rembrandt was familiar with and took 

inspiration from this anatomical portrait. 

 

Another interesting symbolic means by which Mierevelt highlighted the theme of life’s 

transience was through his emphasis on the abdominal interior. He presented it as the only part 

of the body under dissection, arguably in reference to the fact that the abdominal interior was 
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extremely prone to decay and therefore served as a powerful symbol of the transience of earthly 

life. Like Mierevelt, Rembrandt emphasized the abdominal section in his work, but here he was 

less reliant on its iconological value, instead providing a very direct sense of the body’s 

transience in a number of interesting ways. Firstly, he highlighted its relationship with the 

brain–and arguably the conarium or falx cerebri specifically–in order to make a dramatic 

display of the materiality and mortality of the body. Secondly, in stark contrast to Mierevelt’s 

painting style, which described the anatomical structures of the abdominal section clearly and 

precisely, Rembrandt used broad rough brushstrokes to emphasize the body as an empty vessel, 

completely devoid of life, which he exaggerated through its horizontal pairing with the upturned 

skullcap. As discussed earlier, this evokes a strong sense of the absence of life in the body, and 

the deep sense of fear and dread associated with death. Thirdly, as discussed in more detail 

shortly, Rembrandt used his phenomenological painting style to depict and embody the visceral 

and decaying qualities of the abdominal interior, thus affecting the viewer in a more intense 

physical sense as well. 

 

Anatomical imagery was obviously an important source for Rembrandt’s portrait, which greatly 

enriched the significance and impact of his painting. However, his firsthand experience in 

anatomical dissections was much more influential, enabling him to create an incredibly 

evocative sense of the physical reality of mortality. Rembrandt would achieve this far more 

powerfully in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman that his earlier anatomical portrait, due 

to his phenomenological painting style, in which the paint operated as an index of the flesh. 

Furthermore, Rembrandt’s firsthand experience in anatomical dissections also inspired him to 

emphasize the moral and theological issues of mortality more strongly, by creating a very 

obvious relationship between his anatomical cadaver and the dead body of Christ, much like he 

had experienced in the anatomy theatres. 

 

Anatomical dissections 

 

Various aspects of Rembrandt’s portrait reveal his firsthand experience in anatomical 

dissections. For example, Rembrandt was once again able to represent the physical attributes of 

death with great accuracy, portraying the cadaver’s deathly pallor, its limpness, and so on. He 

also used his direct observation of cadavers to inform his representation of the anatomical 

structures of the body, including its skeletal and muscular elements, particularly evident in the 

upper torso and arms. One could argue that Rembrandt adopted the artistic methodology 

advocated by Alberti here, building the body up through its skeletal and muscular components, 

and finally clothing it with flesh and skin. However, as in his Slaughtered Ox, Rembrandt also 

reverses this approach, physically and metaphorically carving back into the body’s volumes 

with his brush and palette knife, to give a greater sense of the brutality of dissection. This also 



 122 

suggests the influence of his experiences in the anatomical realm, where he witnessed the 

violent reality of dissection for himself. 

 

This aspect of Rembrandt’s painting also relates specifically to his experiences in the 

Amsterdam anatomy theatre, which was at that time housed in the attic story of the new meat 

market building. This helps to explain why Rembrandt’s representation of the eviscerated 

cadaver was so shockingly similar to his paintings of the butchered animal carcass in the 

Slaughtered Ox. As mentioned earlier, Rembrandt used his brush and palette knife to carve into 

the substances of the human body in much the same way that the butcher would hack into the 

body of the ox. Furthermore, he exercised this brutality upon two parts of the body in particular, 

butchering the abdominal interior and slicing open the skull, in a very similar way to the flayed 

ox. This would suggest that his experiences in the anatomical realm were directly influential on 

his painting of the human cadaver. Indeed, just as he had witnessed the dissection and display of 

dead animal bodies in the Amsterdam anatomy theatre, used as a potent symbol of life’s 

transience, here he integrates this into his portrayal of the human form. Furthermore, his 

painting also seems to imply a direct relationship between the brutality of animal slaughter and 

human dissection, which he no doubt witnessed in the anatomical sphere. 

 

Another very important aspect of Rembrandt’s painting of the cadaver that reflects his firsthand 

experience in anatomical dissections is his depiction of the body’s visceral and decaying 

qualities. As previously discussed, this is far more apparent in this work than The Anatomy 

Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, in which Rembrandt represented the dead body in a highly 

naturalistic manner, revealing aspects of the visceral interior, but without the same 

phenomenological intensity as the later work, and especially without the same sense of the 

body’s disintegration after death. In The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, Rembrandt 

concentrates much more strongly on the body’s visceral and decaying qualities by literally 

presenting the body as more dramatically opened, particularly in the abdominal section, which 

ruptures the integrity of the body and reveals the most startling point of decomposition. 

However, the most important means by which Rembrandt evoked a sense of these aspects of the 

flesh was through his phenomenological painting style. His broad rough brushstrokes reveal the 

body as a mass of decomposing flesh, which seems to be falling apart before our very eyes, and 

his paint not only describes but literally embodies these qualities. Once again, this goes against 

the classical approach advocated by Alberti and adopted by many Renaissance and Baroque 

painters, which built the body up through the various anatomical structures, almost in an 

architectural sense. By contrast, Rembrandt delves into the fleshy substances of the body, and 

while other painters, particularly Titian and Rubens, provided an important precedent for this 

aspect of his work, it seems certain that the anatomy theatres provided significant inspiration for 

his highly affecting treatment of the flesh. As I have repeatedly demonstrated throughout this 



 123

study, it was there that he gained firsthand experience with these substances of the body, in an 

environment that drew an explicit connection between corporeal remains and moral and 

theological concerns related to life’s transience. 

 

The other important aspect of Rembrandt’s portrait that reflects his firsthand experience with 

anatomical dissections is his emphasis on the moral and theological aspects of mortality. As 

discussed in previous chapters, these concerns were prevalent throughout Dutch society during 

the seventeenth century, but found particularly dramatic expression in the Dutch anatomy 

theatres. Indeed, the religious dimension of Rembrandt’s portrayal of the cadaver is highly 

relevant in the context of his firsthand experience in the anatomy theatres, because as discussed 

earlier, at the time that he painted this work the Amsterdam anatomy theatre had moved into the 

building that was formerly St. Margaret’s Church.269 Kenneth Clark has also noted the spiritual 

significance of Rembrandt’s portrait, and its connection to this building’s religious significance: 

 

[M]any early anatomy theatres were set up in abandoned chapels. Whether or not Rembrandt 

was conscious of this feeling it is hard to say... But as far as we can judge from the drawing, 

the whole picture was conceived in these solemn terms. Dr. Deyman rose behind the corpse 

like the celebrant of some religious rite, and his assistant, fortunately preserved, has the 

solicitude of an acolyte. Behind him the spectators sit and stand as if in the apse of a church 

and even the indecipherable emblem over Dr. Deyman’s head is reminiscent of a crucifix.270 

 

Considered in light of Clark’s description, Rembrandt’s depiction of the body suggests a similar 

situation to that of the Leiden anatomy theatre in particular, in which anatomists dissected the 

cadaver in the place once reserved for the altar. As suggested earlier, this positioning of the 

body was highly reminiscent of the sacrament of the Eucharist, in which the flesh and blood of 

Christ’s body was offered up as part of a ritualistic sacrifice. Rembrandt makes this even more 

explicit in his painting of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, as if making a very literal 

display of the consumption of Christ’s flesh and blood through his representation of this roughly 

eviscerated form. The upturned skullcap even resembles the cup of the Eucharist, in which one 

might expect to receive the wine that is the symbolic equivalent of Christ’s blood.271 This 

interpretation takes on further significance when we consider the history of anatomical group 

portraiture, which as previously discussed, emerged out of the tradition of group portraits of the 

banquet of the civil militia.272 The very first anatomical group portrait, produced by Aert 

Pietersz in 1603, was directly modelled on such a scene, with Pietersz transforming the food 

upon the banquet table into the body of the cadaver. Rembrandt’s picture thus takes this process 

of transfiguration one step further, depicting the body hollowed out as if a sacrificial host, 

placed upon the altar tomb. 
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Images of the dead Christ 

 

As in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, Rembrandt once again gestured towards and 

borrowed pictorial conventions from images of the dead Christ in his production of this work. 

This not only enabled him to dramatize the spiritual dimensions of mortality, but to also 

encourage a very strong tactile engagement with the dead body, which prompted intense 

contemplation of the transience of earthly life. One of the most iconic works from this tradition, 

which many scholars believe served as an important source for Rembrandt’s work, was Andrea 

Mantegna’s Lamentation over the Dead Christ, c.1480-1490 (fig.61). There are many obvious 

formal and symbolic similarities between these two paintings, which suggest that Rembrandt 

applied key aspects of Mantegna’s image to his anatomical portrait. In saying this, it is 

important to note that these connections are much more apparent in the remaining fragment of 

The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman than they would have been in the original canvas, 

particularly in a compositional sense. However, this is largely irrelevant in the context of this 

analysis, since I am specifically interested in the correspondences between Rembrandt’s 

treatment of the cadaver and Mantegna’s depiction of the dead Christ. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 61. Andrea Mantegna, Lamentation over the Dead Christ, c.1480-90, tempera on canvas, 
80 x 68 cm, Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan 
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One of the most obvious similarities between the two works is that like Mantegna, Rembrandt 

presented the dead body at the centre of the composition, naked except for the white loincloth. 

He also presented the body surrounded by onlookers, with Calkoen in an almost identical 

position to the figures of the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene in Mantegna’s painting, shown 

in similar profile, looking down on the corpse. Rembrandt also represented the head of the 

cadaver propped up at a slight angle, just as Mantegna had depicted the dead Christ in his 

painting. Furthermore, Rembrandt similarly represented the dead body facing the viewer 

directly, its body dramatically foreshortened. In fact, scholars have described both works as 

exceptional examples of foreshortening, which reveal a sophisticated understanding of the laws 

of perspective as well as human anatomy. For example, Brian Kennedy described Mantegna’s 

Dead Christ as ‘a tour de force study of a foreshortened male body which applied mathematical 

perspective to human anatomy in a revolutionary manner’273, and Middelkoop remarked that 

Rembrandt’s corpse was ‘one of the most successful examples of foreshortening in art 

history’.274  

 

Another similarity between the two works relates to the representation of the corpse’s arms and 

feet, with the arms falling limply by the side of the figure and the feet hanging just over the 

edge of the surface below. Rembrandt almost certainly based his representation of these parts of 

the body on Mantegna’s example, and since the hands and feet of Mantegna’s Dead Christ bore 

the wounds of Christ’s crucifixion on the cross, one immediately looks for the stigmata on 

Rembrandt’s cadaver. However, Rembrandt deliberately denies visual access to these precise 

parts of the body, by depicting the hands in a loose fist at a slight angle to the spectator, and 

representing the feet bathed in shadow. In this way, he does not represent the stigmata, but does 

not exclude the possibility of its existence either. This ambiguity allows the viewer to attach 

religious significance to the anatomical cadaver, and specifically the hands and feet, which were 

not only important symbols of Christ’s sacrifice, but also of his humanity, for it was the hands 

through which Christ touched and healed other human bodies, and the feet that rooted him in the 

earth. Finally, the hands and feet are additionally significant in the sense that they emphasized 

the element of touch, thereby encouraging the viewer to imagine touching the body for 

themselves. This provoked a much stronger tactile engagement with the dead body, which 

emphasized the physical reality of mortality. 

 

When read in direct relationship to Mantegna’s Dead Christ, Rembrandt’s portrait represents 

one of the most horrific scenes of Christ’s bodily sacrifice in the history of art. In fact, his body 

is more closely akin to the tradition of slaughtered ox imagery, which stands in symbolically for 

Christ, but conveys a much more violent sense of the brutality of his crucifixion. Rembrandt’s 

phenomenological painting style enabled him to convey this brutality even more strongly. 

Furthermore, while Mantegna’s picture of the dead body holds the promise of resurrection, 



 126 

suggesting that his death is no more than a temporary state of being, Rembrandt’s painting is 

very much concerned with the finality of death. He gives no hope of resurrection or life after 

death. Instead, this body is clearly dead and decaying before our eyes, disintegrating into 

nothing more than dust and shadow. Rembrandt’s painting is in these senses much closer to 

Holbein’s example, which as will be discussed shortly, is almost atheistic in the sense that it 

challenges one’s faith in the Resurrection, for it portrays Christ’s death as seemingly 

insurmountable. 

 

As a final point, it is worth noting that although Mantegna’s Dead Christ was one of the earliest 

and best-known images of the foreshortened dead Christ, other artists such as Dürer, Rubens, 

Balding Grien and Goltzius also produced similar works after Mantegna’s image, which may 

have influenced Rembrandt’s work at some level.275 One work that seems to have been 

particularly significant in this regard was Orazio Borgianni’s Lamentation over the Dead Christ, 

c.1615 (fig.62). Borgianni represented the dead Christ surrounded by the figures of the Virgin 

Mary, Saint John and Mary Magdalene, who lean forward to gaze upon and touch Christ’s 

body, with Saint John cradling Christ’s left arm and resting his cheek upon Christ’s hand. The 

most important similarity between this work and Rembrandt’s painting is its explicit display of 

touch between the figures and Christ’s dead body. This greater emphasis on touch invites a 

tactile engagement with the dead body, and Rembrandt may have borrowed this convention for 

his own work, portraying Calkoen holding the skullcap and Deyman touching the brain tissue 

for the same purpose. 

 

 
 

Fig. 62. Orazio Borgianni, Lamentation over the Dead Christ, c.1615, etching, Rijksprentenkabinet, 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (based on Borgianni’s painting in Galleria Spada, Rome) 
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As suggested earlier, Holbein’s painting of The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb was 

another important precedent for Rembrandt’s work, particularly in its greater emphasis on the 

visceral and decaying qualities of the dead flesh, which pointed to the finality of death. Several 

scholars have discussed this feature of Holbein’s work before, which stirred much controversy 

among pious spectators, including the nineteenth-century Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky 

(1821-1881), who experienced great terror on seeing the portrait in Basel in 1867. His wife 

wrote that: ‘He stood for twenty minutes before the painting without moving... On his agitated 

face there was the terrified expression I would recognize as the onset of one of his epileptic 

fits’.276 It is widely believed that Dostoevsky later reflected on this experience in The Idiot 

(1868-69), expressing his response to Holbein’s painting through the characters of Myshkin and 

Ippolit, who supposedly encountered a reproduction of the painting in the house of Rogozhin. 

The character Myshkin exclaimed of the work: ‘That picture! Why, some people might lose 

their faith by looking at that picture!’277 This was met with agreement by Ippolit, who concluded 

that ‘those actually present by this corpse could have felt nothing but an awful anguish and 

desolation on that night; causing all their hopes, all their beliefs perhaps, utterly to collapse’.278 

Contemporary authors such as Kristeva and Spivey have also written about the terror inspired 

by this work, with Kristeva noting ‘the feeling of permanent death’279, and Spivey remarking: 

‘How could anyone conceive that the Resurrection was viable, from this image; the laws of 

mortal nature ever challenged?’280 While Rembrandt does not present the dead body as isolated 

as Holbein’s image does, he does emphasize the body’s violation just as intensely, if not more 

so. Indeed, Rembrandt’s corpse is even more violently brutalized, its abdominal section 

butchered and its skull hacked apart. Furthermore, his depiction of the body’s putrefaction goes 

well beyond Holbein’s example, being far more expressive of the finality of death. 

 

Two other notable comparisons for Rembrandt’s portrait, which have been mentioned in 

previous chapters, were Caravaggio’s paintings of The Entombment of Christ and The 

Incredulity of Saint Thomas, both produced at some time between 1602 and 1604. Rembrandt’s 

portrait is formally very different from Caravaggio’s Entombment, which depicted the mourners 

lowering Christ’s body onto the slab from a side rather than frontal view. However, 

Rembrandt’s portrait shares a strong symbolic relationship with Caravaggio’s painting, 

particularly in its very literal display of bodily sacrifice, which I have shown to correlate closely 

with the sacrament of the Eucharist, just as Caravaggio’s work did.281 Caravaggio’s Incredulity 

of Saint Thomas provides another important precedent for Rembrandt’s work, specifically in its 

very tactile display of the body. The painting pictures a moment described in the Gospel of 

John, when Saint Thomas the Apostle refused to believe that Jesus had risen from the dead until 

he saw and touched Christ’s wounded body. When first told of Christ’s resurrection, Thomas 

responded: ‘Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and 

put my hand into his side, I will not believe it’.282 When Jesus appeared to him eight days later, 
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he said to Thomas: ‘Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my 

side. Stop doubting and believe’, and in this moment Thomas’ faith was restored.283 

Caravaggio’s painting pictures Thomas’ actual or imagined encounter with the wounded body 

of Christ, in which he presses one of his fingers into the wound upon his torso. As discussed in 

the Introduction, this image is rich with anatomical significance, and this was surely not lost on 

Rembrandt.284 His painting reflects a similar approach, portraying a religious scene–one that is 

principally concerned with a wounded and sacrificed body–in a very tactile sense, and more 

specifically, in an anatomical context. Just as Thomas poked his finger into the wound in 

Christ’s torso, Rembrandt has portrayed Deyman pressing his finger into the visceral and 

decaying brain tissue. 

 

The works of Mantegna, Holbein and Caravaggio thus share significant similarities with 

Rembrandt’s work, which illustrate the extent to which Rembrandt drew from this pictorial 

tradition. However, it is important to note that Rembrandt moved well beyond their example, for 

his phenomenological painting style allowed him to express the materiality and mortality of the 

body in a more intense and physically engaging way. Indeed, if we compare Rembrandt’s 

painting of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman to Caravaggio’s The Incredulity of Saint 

Thomas, one can see that Rembrandt does not merely represent an individual’s touching of the 

visceral interior of the flesh as Caravaggio does, but rather recreates this bodily experience for 

the viewer. In other words, he uses his phenomenological painting style to mimic the texture of 

the body’s visceral interior, so that the spectator feels that they are literally encountering flesh, 

and could reach out and touch it as Thomas touched the wound in Christ’s torso. Similarly, if 

we compare Rembrandt’s anatomical portrait to Holbein’s The Body of the Dead Christ in the 

Tomb, Rembrandt goes beyond pictorial description of the visceral and decaying qualities of the 

body, to provide a more immediate sense of its physicality, which impacts the viewer in a fully 

phenomenological sense. 

 

Other comparisons for Rembrandt’s work 

 

Even when one looks outside the range of artworks considered here, it is difficult to find any 

other images that provide such a direct and physically-affecting sense of dead flesh, particularly 

its visceral and decaying qualities. The closest comparison would be Titian.285 As suggested in 

the Introduction, two works by Titian that are particularly relevant in the context of 

Rembrandt’s anatomical portrait are Tityus and The Flaying of Marsyas. Both works reveal 

Titian’s interest in corporeality and mortality. For example, in Tityus, Titian represented the 

muscles of the body in intricate detail, and focused strongly on the flesh wound caused by the 

liver’s extraction from the body. He also used a subtly textured painting style to describe the 

physicality of the flesh. The Flaying of Marsyas reflects a similar approach. Here, Titian 
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represented Marsyas hanging upside down, being flayed by Apollo. Once again, Titian took 

great care in his representation of the anatomical structures of the body, and used a rough 

painterly style to denote the actions of the blade upon the flesh, which peeled back layers of 

skin. 

 

While Rembrandt’s painting of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman shares a number of 

similarities with these works by Titian, Rembrandt also moved beyond Titian’s example, by 

expressing the body’s visceral and decaying elements far more dramatically, both in a pictorial 

and stylistic sense. For example, in his picture of Tityus, Titian emphasized a key point of 

rupture, where the vulture extracted the liver from the body, yet the rest of the body remained 

intact. Similarly, in his painting of Marsyas, Titian suggested the body’s skinning by his 

representation of the knife, the dripping blood, and the texture of the paint, yet the surface of the 

body remained unpenetrated. By contrast, in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, 

Rembrandt pictured a complete rupturing of bodily boundaries, with the stomach appearing like 

a gaping cavernous wound, and the brain reduced to a mass of decaying flesh. Rembrandt also 

used his phenomenological painting style to dramatize his portrayal of these elements of the 

body. For example, although Titian’s painting style was quite viscous in its treatment of Tityus’ 

flesh, and particularly the flesh wound in his torso, it did not have the phenomenological impact 

of Rembrandt’s paint, which seemed to literally embody the properties of visceral and decaying 

flesh. Indeed, Rembrandt’s painting style seems to draw the viewer’s eye into these substances 

of the body in a way that Titian’s did not, at least not to the same intensity. The same is also true 

of Titian’s Flaying of Marsyas. While his painterly treatment of the flesh points to the effect of 

the knife upon Marsyas’ body, it does not delve so deeply or boldly into the interior substances 

of the body as Rembrandt’s painting does. 

  

The other point of comparison for Rembrandt’s stylistic approach is Rubens. As discussed in 

the Introduction, his images of Prometheus Bound and The Descent from the Cross are also 

relevant to Rembrandt’s work in this context. In Prometheus Bound, Rubens presented a very 

similar scene to Titian’s Tityus, which revealed his intrigue with corporeality and mortality. For 

example, like Titian, Rubens depicted the body’s musculature in a detailed manner, and 

explored the body’s visceral interior through the flesh wound. He also used a viscous painting 

style to portray the materiality and mortality of the body. His painting of The Descent from the 

Cross is similar, paying close attention to the skeletal and muscular components of the body, 

while also conveying the body’s visceral interior through the wounds in Christ’s side, hands and 

feet. Once again, he uses a very rich painterly style to denote these substances of the body, thus 

affecting the viewer in a more direct way. Yet, as in Titian’s works, Rubens’ painting does not 

absorb one into the body’s interior and decaying substances in the same way that Rembrandt’s 

painting does; firstly, because he doesn’t picture the body as thoroughly eviscerated as 
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Rembrandt does, and secondly, because his painting mode does not draw the viewer’s eye into 

the fleshy depths of the body with the same intensity.  

 

Thus, while both Titian and Rubens are believed to have been involved with anatomy, and 

arguably used this to enrich their representation of the materiality and mortality of the body in 

these and other works, neither shows the same degree of intrigue with these qualities of the 

body that Rembrandt’s work does. As discussed in the Introduction, it is difficult to pinpoint 

exactly why Rembrandt recognized that he could use his portrayal of these elements of the body 

to maximize the impact of his work. However, it certainly appears as though his experiences in 

Dutch anatomical culture inspired this to a significant degree, quite probably because the Dutch 

anatomists were so strongly preoccupied with the issue of life’s transience, and realized that a 

direct physical encounter with dead, dissected and decaying flesh was one of the most affecting 

ways of exposing this. Like the Dutch anatomists, Rembrandt would also attempt to place the 

spectator in the most immediate physical encounter with dead flesh possible, in order to 

intensify his or her understanding of the significance of life’s transience. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Rembrandt’s second anatomical portrait, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, has not 

been integrated into the canon of art history in the same way that his earlier anatomical portrait 

has, probably due to the painting’s damage by fire in the early eighteenth century. However, this 

painting is equally if not more affecting than Rembrandt’s earlier anatomical portrait, 

particularly in its representation of the materiality and mortality of the flesh. In this work, 

Rembrandt delved deeper into the visceral and putrefying depths of the body than ever before, 

both within the context of his own oeuvre and the tradition of European art. Indeed, this work 

represents a radical break from the classical traditions of artistic anatomy advocated by theorists 

like Alberti, which formed the dominant model for artists throughout the Renaissance and 

Baroque periods. Instead, Rembrandt proposes a more painterly approach, which reveals the 

internal substances of the body as much as it uses the anatomical interior as a base for the 

construction of the human figure. While there were certainly some artistic precedents for his 

work, most notably Titian and Rubens, Rembrandt more fully realized the phenomenological 

potential of paint than his predecessors. I have argued that his firsthand experiences in 

anatomical demonstrations were instrumental to this development in his art; his direct contact 

with the visceral and decaying substances of the body inspiring this innovative painterly 

treatment of the flesh. However, other artists also had firsthand experience in such theatres. 

What distinguishes Rembrandt from them is the extent to which he pursued and explored in 

aesthetic and painterly ways the moral maxims of Dutch anatomical culture regarding bodily 

mortality. Rembrandt would continue to do this over the full course of his career, as evident in 
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numerous artworks, including his paintings of Lucretia and many of his late self-portraits, 

which I address in the following chapters. However, it was here, in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Joan Deyman, that Rembrandt plunged most boldly into the depths of the flesh, to reveal the 

materiality and mortality of the human body in such a profoundly affecting way. 
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Chapter IV: The Death of Lucretia (1664-1666) 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

The Slaughtered Ox and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman represent the height of 

Rembrandt’s painterly investigations into the mortality of the flesh. However, Rembrandt 

continued to produce other artworks exploring this subject over subsequent years, in which he 

drew from his experiences in the anatomical sphere in a more subtle and veiled way. His 

paintings of Lucretia are a classic case in point. Rembrandt completed the first work, commonly 

referred to as the Washington Lucretia (fig.63) in 1664, and completed the second work, known 

as the Minneapolis Lucretia (fig.64) in 1666. Commonly regarded as pendant portraits, these 

two paintings represent Lucretia in alternate stages of her suicide; the earlier work portraying 

her in the moments just before stabbing herself, poised with dagger in hand, and the latter work 

depicting her after the act, with blood seeping from the suicidal wound that has punctured her 

soft flesh. Seen side by side, the two works present a set of staged actions that surround the 

central but unrepresented act of Lucretia’s stabbing, and lead towards the final and equally 

invisible drama of death itself. The paintings are therefore strongly concerned with the subject 

of bodily mortality, and share a number of formal and thematic similarities with Rembrandt’s 

earlier paintings on this theme, many of which reveal the influence of Dutch anatomical culture. 

These paintings thus provide powerful proof of Rembrandt’s ongoing interest in the mortality of 

the body and its deep-rooted connection to his experiences in the anatomical realm. 

 

Historical background 

 

To understand the full significance of Rembrandt’s paintings of the death of Lucretia, it is first 

necessary to understand the story underlying these works. One of the oldest accounts is that 

written by the Roman historian Livy (59BC – AD17). Livy recounts how, during the sixth 

century B.C., Lucretia’s husband Collatinus fought as a soldier in the army of King Tarquinius 

Superbus. One day Collatinus went out drinking with his fellow soldiers, including the king’s 

son Sextus Tarquinius, and began to boast of Lucretia’s great virtue. The other men responded 

by proclaiming the excellence of their own wives, and in an attempt to settle the argument, 

Collatinus exclaimed: ‘Stop! What need is there of words, when in a few hours we can prove 

beyond doubt the incomparable superiority of my Lucretia?’.286 The men then rode immediately 

to Rome, where they found the other men’s wives enjoying a luxurious dinner-party with 

friends. However, when they came across Lucretia it was late at night, ‘but there, in the hall of 

her house, surrounded by her busy maid-servants, she was still hard at work by lamplight upon 

her spinning’.287 The men thus judged Lucretia the more virtuous, and in celebration of his 

triumph, Collatinus invited the men in for dinner. Upon meeting Lucretia, Sextus became 

infatuated with her, and plotted to visit her again without Collatinus’ knowledge. When Sextus  
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Fig. 63. Rembrandt, Lucretia, 1664, oil on canvas, 120 x 101 cm,  
National Gallery of Art, Washington 
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Fig. 64. Rembrandt, Lucretia, 1666, oil on canvas, 105.1 x 92.3 cm,  
Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Minneapolis 
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returned to the house a few days later, Lucretia welcomed him into her home as an honoured 

guest, an act of hospitality that he cruelly took advantage of later that night, when he stole 

secretly to her chamber and threatened to kill her if she did not submit to him. Lucretia resisted, 

but Sextus retaliated by threatening to kill Lucretia and his male slave, and to place their naked 

bodies together so that they appeared to have been killed in the act of adultery. Considering this 

a far worse disgrace, Lucretia finally yielded to Sextus’ demands. The following morning, she 

called for her husband, father, and a few of their trusted friends, and explained what had 

happened. She told them that only her body had been violated, not her heart, however she was 

determined to take her own life, saying: ‘Never shall Lucretia provide a precedent for unchaste 

women to escape what they deserve’.288 She then pulled a dagger from under her robe and 

plunged it into her heart. Overwhelmed by grief, the men swore to avenge her death. They 

carried Lucretia’s body into the public square, explaining the brutality of Sextus’ act to the 

crowds that gathered around them, and encouraging the people to revolt against the tyrannical 

rule of Tarquinius Superbus and his family. As many scholars have noted, Lucretia’s tragedy 

thus ‘assumed wider political dimensions’ because her rape ‘came to symbolize the tyrannical 

subjugation of the city by Tarquinius Superbus and his family’, and ‘triggered the revolt that led 

to the overthrow of tyranny and the creation of political freedom in the form of republican 

government’.289 

 

While Livy’s account of the story emphasized the political significance of Lucretia’s tragedy, 

using it as an explanation and analogy for the oppression and subsequent revolt of the Roman 

people, few of the Renaissance and Baroque artists who portrayed Lucretia focused on this 

political aspect. Instead inspired by key moments in the narrative, particularly those of a sexual 

nature, they emphasized Lucretia’s personal emotional drama, often in an overtly erotic context. 

For example, in his painting Tarquin and Lucretia, c.1570 (fig.65), Titian represented the 

moment just before Lucretia’s rape, in which Sextus threatened Lucretia with a knife, forcing 

her into submission. The portrait highlighted the violence of Sextus’ act but also contained 

strong sexual overtones, with Lucretia’s breasts thrust toward Sextus, her body turning towards 

and away from him at the same time. Many artists depicted Lucretia’s suicide in a similar 

manner. Marcantonio Raimondi’s Death of Lucretia, c.1511-1512 (fig.66), Lucas Cranach the 

Elder’s Lucretia, 1532 (fig.67), and Giampetro Rizzi’s Suicide of Lucretia, dated to the early 

sixteenth century (fig.68), are classic examples. Each depicted Lucretia alone, in various stages 

of undress, poised to thrust the dagger into her heart. Lucretia’s pose and expression are 

unambiguously erotic in these works, dramatized by the potential for violence symbolized by 

the dagger. The anticipated action of the blade piercing her flesh was obviously intended as a 

metaphor for the violent sexual penetration of Lucretia’s body by Sextus, and in many of these 

paintings, the artist’s sense of arousal at the voyeuristic sight of Lucretia’s rape-suicide is 

palpable.290  
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Fig. 65. Titian, Tarquin and Lucretia, c.1570, oil on canvas, 114 x 100 cm,  
Gemäldegalerie der Akademie der Bildenden Künste, Vienna 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 66. Marcantonio Raimondi after Raphael, Death of Lucretia, c.1511-1512,  
engraving, 21.7 x 13.3 cm, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
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Fig. 67. Lucas Cranach the Elder, Lucretia, 1532, oil on panel, 37.5 x 24.5 cm,  
Gemäldegalerie der Akademie der Bildenden Künste, Vienna 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 68. Giampietro Rizzi, Suicide of Lucretia, early sixteenth century, oil on panel,  
70.5 x 72.4 cm, Elvehjem Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin, Madison 
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Like his predecessors, Rembrandt also focused on the personal emotional drama of Lucretia’s 

experience rather than its broad social or political implications. However, his work was far less 

concerned with the erotic aspects of Lucretia’s rape, instead depicting her as a dignified and 

fully clothed heroine, suffering great psychological and physical distress.291 By denying the 

spectator visual access to Lucretia’s naked body, Rembrandt’s images significantly diminish 

any voyeuristic connotations, and therefore increase the viewer’s engagement with Lucretia’s 

emotional confrontation with death. In other words, where the eroticism of the earlier works 

made the spectator conscious of their positioning as a voyeur, watching this sexualised and 

somewhat taboo act that they would not normally have access to, the relative absence of erotic 

content in Rembrandt’s portraits means that the viewer feels no such sense of titillation or guilt. 

This causes them to forget their own presence in the scene and to engage more strongly with the 

emotional drama of Lucretia’s suffering, thus assuming a deeply personal, sympathetic 

relationship with the heroine. 

 

However, the most important difference between Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia and earlier 

works on this theme is that he focused very specifically on the subject of Lucretia’s suicidal act 

and subsequent death. Indeed, instead of dealing with the tyranny of power in a political sense, 

Rembrandt focuses on the tyranny of death in an emotional sense.292 In fact, the Minneapolis 

painting is one of only a few works that portrays Lucretia after the stabbing, and is the earliest 

known work to depict her after the dagger has been removed from her body, with blood seeping 

from the suicidal wound that has punctured her soft flesh.293 Rembrandt’s Minneapolis Lucretia 

is therefore one of the most original works in the tradition, and its groundbreaking nature is 

reinforced by the fact that this wound was at some point painted over, presumably because the 

owner deemed it indecent or unnecessary to depict the full extent of Lucretia’s corporeal 

violation and death. This painting-over of the wound, which few scholars have addressed, is 

documented in the conservation report compiled by Richard Buck in 1956, who rediscovered 

the wound while cleaning the painting for an upcoming exhibition of Rembrandt’s works. 

According to Buck’s official ‘Treatment Record’: 

 
The principal region of retouching was in the area of shadow at the lower right part of the 

undergarment. Here a brown tone was softened, leaving unaffected a large area of red ochre 

below. The visual character of this upper paint, its nondescript handling, its behavior in 

solvents, and a slight but consistent cleavage between it and the layer below, distinguished it 

from other paint used in the picture. Its removal, recorded on color motion pictures, reveals 

the bloodstained garment and the actual wound, which was presumably painted out at the 

whim of a former owner.294 

 

The film that Buck refers to has since vanished; neither the Minneapolis Institute of Arts who 

owns the painting, nor the Intermuseum Conservation Association for whom Buck conducted 
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the cleaning, know of its whereabouts.295 However, there are black-and-white photographs taken 

before and after the restoration of the painting (figs.69-71), which suggest that the bloodstain 

appeared more like a shadow, thus confirming Buck’s account. Several written documents also 

support his version of events, including an auction catalogue from 1835, whose relatively 

detailed description of the painting made no reference to the wound. It described the painting as: 

‘Lucretia standing in a white dress, and rich golden mantle, with a headdress ornamented with 

pearls; she holds a dagger in her right hand, and a rope in her left’.296 Vincent Price also wrote 

an article in the Chicago Tribune in the late 1960s, in which he claimed to have seen the 

painting before the cleaning, when the bloodstain remained hidden from view.297 This history of 

the painting thus reinforces the confronting nature of Rembrandt’s representation of Lucretia’s 

body after the dagger has been removed from the flesh, the first known painting to depict her in 

this manner. 

 

Seeking to explain the origins of Rembrandt’s groundbreaking representation of Lucretia in the 

Minneapolis painting, many scholars have looked to other possible sources of influence. One of 

the most compelling arguments of this kind is that Rembrandt took inspiration from 

Caravaggio’s painting David with the Head of Goliath, c.1609-10 (fig.72). As Arthur K. 

Wheelock Jr. and George Keyes wrote: ‘The compositional parallels between these works, and 

even the pensive moods of David and Lucretia, are so close that one can only conclude that 

Rembrandt must have known the work or a copy after it, which he adapted for his own 

purposes’.298 They speculated that: ‘Perhaps the serene gaze of the youthful David as he 

contemplates the death he has inflicted suggested to Rembrandt thematic parallels to the 

Lucretia story’.299 They finally concluded: ‘Whatever the compositional or thematic connection, 

Caravaggio’s image apparently did inspire Rembrandt to portray a moment that no artist had 

ever depicted before: Lucretia, in a moment between life and death, when she has removed the 

sword she had so recently plunged into her heart’.300  

 

While Caravaggio’s painting may well have served as an important precedent for Rembrandt’s 

Minneapolis Lucretia, it is worth noting that in their production of these works, both artists 

appear to have taken inspiration from an even larger cultural source, one that was particularly 

significant for artists in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Europe, which was the anatomical 

sphere. Indeed, as I argued in the Introduction, both artists engaged with anatomical culture to 

varying degrees, and consistently drew from their anatomical experiences in their works.301 If 

we examine Rembrandt’s Lucretia images closely, we can identify a number of components that 

strongly suggest that he used his experiences in the anatomical realm to enrich aspects of his 

representation. This includes the striking similarities between these works and Rembrandt’s 

earlier images of bodily mortality, many of which reflect the influence of anatomical culture. 
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Fig. 69. Panchromatic photograph of Rembrandt’s Minneapolis Lucretia featured in fig. 64,  
taken 23 Nov 1955, before Richard Buck’s cleaning (image courtesy of the ICA) 
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Fig. 70. Panchromatic photograph of Rembrandt’s Minneapolis Lucretia featured in fig. 64,  
taken 2 April 1956, after Richard Buck’s cleaning (image courtesy of the ICA) 
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Fig. 71. Panchromatic photograph of Rembrandt’s Minneapolis Lucretia featured in fig. 64,  
taken 2 April 1956, after Richard Buck’s cleaning (image courtesy of the ICA) 
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Fig. 72. Caravaggio, David with the Head of Goliath, c.1609-10, oil on canvas,  
125 x 101 cm, Borghese Gallery, Rome 
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A formal analysis  

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia share a number of formal and symbolic similarities with the 

works examined in previous chapters, including their basic subject matter, which focuses on the 

mortality of the body. However, this time Rembrandt represented a dying body on the threshold 

of death, rather than a dead body after the fact (which is very similar to The Sacrifice of Isaac, 

but here death is inevitable). Both works also use many of the same visual devices to focus the 

viewer’s gaze upon the dying figure. This includes compositional arrangement, with Rembrandt 

portraying Lucretia’s body at the centre of the scene. In the first painting, he presented her 

poised ready to stab herself, but in the second painting, he portrayed her after the act with blood 

seeping from the suicidal wound. Rembrandt’s use of chiaroscuro was another important 

strategy by which he highlighted the mortality of Lucretia’s body. Rembrandt employed 

chiaroscuro to illuminate Lucretia’s figure in an otherwise dark and shadowy space. More 

specifically, he used it to highlight the left side of her body more dramatically than the right 

side, which falls into soft shadow. This fall of light and shadow upon Lucretia’s body acts as a 

potent metaphor for her positioning on the cusp between life and death. In addition, the bright 

illumination of Lucretia’s skin draws attention to and embellishes her pale complexion, which 

in the first work suggests her petrified state, and in the second work represents her physical 

decline as her body slowly bled out. In both cases, it also made a dramatic reference to the 

deathly pallor that would eventually subsume her entire body. Finally, Rembrandt also used 

Lucretia’s hand gestures to direct the viewer’s gaze towards her dying body, for her outstretched 

arms point back inwards, with the dagger pointed towards her vulnerable and wounded flesh.  

 

Like his earlier works on this theme, Rembrandt emphasized the physical attributes of the dying 

body to promote a highly tactile engagement with it, which intensifies the viewer’s sense of the 

materiality and mortality of the flesh. For example, in both paintings, Rembrandt took great care 

in his depiction of Lucretia’s skin, highlighting her pallid complexion. As mentioned earlier, 

this suggests Lucretia’s experience of terror as she chose to take her own life, and points to the 

psychological and physical trauma experienced after the stabbing, as she faced the inevitability 

of her own death. It also enables the viewer to imagine the cold and clammy feel of her skin, as 

she suffered this dreadful fate. Furthermore, like earlier works, Rembrandt emphasized 

Lucretia’s visceral interior in the Minneapolis painting by representing the stab wound that 

punctured her torso. Rembrandt’s depiction of this flesh wound is so realistic and affecting that 

one cannot help but imagine reaching out to it with one’s own hands, as if to stem the flow of 

blood that pulses from it. This is somewhat similar to the scene that Caravaggio represented in 

his painting of The Incredulity of Saint Thomas, in which Thomas pressed his finger into the 

wound in Christ’s torso.302 Indeed, it contains similar surgical connotations, except that here the 

primary motivation for touch is to prevent Lucretia’s suffering and death. Perhaps this feeling 
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was what inspired the owner of the painting to cover over the wound at some point. This 

certainly reinforces the great power of Rembrandt’s portrayal of the stab wound, and its 

tremendous impact on the viewer. Finally, as in his earlier anatomical portraits, Rembrandt 

placed great emphasis on Lucretia’s hands in both works, painting them in his 

phenomenological painting style. This enabled the viewer to imagine the feel of these hands, 

while also emphasizing their tactile function. Through his use of these techniques, Rembrandt 

was able to increase the viewer’s physical engagement with Lucretia, thus intensifying their 

awareness of her impending death. 

 

In his portraits of Lucretia, Rembrandt also highlighted the issue of bodily mortality through the 

juxtaposition of life and death, just as he did in his earlier works on this theme. However, where 

in his earlier works Rembrandt made this point through the juxtaposition of living and dead 

flesh–for example, by contrasting the living bodies of the anatomists with the cadaver, or the 

maids with the flayed ox carcass–in his paintings of Lucretia Rembrandt juxtaposed life and 

death within one body. Lucretia is alive, but she and the viewer are intently aware of her 

immanent death. She therefore sits on the cusp between life and death, reminding us that the 

two are inextricably connected and that this nexus occurs within the body itself. In this sense, 

Lucretia embodies an extremely intimate understanding of her own mortality, which anatomical 

culture sought to promote and which Rembrandt made a continuing theme of so many of his 

paintings. Furthermore, the sympathetic relationship that Rembrandt establishes with the viewer 

encourages the spectator to identify strongly with Lucretia’s recognition of her impending death 

and to apply this to one’s own body, which is ultimately condemned to the same mortal fate. 

 

Rembrandt’s decision to depict Lucretia alone is significant as it deviates from his other 

anatomical portraits, which juxtaposed dead and living figures to emphasize the connection 

between life and death. Rembrandt may simply have been following tradition when he depicted 

Lucretia in this way, since this had been the most common method of her representation since 

the sixteenth century.303 However, as discussed earlier, other artists who pictured Lucretia alone 

usually did so in order to heighten the erotic impact of the work. Like much pornographic 

imagery, they presented Lucretia’s semi-nude and erotically posed body alone and isolated in 

the picture space, thus enabling the male surveyor to assume control over the image of her body. 

This is not the primary motivation for Rembrandt’s depiction. Instead, his image encourages a 

stronger emotional and physical engagement with Lucretia and her confrontation with death. In 

this respect, Rembrandt’s painting is more akin to Holbein’s The Body of the Dead Christ in the 

Tomb. Indeed, Spivey’s description of Holbein’s representation of the dead Christ as ‘exposed... 

in such hermetic isolation, so immured in its solo deathliness’304, is equally relevant in the 

context of Rembrandt’s image of Lucretia, which also presents her alone in the moment of 

death, so as to dramatize her personal and emotional confrontation with her own mortality.305 
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Since Rembrandt encouraged the viewer to engage in such a strong personal and emotional 

relationship with the heroine, he also draws their attention to the profound solitude of death, 

revealing how each of us must ultimately face death alone. 

 

Another innovative means by which Rembrandt emphasized the mortality of Lucretia’s flesh in 

these works was through his depiction of her clothing, although the specific means by which he 

achieved this was different in each work. In the first painting, he pictured heavily structured 

layers of clothing strapped tightly to Lucretia’s body as if they were a form of armour, their 

rigid quality emphasizing the contrastingly soft and fragile flesh that is uncovered in the area of 

the face, neck, chest and hands. As Schama remarked: 

 
The artist has made something crushingly weighty of these costumes, building the paint until it 

is as solid and impenetrable as the ironclad armor of the heroines’ virtue. Yet it is an armor that 

has been pierced. The deep green impasto of the Washington National Gallery painting is 

especially worked and layered in the lower part of the painting where Lucretia’s skirt is vainly 

girdled by a belt that circles her body just below the waist. But all this heavy casing of the paint 

layer is calculated to make the sense of the soft vulnerability of the body within–not just in the 

painfully delicate exposure of the flesh at her throat and between her breasts, but in the 

foreshortened left forearm at her opened sleeve–even more poignant.306  

 

In the second painting, Rembrandt depicted this heavy costume pulled back from Lucretia’s 

torso, falling around her shoulders, with a delicate white chemise hanging loosely in its place. 

This fragile chemise, split at the middle, suggests the rupture of her body by the knife, 

confirmed by the deep maroon bloodstain that stretches vertically across her abdomen. As 

Schama wrote: 

 
There had never been a Lucretia like this… her face shiny and pallid with death, a painting 

of slits and gashes and apertures, where the torn, punctured body of the woman is made 

utterly naked by being ostensibly covered. The powerless belt slung across her hips in the 

Washington painting has, in the later work, become a slung sash extending from her right 

shoulder down to the left side of her waist and so traveling across the sites of her violation. 

It fixes our gaze, first on the deep V-shaped opening of her shirt and then on the terrible, 

spreading, soaking bloodstain that extends from her heart down toward her broad thighs. 

There is nothing like this bloodstain in all the countless martyrdoms of Baroque painting, in 

all of the spurting severed heads and severed breasts; nothing which pulses quietly and 

fatally out of an unseen wound. Rembrandt has even made the folds of Lucretia’s shift hang 

forward on either side of the wound, while between them, in a saturated depression, as if 

rehearsing the site of her rape, the blood-soaked fabric clings wetly to her white skin.307 
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As Schama’s commentary confirms, Rembrandt masterfully manipulated the clothing in this 

painting, and used it to draw attention to the body’s vulnerability to violation and death. 

Lucretia has cast aside her armour, and the delicate white chemise with its split and bloodstain 

emphasizes the body’s rupture, echoing the stab wound that has pierced through the flesh.308 

 

Rembrandt’s positioning of the stab wound in Lucretia’s torso is also significant. Livy states 

that Lucretia plunged the dagger into her heart309, and thus many Renaissance and Baroque 

artists depicted Lucretia holding the dagger up to her breast ready to pierce her heart, as 

evidenced by the works of Raimondi, Cranach, and others. Many commentators have thus 

assumed that Rembrandt’s paintings also picture Lucretia about to stab into the heart, but in the 

Minneapolis Lucretia, Rembrandt actually locates the stab wound in the upper part of her 

abdominal section, just below the rib cage. Rembrandt’s placement of the stab wound in 

Lucretia’s abdominal area may have reflected his desire to produce a more realistic rather than 

allegorical representation of Lucretia’s suicide, since it is much easier to kill oneself by stabbing 

into the abdomen as opposed to the heart. However, it is also possible that Rembrandt 

deliberately defied tradition in order to emphasize this specific region of the body. In other 

words, just as he disrupted the normal procedure of dissection in his Anatomy Lessons in order 

to draw attention to the symbolic significance of the dissected forearm and the brain, here he 

deliberately defied Livy’s account of Lucretia’s suicide in order to highlight the significance of 

her abdominal section.  

 

There are several other elements of both Lucretia paintings that confirm Rembrandt’s emphasis 

on her abdominal area. Apart from the stab wound, there is the bloodstain that extends vertically 

across this space, and Lucretia’s knife, which in both works points towards this region of her 

body. Rembrandt’s depiction of the clothing is equally significant in this sense. In the first 

painting, Rembrandt emphasized Lucretia’s waist via the tight binding of the girdle and the 

contrasting white V-neck of her blouse, which literally points towards the abdominal section. In 

the second work, Lucretia’s white chemise stretches across the whole front of her torso, 

highlighting this part of her body, which is set against a dark and shadowy background. The 

gold sash also leads the viewer’s eye directly towards the abdominal area, where it comes to rest 

upon the bloodstain. 

 

There are several possible explanations for Rembrandt’s emphasis of this part of the body. 

Firstly, the abdominal region is one of the softest and most fragile parts of the body, thus 

highlighting the body’s vulnerability to violation and death. This part of Lucretia’s body was 

furthermore significant as the site of the uterus or womb, and by extension, the principal site of 

female sexuality. Rembrandt’s emphasis on the abdomen thus draws attention to Lucretia’s 

sexuality, specifically its violation through Sextus’ brutal rape. It is interesting to consider Bal’s 
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writings on Rembrandt’s representations of Lucretia in this context. Bal argued that Rembrandt 

used the image of suicide as a substitute for rape because rape itself cannot be visualized, since 

the experience takes place within the subject’s physical and psychological interior. In her 

words: 

 

Suicide–or, translated into its Anglo-Saxon synonym, “self-killing” (or, as the Dutch and 

German have it, “self-murder”)–replaces the rape in [Rembrandt’s] and other representations 

because rape itself cannot be visualized. It cannot be visualized, not because a “decent” culture 

would not tolerate such representations of the act, but because rape makes the victim invisible. 

It does that both literally–first the perpetrator covers her–and figuratively–then the rape 

destroys her self-image, her subjectivity, which is temporarily narcotized, definitively 

changed, and often destroyed. Finally, rape cannot be visualized because the experience is, 

physically as well as psychologically, inner. Rape takes place inside. In this sense, rape is by 

definition imagined; it can exist only as experience and as memory, as image translated into 

signs, never adequately objectifiable.310  

 

Seen in this context, Rembrandt’s emphasis on Lucretia’s abdominal interior highlighted the 

invisible and interiorised experience of rape suffered by the heroine. By not representing the 

actual act of rape, but by pointing to Lucretia’s internalised suffering as a response to this 

violation, Rembrandt produced one of the most powerful and empathetic portrayals of the 

victim’s experience. This is very different to the majority of works on this theme, including 

those by Titian, Raimondi, Cranach and Rizzi mentioned earlier, which represented Lucretia’s 

rape in a detached and erotic context. Indeed, their persistent portrayal of Lucretia in the 

moment just before her suicide and rape meant that her violation is always about to occur and is 

therefore never-ending. By contrast, Rembrandt presents her after the act, thus bringing some 

resolution to her suffering. 

 

Rembrandt’s emphasis on Lucretia’s abdominal interior is furthermore significant in the sense 

that it highlighted her internal anguish regarding the matter of her broken chastity and her 

means of redemption. As previously discussed in relation to The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan 

Deyman, in early modern European thought the bodily interior, specifically the abdominal 

section, was a key site of one’s inner experience, especially of a mental or spiritual nature.311 

Seen in this light, Rembrandt’s emphasis on the abdominal interior drew attention to the 

heroine’s internal plight, particularly the emotional and spiritual suffering experienced in 

response to her rape and its violation of her chastity and subjectivity. It also highlighted her 

internal ethical dilemma, for although Lucretia was the innocent victim of the rape, as reflected 

by her words: ‘My body only has been violated. My heart is innocent’312, these parts of her 

identity were nonetheless destroyed by Sextus’ violent act. Not wanting to ‘provide a precedent 

for unchaste women to escape what they deserve’313, Lucretia struggled with how to resolve this 
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problem, finally deciding to take her own life as a cathartic and punitive act, to absolve her from 

her sins and to set an example to other women. 

 

While the classical world empathized with Lucretia’s decision to take her own life, regarding it 

as a heroic and noble act of the highest moral order, the Christian tradition struggled with her 

suicide, considering it a crime against God. As Schama commented: ‘The more severe 

authorities had thought her rape, whatever her personal virtue, a taint from which she could 

never be cleansed, and judged her suicide, an act abhorrent to God, as compounding rather than 

expiating the foulness’.314 Schama points out that this was particularly significant in 

seventeenth-century Holland, since ‘Calvinism, which placed the utmost emphasis on utter 

surrender to God’s will, deemed self-murder a particularly horrifying defiance of divine 

dispensation, a complete forfeit of grace’.315 Rembrandt’s portrait seems to express the profound 

tragedy of Lucretia’s situation in the context of this far greater ethical dilemma. As Julia Lloyd 

Williams argued: ‘The deep pathos of Rembrandt’s portrayal appears to carry this extra burden 

of moral dilemma, increasing the agonising decision Lucretia faces’.316 Once again, Rembrandt 

locates this anguish within the confines of Lucretia’s body, specifically her abdominal interior, 

which was synonymous with her mental and spiritual interior. Jakob Rosenberg also alluded to 

this aspect of Rembrandt’s paintings, writing that Rembrandt’s work differed from other images 

in the tradition because he ‘suppressed the outward action in the interest of a still more powerful 

exhibition of the heroine’s inner conflict’.317 Similarly, Christopher Braider has commented that 

in both paintings ‘we are given a poignant image of interiority. Rembrandt’s Lucretias embody 

not only suffering and injustice, but what it is to experience these things’.318 

 

Finally, the abdominal interior is furthermore significant in Rembrandt’s paintings as the place 

in which Lucretia performed the suicidal act that culminated in her death. In other words, it was 

here that Lucretia punctured her own body with the knife, piercing through the abdominal skin 

and flesh into the internal organs. Judging on her pale complexion and the quantity of blood that 

she has lost, her organs were already beginning to shut down, her body starting its slow and 

inevitable decline towards death.319 Rembrandt thus presents Lucretia’s abdominal section as 

the primary site of her violation and death, and this is very significant when we consider it in 

relationship to Rembrandt’s earlier paintings of the Slaughtered Ox and The Anatomy Lesson of 

Dr. Joan Deyman, which similarly emphasized the body’s brutalisation and mortality through 

this specific part of the body. Just as the butcher carved into the abdominal interior of the ox, 

and Deyman eviscerated the abdominal interior of the cadaver, here Lucretia plunges the knife 

deep into her own abdomen, transforming it into the key site of her death and destruction. Once 

again, it is important to remember that Rembrandt was the real culprit here, inflicting this 

violent act against the body with his brush and palette knife. This is also suggested by Alpers, 

who wrote: ‘it was the painter’s hand that stained Lucretia’s breast with blood so that he, and 
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we, could see her dying. Her fictional suicide was the painter’s act’.320 Exactly why Rembrandt 

located this wound specifically in the abdominal interior remains a fascinating point of 

conjecture. However, seen in relationship with these other paintings, it is very possible that his 

original and deeply affecting treatment of Lucretia draws on his experiences in the anatomical 

realm, where he witnessed that very powerful first incision into the cadaver’s torso, followed by 

its brutal evisceration, which he portrayed in such dramatic fashion in The Anatomy Lesson of 

Dr. Joan Deyman. 

 

Another interesting aspect of Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia that correlates closely with his 

earlier images of bodily mortality and reveals the influence of anatomical culture is that he 

represented Lucretia’s bodily violation and death in a punitive context. That is, he depicted 

Lucretia’s stabbing and death as a form of punishment, enacted to redeem her from her sins and 

to provide an example to other women. Anyone familiar with the story of Lucretia would have 

recognized and understood this punitive aspect of the scene. However, what is additionally 

significant about Rembrandt’s representation is that he appears to place this punitive act within 

a theatrical setting. This does not correspond with Livy’s account of Lucretia’s death, which 

stated that Lucretia carried out this punitive act in her private chambers.321 It is true that some 

scholars believe that Rembrandt also presented her in this setting, including Schama, who 

argued: ‘Lucretia is, in fact, both clinging (for support) and pulling on the cord which will open 

the concealing curtains of the canopy bed–the bed on which she has twice been violently 

penetrated, once in rape, once in atonement’.322 However, there is another line of thought, led by 

Julius Held, which connects Rembrandt’s painting specifically to a theatrical setting.323  

 

According to Held, Rembrandt ‘drew upon theatrical traditions to give added poignancy to his 

images’ of Lucretia.324 In the Washington Lucretia, Rembrandt pictured Lucretia’s mouth 

partially opened ‘as though she is addressing the dagger with a closing monologue to this tragic 

drama’325, and reinforced this theatrical aspect through ‘the suggestions of curtains hanging 

behind Lucretia... [which] may have been more apparent before the paint darkened and the 

background suffered from abrasion’.326 As Wheelock and Keyes have argued, this interpretation 

connects Rembrandt’s portrait to Shakespeare’s poem The Rape of Lucrece, first published in 

1594, in which Lucretia looked to her dagger and asked: 

 

Poor hand, why quiver’st thou in this decree? 

Honour thyself to rid me of this shame; 

For if I die, my honour lives in thee, 

But if I live, thou liv’st in my defame.327 

 

Thus, it is possible that Rembrandt deliberately pictured Lucretia in a theatrical setting, perhaps 

in specific reference to Shakespeare’s poem. Held also argues that Rembrandt’s Minneapolis 
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Lucretia was equally theatrical, claiming: ‘Lucretia holds a cord, as though pulling the curtain 

on the last act, closing out the final moment of her life’.328  

 

If we accept this interpretation of Rembrandt’s depiction, then his paintings of Lucretia would 

seem to deliberately portray her punitive violation and death in a theatrical context. This is 

interesting for a number of reasons. Firstly, it highlights a striking relationship with two other 

artworks that Rembrandt produced in 1664–the same year that he produced the Washington 

Lucretia–which picture the punitive violation and death of a Dutchwoman named Elsje 

Christiaens, who was hung in Amsterdam’s public gallows for the crime of killing her landlady 

with an axe (figs. 73-74). Christiaens was the first woman executed in Amsterdam for over 

twenty years, and the courts made a dramatic spectacle of her death as an example to the public. 

As Williams explained: ‘The Amsterdam court sentenced her to be executed for murder on 1 

May 1664 and it was stated that the executioner was to strike her on the head ‘several times 

with the same axe with which she killed the woman’’.329 Following her execution, the body was 

to be ‘brought to the Volwyck and fastened to a pole with an axe above her head, to decay in the 

air and to be devoured by birds’.330 As Rembrandt’s painting of the scene makes clear, they 

secured her body tightly to the post, with her ‘skirts tied tightly around her to avoid needless 

extra spectacle’.331 To understand the full theatrical significance of this act, which Rembrandt 

depicted in two separate drawings of the scene, one can look to Anthonie van Borssum’s 

watercolour painting of the Volwyck, also dated to 1664 (fig.75). This image almost certainly 

portrays the same scene as Rembrandt’s works, except that Borssum depicted Elsje alongside 

several other gibbeted bodies, thus illustrating the full dramatic spectacle of bodily violation and 

death that took place on the stage of the Volwyck.332 

 

A number of scholars have noted the connection between Rembrandt’s drawings of Elsje and 

his paintings of Lucretia, which both picture the punitive violation and death of a female subject 

within a theatrical setting. For example, Alpers observed: ‘Given the apparently fresh state of 

the body, Rembrandt must have drawn Elsje within a few days of her execution. Back in his 

studio, Rembrandt made a painting of a fabled woman who had made a public display of her 

own death’.333 Alpers concluded: ‘There is little similarity, of course, between the two women’s 

tales. But the Lucretia is evidence of what happened in the studio to Rembrandt’s interest in the 

violent death of a woman’.334 There are many formal and thematic similarities between these 

two sets of works, which suggest that Christiaens’ public execution may indeed have inspired 

Rembrandt’s production of the Lucretia paintings. For example, apart from depicting a female 

body’s punitive violation and death in a theatrical setting (and the obvious reference to 

criminality implicit in this), Rembrandt documented each of the women’s deaths in at least two 

separate but interconnected scenes. This not only suggests a deep fascination with the subject 

matter, but also provides a progressive narrative of the events surrounding their deaths.  
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Fig. 73. (left) Rembrandt, A Woman Hanging on a Gibbet, 1664, drawing, 17.2 x 9 cm,  
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 

 
Fig. 74. (right) Rembrandt, A Woman Hanging on a Gibbet, 1664, drawing, 15.8 x 8.1 cm,  

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 75. Anthonie van Borssum, Execution in the Volwyck near Amsterdam, 1664, watercolour,  
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
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Furthermore, Rembrandt represented each of the women’s bodies with their weapons of 

destruction, depicting the axe in the drawings of Elsje and the dagger in the paintings of 

Lucretia. Finally, Rembrandt portrayed each of the women’s bodies tightly bound. In the 

drawings of Elsje, concentric rings of rope circled her body, tying her up to the post. Similarly, 

in the Washington Lucretia, layers of jewellery circled Lucretia’s neck, with rounds of dark 

cord and a gold belt wrapped tightly around her waist. This binding of the body was also 

apparent to a lesser degree in the Minneapolis Lucretia, with the gold belt hanging diagonally 

across her body, highlighting the fatal wound at her waist.  

 

These detailed similarities between Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia and his drawings of Elsje 

suggest that this public execution did influence his representation of Lucretia at some level. 

However, it is important to note that Rembrandt’s interest in the subject of Lucretia’s death 

emerged much earlier than this, with Rembrandt producing several other drawings and paintings 

on this theme in the preceding decades. As Amy Golahny noted: ‘Rembrandt’s two late 

paintings of Lucretia are well-known (1664 and 1666). But he had made at least one earlier, 

now lost, painting of Lucretia, documented in 1658’.335 Golahny further noted that several 

drawings ‘indicate his interest in Lucretia’s death during the preceding decades’, and a 

‘workshop drawing Death of Lucretia from the early 1640s, further indicates studio attention’ 

(fig.76). She concluded: ‘So many works of the same subject indicate a certain fascination, 

more than the two late paintings indicate.’336  

 

 

 
 

Fig. 76. Rembrandt Studio, The Death of Lucretia, early 1640s, drawing, Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin 
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Golahny’s observation is significant because it emphasizes the full extent of Rembrandt’s 

interest in the subject of Lucretia’s death. It also dates this to the very same period in which 

Rembrandt was actively engaged in Amsterdam’s anatomical realm, using these experiences to 

enrich his portrayal of bodily mortality in such works as The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes 

Tulp, The Descent from the Cross, The Sacrifice of Isaac, Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern, the 

Slaughtered Ox paintings, and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman. This would suggest 

that Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were also very influential on his interest 

in and portrayals of the death of Lucretia. Which brings us to a second explanation for 

Rembrandt’s depiction of Lucretia’s punitive violation and death in a theatrical context: his 

experiences in the anatomical realm, where Rembrandt witnessed the punitive violation and 

death of criminals in an overtly theatrical setting. Although men were more common subjects of 

dissection than women, women were used, as evidenced by one of the most celebrated images 

in the anatomical tradition, the famous frontispiece engraving from Vesalius’ De Fabrica.  

 

Many scholars have commented on the theatrical nature of the public anatomies before, 

including Heckscher, who wrote:  

 
I think it has never been properly realized that... the formal anatomies, such as the one 

conducted by Dr. Tulp and painted by Rembrandt, represented equally important chapters in 

the historical development of the stage. The success of an anatomy, just like that of any other 

theatrical performance, depended largely on the size and on the sympathetic response of its 

audience... They needed financial success, also, and had therefore to depend on the support and 

approval of the masses no less than Shakespeare’s plays in London or Vondel’s in Amsterdam. 

It is perhaps symptomatic that in the early seventeenth century one local chamber of 

Rhetoricians shared and then changed quarters (including the stage) with the Amsterdam Guild 

of Anatomists.337 

 

Michael Neill has also noted the close relationship between the anatomy theatre and the stage. 

Elaborating on Heckscher’s writings, Neill explained: ‘For most of the year [the Dutch anatomy 

theatres] served as ‘devotional and moralizing museums’ in which were displayed ‘skeletons of 

man and beast, human skins, and an occasional corpse’’.338 However, ‘on the occasion of the 

grand public lectures, they became, in the full sense, ‘theatres’, show-places of the body and 

stages of improving spectacle, where the anatomist acted a drama of the human encounter with 

death’’.339 He added: ‘In the theatre of anatomy the shameful nakedness of death was violently 

dramatized in the progressive stripping of the corpse to expose the signs of death within’.340  

 

Having visited the Dutch anatomy theatres, Rembrandt would have known and engaged with 

this theatrical element of the public anatomy lessons, which placed the punitive death and 

dissection of the body centre stage. This likely influenced his production of the Lucretia works, 
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in which he presented her punitive death and violation in a theatrical setting, much like the 

public anatomies of the day. If we extend this line of argument further, then even Rembrandt’s 

creation of two interconnected scenes of Lucretia’s suicide and death is significant. Much like 

Neill’s description of the ‘theatre of anatomy’, Rembrandt presented Lucretia’s death in a set of 

staged acts, which progressively ‘expose the signs of death within’.  

 

Finally, the other important means by which Rembrandt highlighted the mortality of the body in 

his paintings of Lucretia was through his phenomenological painting style. While Rembrandt’s 

use of this style may seem somewhat subtler in the Lucretia paintings than his Slaughtered Ox 

or The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, it is important to note that Rembrandt used the 

paint for quite a different purpose here. That is, he used the materiality of paint to express the 

qualities of dying and bleeding flesh, rather than eviscerated and decaying flesh. His painting 

style is thus no less dramatic than these earlier works, it just takes on a different set of functions, 

but to equally strong effect.  

 

In both of the Lucretia works, Rembrandt used his phenomenological painting style to 

emphasize the materiality and mortality of the flesh, particularly in the areas of the face and 

hands. For example, in the Washington Lucretia, Rembrandt painted Lucretia’s face in a highly 

sensuous manner, highlighting its soft fleshiness and expressing her sense of grief (her face 

swollen from crying) and terror (revealed by her ghostly-white complexion), as she confronts 

her own mortality. Rembrandt’s tactile depiction of Lucretia’s hands is similar, drawing 

attention to her corporeality but also highlighting the violence that she will inflict against her 

own body with the knife that she clasps in these hands. Rembrandt applied a similar approach in 

the Minneapolis Lucretia. However, in this painting he also used his phenomenological painting 

style to emphasize the visceral flesh wound in her torso, and the steady stream of blood flowing 

from it. Photographic reproductions of Rembrandt’s painting do not do justice to his intensely 

affecting portrayal of the stab wound, with encrustations of pigment lining the edge of the 

wound, as if to mimic the harsh effect of the blade against the skin, as well as the clotting of 

blood that occurs afterwards. Each of these techniques enabled the viewer to gain a much more 

immediate physical sense of the dying flesh, increasing their sense of the materiality and 

mortality of the body. 

 

In both paintings, Rembrandt also applied his phenomenological painting style to the costume 

worn by Lucretia. This would seem to go against his established pattern of representation, for he 

usually used this style specifically in his portrayal of the flesh. However, it is important to note 

that in these paintings Rembrandt used the costume to emphasize and exacerbate the flesh. 

Schama’s commentary, cited earlier, alludes to this. For example, writing of the costume in the 

Washington Lucretia, Schama stated, ‘all this heavy casing of the paint layer is calculated to 



 156 

make the sense of the soft vulnerability of the body within... even more poignant’.341 Similarly, 

Schama described the Minneapolis Lucretia as ‘a painting of slits and gashes and apertures, 

where the torn, punctured body of the woman is made utterly naked by being ostensibly 

covered’.342 These comments help to reveal the specific means by which Rembrandt used the 

materiality of the costume to provide a greater sense of the physicality of the flesh below. 

 

By applying his phenomenological painting style to Lucretia’s costume, Rembrandt thus treated 

the fabric as an extension of her body–that is, as an exterior layer of flesh or skin. In this way, 

Rembrandt was able to suggest a peeling away of bodily layers across the two works. For 

example, in the first work, he presented the fabric bound tightly to Lucretia’s body, but in the 

second work, he pulled this layer away from her body, with only a thin sheath hanging loosely 

in its place. What’s more, this thin sheath has been ruptured; firstly by the split between the 

breasts, and secondly by the dagger, which has punctured through it, penetrating into the actual 

flesh below. Rembrandt thus achieves a complex layering in this work, and as I argue later in 

this chapter, his removal of these layers suggests a kind of flaying of Lucretia’s body, which 

relates strongly to anatomical imagery and anatomical practices of the time, which similarly 

presented an unravelling or peeling away of the layers of the body. Thus, through his 

phenomenological use of the paint, Rembrandt further emphasized both the materiality and 

mortality of Lucretia’s body in these works. 

 

By focusing so strongly on the mortality of the body in his paintings of Lucretia–particularly 

the moment following the removal of the dagger from the flesh–Rembrandt broke strongly with 

the artistic conventions of his day, as there is no known precedent in the tradition of Lucretia 

imagery. Instead, Rembrandt had to look to other spheres of influence, and as previously 

discussed, Caravaggio’s image of David with the Head of Goliath may have served as an 

important source for this component of his work. However, as I will go on to demonstrate, 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm also had a significant impact on this aspect of 

the Lucretia works. Indeed, closer examination of these paintings suggests that Rembrandt 

applied his knowledge of anatomical imagery and his firsthand experience in anatomical 

dissections to his images of Lucretia, specifically to enrich his depiction of her tragic death. 
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Rembrandt’s application of his ‘anatomy lessons’ to his artworks 

 

Anatomical imagery 

 

(i) Illustrated anatomy books 

 

The dissection scene from Johannes de Ketham’s Fasciculo de Medicina may once again have 

served as an important model for Rembrandt’s work, particularly because of its very explicit 

display of the mortality of the body. Just as De Ketham’s engraving pictured the body at a low 

vantage point, thereby encouraging the viewer to identify strongly with the corpse, in his 

paintings of Lucretia Rembrandt used the three quarter format to encourage the viewer to 

identify with the dying figure of Lucretia. Furthermore, just as the engraving depicted the 

surgeon’s scalpel held up to the abdominal section of the cadaver, Rembrandt’s portraits also 

present the dagger held up to this part of Lucretia’s body. The relationship between these works 

is most strongly apparent in the Washington Lucretia, which like De Ketham’s engraving, 

pictured the moment just before the blade penetrated the body’s interior. These works thus hold 

the viewer in a state of suspense, waiting for that first and most dramatic incision into the flesh.  

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia also share a number of similarities with images from Jacopo 

Berengario da Carpi’s Isagogae breves. Once again, the engravings of skeletons appear to have 

been an important source for Rembrandt because of their obvious reference to the theme of 

life’s transience. In fact, the pose of the skeleton, with its outstretched arms holding a skull in 

each hand, is very similar to Lucretia’s pose, with her outstretched arms holding the dagger that 

will bring about her death. The engravings of the flayed cadavers are also relevant in this 

context. Apart from holding a similar dramatic pose, their emphasis on the abdominal interior, 

which is the primary site of their dissection, and their positioning on the threshold between life 

and death, also corresponds closely with Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia. Finally, it is worth 

noting that Berengario’s anatomy book included a number of self-demonstrating figures that 

were female (fig.77-78). These images also emphasized the abdominal interior of the body, 

specifically the womb, presenting the women nestled under the shelter of a cloak that 

surrounded and protected their body, just as the uterus enveloped the foetus. These works thus 

formed an important precedent for Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia, which also function as 

self-demonstrating figures, revealing the body’s internal depths–particularly in the abdominal 

area–in a highly theatrical fashion. 

 

As in his earlier images of bodily mortality, Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia also share a 

close relationship with illustrations from Vesalius’ De Fabrica, especially those that 

emphasized the theme of life’s transience. Of particular relevance in this regard were the series  
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Fig. 77. Self-demonstrating female from Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves, perlucidae 
ac uberrimae, in anatomiam humani corporis, Benedictus Hector, Bologna, 1523 

 
 

     
 

Fig. 78. Self-demonstrating female from Jacopo Berengario da Carpi, Isagogae breves, perlucidae 
ac uberrimae, in anatomiam humani corporis, Benedictus Hector, Bologna, 1523 
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of fourteen images depicting the body’s disintegration from athletic musclemen to impotent 

skeletons. This series reflects the same ‘theatre of anatomy’ that Michael Neill observed of the 

public anatomy lessons, in which the artist revealed the body’s mortality via the ‘progressive 

stripping of the corpse to expose the signs of death within’.343 As pendant portraits, 

Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia also portray a set of staged actions that document the body’s 

progressive movement towards death, which he similarly locates in the body’s interior. 

Furthermore, Rembrandt’s use of the clothing to suggest a kind of flaying of Lucretia’s body–

moving from the external to internal layers of her body–relates very strongly to this series from 

De Fabrica.  

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia also share a number of important formal and symbolic 

similarities with the famous frontispiece engraving from De Fabrica. For example, like this 

engraving, Rembrandt emphasized the issue of life’s transience through the juxtaposition of 

principles of life and death. However, where the frontispiece juxtaposed the womb, as the 

symbol of life, against the skeleton, as the symbol of death, in the Lucretia paintings these 

contrasting but interrelated principles coexisted within Lucretia’s body, and quite specifically 

within the space of her abdominal interior or womb, which formed the key site of her bodily 

violation, suffering and death. In this respect, Rembrandt’s images of Lucretia are closely akin 

to his earlier painting of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, however here Rembrandt 

does take up the sort of meaning made possible by the womb, as a symbol of life and creation. 

Indeed, by emphasizing the vitality and life-giving properties of the female womb, its 

destruction intensifies the tragedy of Lucretia’s death, providing one of the most emotionally 

charged scenes of bodily mortality in his oeuvre. The frontispiece engraving may have directly 

inspired Rembrandt’s veiled reference to the womb, thus contributing to the emotional power of 

his representation. 

 

Another illustrated anatomy book that I argue was highly significant for Rembrandt’s paintings 

of Lucretia is Juan Valverde de Amusco’s Anatomia del corpo humano, first published in 1556. 

Of particular significance in this book was the image of a flayed muscleman holding his own 

skin, which I discussed briefly in the Introduction. This engraving shares a number of striking 

similarities with Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia, suggesting that it was equally if not more 

important for his work than Caravaggio’s painting of David with the Head of Goliath. Firstly, 

the theatrical pose is similar in each of the works; the figure faces the viewer directly, arms 

outstretched from the body, clasping a dagger in one hand. In the Washington image, 

Rembrandt even portrayed Lucretia’s head at a similar angle to Valverde’s muscleman, turned 

towards the right hand side, with their necks revealing the same anatomical structures 

underneath. Both figures also looked directly towards the object held in their outstretched hand–
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the flayed skin in the anatomical illustration and the dagger in the Washington Lucretia–which, 

as I will discuss shortly, were both potent symbols of their mortality and martyrdom.  

 

Another interesting similarity between each of these works is that the protagonist is responsible 

for their own dissection or flaying. In the case of Valverde’s engraving, the muscleman has 

flayed his own skin in order to reveal the visceral interior below. In the Washington painting, 

Lucretia is about to stab herself, thus penetrating into the interior layers of her body. Lastly, in 

the Minneapolis picture, Lucretia has already committed this fatal act, with the flesh wound and 

blood evoking a dramatic sense of the body’s inward depths. As an additional point, it is also 

worth considering the significance of Rembrandt’s portrayal of the clothing in his two Lucretia 

paintings, which as discussed earlier, seems to operate as a substitute or extension of the flesh, 

and thus suggests a kind of unravelling or flaying of Lucretia’s body. This correlates very 

closely with Valverde’s image, in which the skin has literally been removed from the body, 

hanging like a garment from the cadaver’s grasp. Like Valverde’s image, Rembrandt also 

portrayed Lucretia suspended between life and death, especially in the Minneapolis work, which 

depicts Lucretia after the fatal act of stabbing has occurred. Indeed, it is possible that Valverde’s 

engraving directly inspired Rembrandt’s decision to portray Lucretia after she had removed the 

dagger from her flesh, thus existing on the cusp between life and death. This would certainly 

help to explain the originality of Rembrandt’s work, for here he chooses a peculiar anatomical 

tradition over an established artistic one. 

 

As suggested earlier, Valverde’s cadaver and Rembrandt’s Washington Lucretia both look 

directly towards the flayed skin and dagger held in their outstretched hands, which are symbols 

of their mortality and martyrdom. Valverde’s use of the flayed skin as an emblem of the body’s 

mortality and martyrdom is best demonstrated through comparison with other artworks from the 

period, including Michelangelo’s painting of the flayed St. Bartholomew from The Last 

Judgment in the Sistine Chapel. As discussed in the Introduction, Michelangelo depicted the 

saint with a dagger in one hand and a flayed skin in the other, much like Valverde’s image. 

Although Steinberg argued that the flayed skin held by the saint was Michelangelo’s, thus 

transforming ‘the martyr’s functions to those of intercessor, pleading for the painter’s 

resurrection’344, Bohde has suggested that Michelangelo may indeed have projected his own 

image onto the face of Bartholomew’s flayed skin, however the skin itself remained an 

important emblem of the saint’s martyrdom.345 Other scholars, including Heckscher, have also 

addressed its use as a symbol of mortality. For example, Heckscher wrote that ‘the skin might 

quite generally be considered a memento mori or, more specifically, as memoriae 

peccatorum’.346 He furthermore suggested that Michelangelo’s image was well known and 

celebrated within Dutch anatomical culture, for records indicate that a copy hung in the Leiden 

anatomy theatre during the 1620s, which Rembrandt may well have seen there.347  
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The flayed muscleman in Valverde’s anatomy book also shares a special relationship with 

images from Vesalius’ De Fabrica.348 Indeed, if we compare Valverde’s engraving to a similar 

image in De Fabrica (fig.79), we can see that Valverde’s figure stands in an almost identical 

pose, with weight shifted forward onto one foot, arms outstretched, and head in profile. The 

detailed rendering of the interior musculature, shown without a skin covering, is another 

common feature. However, there are also significant differences between the two works, which 

reveal the significance of Valverde’s depiction of the flayed skin. As Rose Marie San Juan has 

argued, although Valverde’s illustrations are clearly modelled on Vesalius’ work, he 

transformed them in ways that reflected a strong concern with the bodily interior, and 

particularly, with mortality: 

 
What remains unrecognized is Valverde’s unusual concern with the putrefaction of the human 

body. It is not only at the center of Valverde’s justification for drawing on Vesalius’s work but 

for his unusual translation of Vesalius’s celebrated images. Different strategies are used to re-

represent these images in order to reveal the body’s interior in its constant state of decay to itself, 

in other words to the human eye. If Vesalius’s images seek to define the body’s internal parts, 

Valverde’s seek to come to terms with the horror of confronting this project of revelation.349  

 

The most obvious difference between the two works is Valverde’s inclusion of the flayed skin 

and the knife, which conveys a greater sense of the brutality of dissection, its punitive 

dimensions, and the mortality of the flesh, than the image from De Fabrica. 

 

Finally, in his inclusion of the flayed skin, Valverde’s image also shares a close relationship 

with the Dutch anatomy theatres, which exhibited flayed skins as an explicit reminder of the 

transience of earthly life.350 This is evident, for example, in Dolendo’s engraving of the Leiden 

anatomy theatre from 1609, discussed in the Introduction. If one looks closely at the bottom 

right corner of the engraving (fig. 80), one can see a flayed skin held by two men engaged in 

conversation. Seen alongside the other emblematic objects displayed there, including the human 

and animal skeletons and banners marked with inscriptions such as ‘we are dust and shadow’, 

‘remember that you are mortal’, and ‘life is as fragile as a bubble’, the flayed skin clearly 

functions as a powerful symbol of earthly transience. It also serves as a potent reminder of the 

punitive dimensions of anatomy, as illustrated by Barlaeus’ poem written for the Amsterdam 

anatomy theatre, which read: ‘Evildoers who, while living, have done damage, are of benefit 

after their death. Their skins teach this, even though they have no voices’.351 

 

Thus, the symbolic significance of the flayed skin–which the flayed muscleman looks toward 

and holds in his outstretched right arm in the illustration in Valverde’s anatomy book–is very 

similar to the dagger that Lucretia gazes towards and clasps with her outstretched right arm in 
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Fig. 79. Engraving of a flayed man holding a dagger and his skin from Valverde featured in fig.7,  
and one of the engravings of flayed musclemen from Vesalius featured in fig.24 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 80. Detail of Dolendo’s engraving of the Leiden anatomy theatre featured in fig.1, 
showing two men studying a flayed skin 
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Rembrandt’s painting. Both are the agents and emblems of the figures’ martyrdom and 

mortality. Both also point specifically to the rupturing of bodily boundaries, with the act of 

flaying and stabbing penetrating through the exterior of the skin into the visceral interior of the 

body. In this regard, Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia reflect the same underlying objective of 

many of his previous works on this subject, which also sought to puncture these bodily 

boundaries. This aim is not only evident in his subject matter–that is, in the violated bodies of 

his dissected anatomical cadavers or the butchered ox carcasses–but also in his painterly 

technique, which collapsed these bodily boundaries in order to emphasize the visceral and 

decaying qualities of the flesh. Rembrandt’s images of Lucretia share this same fundamental 

aim, and this, combined with the punitive and theatrical elements, relates strongly to the 

anatomical illustration in Valverde’s anatomy book, and emphasizes the significant and ongoing 

impact of Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm upon his images of bodily 

mortality.   

 

(ii) Group portraits of anatomists 

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia also relate to many of the group portraits of anatomists 

produced in Holland during the early seventeenth century, especially Mierevelt’s portrait of The 

Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Willem van der Meer. Like this work, Rembrandt focused on the 

abdominal interior, with Lucretia pointing her dagger towards this part of her body much like 

the anatomist held the scalpel up to the abdomen of the cadaver. Furthermore, both works 

emphasized the visceral interior of the abdominal section, as a way of revealing both the 

materiality and mortality of the body. Both works also staged this act of bodily violation–a 

punitive and sacrificial act–within a theatrical setting. These are just some of many similarities 

between these works, which point to the overwhelming influence of Rembrandt’s experiences in 

the anatomical realm, including his study of anatomical imagery, on his paintings of Lucretia.  

 

Anatomical dissections 

 

Rembrandt’s firsthand experiences in the anatomy theatres of seventeenth-century Holland were 

also clearly influential on his portraits of Lucretia. For example, in the Washington Lucretia, 

Rembrandt’s image resembles a very familiar scene from anatomical culture: the moment just 

before the dissection, where the surgeon holds up his scalpel, preparing to make his first 

incision into the cadaver. This initial incision was usually performed specifically in the 

abdominal section, because this part of the body decayed most rapidly after death. Rembrandt’s 

Lucretia seems to draw directly from this event. Like the surgeon who holds up his scalpel, 

Lucretia holds up her dagger, preparing to make the first cut into her body. The blade of the 

dagger points directly towards her torso, particularly her abdomen, suggesting that this is where 
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she will pierce her flesh. By drawing on this particular event from anatomical dissection, 

Rembrandt evoked one of the most psychologically powerful scenes from anatomical culture, in 

which the audience is held in suspense as they await the surgeon’s first incision into the flesh. It 

is both a gruesome and captivating moment, where the viewer oscillates between wanting to 

see, and wanting to look away from, the violent act that is about to take place. 

 

Rembrandt’s Minneapolis Lucretia also relates to this dramatic scene from anatomical culture, 

however here it is not the suspenseful moment immediately preceding the first incision that is 

evoked, rather the dramatic moment afterward. In this work, the knife has already pierced 

through Lucretia’s abdominal skin and tissue, rupturing her internal organs. This has caused her 

to bleed internally and externally, blurring the boundaries between the interior and exterior of 

the body. This scene from anatomical culture is just as, if not more powerful, than the one 

before. We witness the visceral interior of her body for the first time, a shocking sight that 

signifies the body’s violation, which will ultimately culminate in her death. It also marks the 

point of no return, for Lucretia cannot turn back after this, and is instead forced to confront the 

finality of her death. Rembrandt, like the audiences in the public anatomy lessons, likely 

understood the emotional and physical impact of this scene, where the body’s once-intact 

surfaces have been ruptured, rendering the visceral interior of the body visible to the eye, an 

action that is both decisive and final. He seems to have deliberately drawn from this dramatic 

experience in his depiction of Lucretia, the first known image to portray her in the moments 

after the stabbing has occurred and the knife has been extracted from her flesh. 

 

As indicated earlier, the punitive and theatrical elements of Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia 

also reveal the influence of anatomical culture. While some scholars have linked this to the 

public execution of Elsje Christiaens, which may have influenced Rembrandt’s representation at 

some level, other paintings and drawings by Rembrandt reveal that his interest in Lucretia’s 

death began well before this.352 Indeed, his intrigue with this subject corresponds with the same 

period that he was actively involved in the anatomical realm, using this to inform his images of 

bodily mortality. Thus, it is very likely that Rembrandt’s portrayal of Lucretia’s punitive 

violation and death in a theatrical setting was at least partly inspired by his experiences in the 

anatomy theatres, in which criminal bodies (following their execution in the public gallows) 

were dissected as punishment for their crimes.  

 

Rembrandt’s use of his phenomenological painting style in the Lucretia works also relates 

specifically to his experiences in anatomical dissections. As has been well established in 

previous chapters, Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were critical to his 

development of this style. His use of this style in the Minneapolis Lucretia is particularly 

significant, because it emphasized the materiality and mortality of the flesh far more 
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dramatically in its treatment of the visceral and bleeding flesh wound. As discussed earlier, this 

relates strongly to Rembrandt’s earlier representations of the Slaughtered Ox and The Anatomy 

Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, where he used his phenomenological painting style to emphasize 

the visceral interior of the abdominal section, which was the principal site of the body’s 

violation and death. It also enabled him to create a psychological charge in the audiences’ 

emotional and physical identification with this scene, which as I have argued, the Lucretia 

images are particularly concerned with.  

 

Finally, Rembrandt’s experiences in anatomical dissections may also have influenced his 

emphasis on the religious aspects of Lucretia’s death. As established in previous chapters, the 

Dutch anatomy theatres were strongly preoccupied with and influenced by religious concerns, 

particularly regarding the transience of earthly life. In his painting, Rembrandt would also 

emphasize the spiritual dimensions of mortality, addressing the moral dilemma that Lucretia’s 

death posed to the Christian tradition, and especially to Dutch Calvinism. As will be discussed 

shortly, Rembrandt’s images of Lucretia share a number of similarities with religious artworks, 

just as his earlier images of bodily mortality did. This helped to dramatize the spiritual 

dimensions of mortality, and in the case of the Lucretia paintings, emphasized the profound 

tragedy of her death. 

 

Religious imagery 

 

Other scholars have also noted that Rembrandt took inspiration from religious imagery in order 

to emphasize the spiritual dimension of Lucretia’s death. For example, Wheelock and Keyes 

wrote: ‘Rembrandt, as he so often did, fused the pagan and Christian worlds to create these 

exceptionally profound psychological images of the moments before and after Lucretia plunged 

the knife into her heart’.353 They note that in the Washington painting, ‘she stands with her arms 

raised in a gesture that echoes Christ’s sacrifice on the cross’.354 This is true, but her gesture 

also echoes that of a female martyr, the Virgin Mary, whom artists often portrayed in grief-

stricken and tragic circumstances, much like Rembrandt depicted Lucretia in his works.  

 

Indeed, in their depiction of a female martyr shown in great sorrow, Rembrandt’s paintings of 

Lucretia correspond closely with images of the Virgin Mary grieving over the dead body of 

Christ. There are countless images of this kind that could have served as important models for 

Rembrandt’s works. A well-known example, which I mentioned briefly in the Introduction, is 

Michelangelo’s Pietà, which presented the Virgin Mary with her arms outstretched, cradling the 

body of her dead son, which she looks down towards with a mournful gaze. Also with her arms 

outstretched, Lucretia’s sad expression and downcast eyes are very similar to Michelangelo’s 

image, and express Lucretia’s pain and suffering as she chose to sacrifice her body for her own 
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redemption, and to set an example to other women of the profundity of chastity. Both works 

thus share a deep sense of sorrow and sacrifice, mortality and resignation, which renders 

Rembrandt’s paintings of the theme more powerful and provocative, especially in a religious 

context. 

 

Another set of images related to the Virgin Mary’s grief at the death of her son, which similarly 

share a very close relationship with Rembrandt’s portraits of Lucretia, are pictures of Our Lady 

of Sorrows (fig.81). These images depict the Virgin Mary with tears of sadness and grief, and 

with her body wounded by seven swords in her heart.355 The devotional prayer dedicated to this 

theme, commonly known as the Rosary of the Seven Sorrows, states:  

 

Lord Jesus, we now implore, both for the present and for the hour of our death, the intercession 

of the most Blessed Virgin Mary, Thy Mother, whose holy soul was pierced at the time of Thy 

passion by a sword of grief. Grant us this favor, O Savior of the world, Who lives and reigns 

with the Father and the Holy Ghost, forever and ever. Amen.356 

 

Like the images of the Virgin Mary of Sorrows, whose holy soul was struck by a sword of grief, 

Rembrandt also depicts Lucretia’s body pierced by a dagger that is equally symbolic of her grief 

and sacrifice. This relationship also emphasizes the religious dimensions of Rembrandt’s 

portrait of bodily mortality, especially the sense of suffering and sacrifice implicit in Lucretia’s 

death. 

 

Finally, another set of religious images that may have influenced Rembrandt’s paintings of 

Lucretia are pictures of the Assumption of the Virgin, such as Titian’s famous painting in the 

Basilica of Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari in Venice, c.1516-18 (fig.82), on which Rembrandt 

appears to have based his own painting of the Ascension from c.1639. Frequently depicted with 

her arms outstretched and looking upwards to the heavens, images of the Virgin Mary depict the 

moment when the Virgin, having completed the course of her earthly life, was assumed body 

and soul into heavenly glory. These works are thus explicitly concerned with the subject of 

bodily mortality, in direct conjunction with the immortality of the soul. Rembrandt presents a 

very similar scene in his paintings of Lucretia, creating certain echoes between the figure of 

Lucretia and the Virgin Mary, which highlighted her soul’s redemption through the sacrifice of 

her mortal body. 
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Fig. 81. Anonymous painting of Our Lady of Sorrows 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 82. Titian, Detail of The Assumption of the Virgin, c.1516, oil on canvas,  
690 x 360 cm, Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, Venice 
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Conclusion 

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of Lucretia are among the most original in the tradition, for he was the 

first known artist to depict her after the dagger had been extracted from her body, with blood 

seeping from her suicidal wound. Indeed, his representation of her wounded body was so 

shocking and confrontational for audiences of the time that it apparently inspired one owner to 

paint over the wound at some point. To produce such an innovative image Rembrandt must 

have looked to other artistic and cultural sources, including the anatomical realm. This allowed 

him to break with the artistic conventions of his time, and to produce one of the most affecting 

images of Lucretia in the history of art. Of particular significance in this context is Rembrandt’s 

phenomenological painting style, which I argue was directly inspired by his anatomical 

experiences, and enabled him to bring Lucretia out of the space of allegory and metaphor, 

giving her body the same emotional and physical impact of real flesh and blood. These highly 

original aspects of Rembrandt’s representation gave his paintings unprecedented power and 

presence, allowing him to extend the dramatic potential and poignancy of the subject to 

unprecedented heights. 
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Chapter V: The Self-Portraits (1625-1669) 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

Rembrandt produced some eighty self-portraits during his lifetime, and scholars consider many 

of these works among the most original and exceptional in the history of art. As a genre, 

portraiture has long been associated with the idea of death, and Rembrandt’s self-portraits are 

no exception as they also function as a form of memoriae, in recognition of life’s transience. 

Furthermore, many deal very explicitly with this subject, including a number of history 

paintings in which Rembrandt represented himself in scenes of bodily violation and death, some 

early self-portraits that contain references to vanitas iconography, and some later self-portraits 

cast as historical characters. However, by far the most powerful works to reflect this concern are 

those that Rembrandt produced in the final years of his life, as he drew nearer to his own death. 

While many scholars have addressed the extent to which these and other self-portraits by 

Rembrandt reveal his underlying interest in mortality, few, if any, have discussed how his 

experiences in the anatomical realm may have influenced this aspect of his art. This chapter 

suggests that Rembrandt applied his anatomical experiences to his production of many works in 

this genre, particularly his late self-portraits, in which he used his phenomenological painting 

style to express the mortality of his aging flesh in a highly compelling way. 

 

Portraiture and death 

 

Portraiture has been closely associated with the subject of death since the beginnings of Western 

civilization, as evidenced by Egyptian mummy portraits and Roman death masks, which played 

a key role in death rituals. The portrait genre was also intricately connected with this theme 

during the Renaissance and Baroque periods, inspired in large part by Christian and humanistic 

teachings of the age, which placed special emphasis on the transience of an individual’s life. 

This was particularly prevalent in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Holland, where many 

artists regarded the portrait as a form of vanitas art. A typical example of this kind is the portrait 

of Pompeius Occo, c.1531 (fig.83), made by the Dutch Renaissance painter Dirck Jacobsz. In 

this portrait, Jacobsz portrayed the German merchant and banker at the centre of the image, and 

indicated his identity by the escutcheon hanging from the tree branch. He depicted him with a 

pink flower in one hand, a symbol of the resurrection, with his other hand rested upon a human 

skull, a classic emblem of transience. Both symbols served to emphasize the fact that each 

individual is destined to die, and warned that wealth and power are fleeting and meaningless in 

the face of death. In a similar portrait entitled Merchant Couple, 1541 (fig.84), Jacobsz depicted 

a merchant and his wife standing over a table filled with various objects that demonstrated their 

wealth and status. However, other objects in the painting–including an hourglass, skull, and the 

image of the crucified Christ–served a very different function: to reinforce the figures’  
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Fig. 83. Dirck Jacobsz, Pompeius Occo, c.1531, oil on panel, 66.5 x 55.1 cm, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 84. Dirck Jacobsz, Merchant Couple, 1541, oil on panel, 100 x 130 cm,  
Amsterdam Historical Museum, Amsterdam 
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awareness of the vanity of earthly life. This is confirmed by the text scrawled across the top of 

the image: CEDIT MORS NEMINI (‘death stops for no-one’).  

 

The association between the portrait genre and the vanitas picture continued well into the 

seventeenth century, as evidenced by David Bailly’s famous Self-Portrait with Vanitas Symbols, 

1651 (fig.85). In this remarkable portrait, Bailly represented himself next to a table arranged in 

the style of a vanitas still life. This arrangement included (among other things) a human skull, 

an extinguished candle, and wilting flowers, with bubbles floating in the air. However, the most 

powerful symbol of transience in this portrait was the figure of the artist, which Bailly 

represented twice. He depicted himself first as the main figure, presumably in his twenties, and 

secondly as the older man in the portrait, probably at age sixty-seven, his actual age when he 

completed this work.357 The main figure thus represents Bailly as he was, and the smaller 

portrait represents him as he is, and it was in this way that the artist ingeniously revealed the 

effect of time upon the artist’s corporeal being, which he presents alongside the vanitas still life 

objects that symbolize this truth of human existence. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 85. David Bailly, Self-Portrait with Vanitas Symbols, 1651, oil on panel, 89.5 x 122 cm,  
Stedelijk Museum de Lakenhal, Leiden 
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These portraits by Jacobsz and Bailly show the very explicit relationship between the genre of 

portraiture and the vanitas picture in early modern Holland. This relationship was widely 

acknowledged within Dutch culture, even when the portrait in question did not contain such 

obvious vanitas iconography as these works did. Rembrandt’s self-portraiture, even in its most 

basic form, was part of this tradition, reflecting the artist’s desire to document his own 

perishable features in recognition of his corporeal transience. This is especially true of 

Rembrandt’s corpus of self-portraits because he was so detailed and prolific in his production, 

documenting subtle changes in his physical appearance over a period of more than forty years. 

No other artist before him had chronicled the changing nature of his or her appearance so 

earnestly and consistently. Rembrandt’s works thus suggest a more intense concern with the 

effects of time upon the body than most other artists of the age. 

 

Self-analysis and mortality 

 

One aspect of Rembrandt’s self-portraits that has become a recurring feature of modern 

scholarship is their so-called ‘self-analytical’ dimension. This has been discussed by a wide 

range of scholars, including Jakob Rosenberg, who remarked on the ‘ceaseless and unsparing 

observation which the paintings reflect, showing a gradual change from outward description and 

characterization to the most penetrating self-analysis and self-contemplation’.358 He concluded: 

‘Rembrandt seems to have felt that he had to know himself if he wished to penetrate the 

problem of man’s inner life’.359 Writing in a similar vein, Manuel Gasser commented: ‘Over the 

years, Rembrandt’s self-portraits increasingly became a means for gaining self-knowledge’,360 

and H. Perry Chapman observed: ‘Rembrandt’s lifelong preoccupation with self-portraiture can 

be seen as a necessary process of identity formation or self-definition’361, adding: ‘Each [self-

portrait], from his quickest sketch to his most imposing painting, is convincing as the product of 

penetrating self-scrutiny’.362 One of the most recent surveys of Rembrandt’s self-portraiture, the 

exhibition catalogue Rembrandt by Himself, also referred to these works as ‘exercises in self-

analysis’.363 

 

But what does ‘self-analysis’ mean in the context of Rembrandt’s day? Ernst van de Wetering is 

critical of the ideas proposed by Rosenberg, Chapman and others, arguing that Rembrandt’s 

self-portraits could not have been made for the purpose of self-analysis because the idea of ‘an 

independent I who lives and creates solely from within’364, was a Romantic invention which 

only emerged after 1800. Therefore, ‘the prevailing view of the self portrait as a means for ‘self-

examination’ is an anachronism’ when applied to Rembrandt’s time.365 Citing Hans-Joachim 

Raupp’s writings on the development of self-portraiture in the Romantic age, Van de Wetering 

argued that ‘the experience of the individual in the pre-Romantic era was governed first and 

foremost by categories of Christian and humanistic ethics, and by the doctrine of the 
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temperaments and dispositions, topped off with a liberal dose of astrology’.366 Therefore, ‘when 

an artist of Rembrandt’s day painted a self portrait, he ‘did not step to the mirror with questions 

and doubts, but with a carefully planned programme’’.367 Though Van de Wetering recognized 

that some exceptional figures of the early modern age participated in a form of artistic 

introspection–he cites the example of Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), who opened his Essais 

of 1580-9 with the words: ‘It is myself that I paint… I myself am the subject of my book’–he 

warned that these earlier forms of self-analysis should ‘not be confused with a Romantic, 

individualistic desire for self-knowledge’.368 Van de Wetering furthermore pointed out that the 

term ‘self-portrait’ did not exist in Rembrandt’s time. In his words: ‘If, in the seventeenth and 

even eighteenth centuries, one wished to speak of a Rembrandt self portrait one described it as... 

“Rembrandt’s likeness done by himself”... or... “the portrait of Rembrandt painted by 

himself”’.369 Van de Wetering indicates that the term ‘self-portrait’ did not come into use until 

the nineteenth century, and this is not without significance. As he wrote: ‘Inherent in the 

concept of ‘self portrait’ in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was a form of self-awareness 

that had a specific existential connotation, because from the end of the eighteenth century the 

experience of one’s own individuality was very different to that current in Rembrandt’s 

century’.370 

 

With Van de Wetering’s argument in mind, I would like to propose that the self-analytical 

dimension identified in Rembrandt’s work relates directly to the artist’s concern with bodily 

mortality, rather than a Romantic narcissism, and is framed not by modern existential questions 

of self-identity but by Christian-humanistic interests in the mortality of the body. In other 

words, in his exploration of bodily mortality, Rembrandt simply turned from the body of the 

‘other’–such as the corpse in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp or the flayed ox carcass 

in the Slaughtered Ox–to his own body. While for contemporary viewers this evokes powerful 

Romantic and existentialist connotations, the primary motivation for his exploration remained 

the same as these earlier works: to examine and convey the transience of earthly life, both as a 

reminder to oneself and to spectators of his art. If, anyway, psychoanalysis tends to attribute 

self-analysis to an underlying concern with death, or what Freud called ‘Thanatos’, in 

Rembrandt’s case the self-portraits are variations on a more general theme evident in other 

genres of his work, which preoccupied him throughout his career. This is not to reject the 

observations of Rosenberg and others, but to gently shift the emphasis from self-analysis as an 

end in itself to a means of gaining another perspective on bodily mortality. 

 

Self-portraits that are explicitly concerned with the issue of bodily mortality 

 

While Rembrandt’s concern with the issue of death is thus apparent within a wide range of self-

portraits, it is particularly evident in a select group of works. This includes a number of history 
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paintings in which Rembrandt represented himself. The practice of including one’s one image in 

history paintings was quite common among artists in the Renaissance and Baroque periods, and 

as Van de Wetering observed, it reflected the artist’s underlying desire for remembrance, in 

recognition of the transience of earthly life:  

 

Inserting one’s own likeness in a history painting was a long-established practice, and 

Rembrandt’s public would have been aware of it. A contemporary of Rembrandt’s, the painter 

Joachim von Sandrart (1606-88), saw it as a way of ‘including his own portrait for the sake of 

remembrance’, with an eye to his mortality. That may have been Rembrandt’s underlying 

thought when he painted his own features into a history piece.371  

 

In this sense, all of the history paintings in which Rembrandt inserted his own likeness represent 

a form of memoriae. However, in a great number of these works Rembrandt’s concern with the 

theme of bodily mortality is more prevalent because the scenes are directly concerned with the 

issue of death.  

 

One of the earliest examples of this kind is The Stoning of Saint Stephen, 1625 (fig.86). In this 

remarkable work, Rembrandt depicted himself in a small gap formed between the upheld arms 

of two of the most violent aggressors in the scene, who hold stones above their heads ready to 

pelt the kneeling saint. By situating himself in the centre of this violent act, Rembrandt 

presented himself as the primary witness to the stoning that will culminate in Stephen’s death. 

His twisted facial expression, with one eyebrow raised and his mouth fixed in a scowl, either 

suggests that he is uneasy in this position, and is disturbed by what he is witness to, or is an 

active participant in the hateful stoning. In any case, the fact that he has held his position at the 

centre of the scene and is actively watching this act of aggression suggests that he is at some 

level fascinated by and indeed implicated in the bodily violation and death that is about to take 

place. Another early work that similarly implicates him in a violent and deadly act is David 

Presenting the Head of Goliath to King Saul, 1627 (fig.87), in which Rembrandt depicted 

himself as one of the voyeurs in the crowd, watching David offering the decapitated head of 

Goliath to the King.372 

 

As discussed in Chapter II, Rembrandt also portrayed himself in a number of scenes related to 

Christ’s crucifixion, including Christ on the Cross, The Raising of the Cross and The Descent 

from the Cross. The practice of including one’s own image in scenes of the crucifixion was less 

common during Rembrandt’s time, however there was some precedent in the literature of the 

age, including the poems of John Donne and Jacobus Revius cited previously. By portraying 

himself in these scenes, Rembrandt thus pictured a more personal and emotional engagement 

with Christ’s death than many other artists did, implying his firsthand witness and complicity in 

the death of Christ, while also revealing his concern with the issue of bodily mortality. This is  
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Fig. 86. Rembrandt, The Stoning of Saint Stephen, 1625, oil on panel, 89.5 x 123.6 cm,  
Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lyon 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 87. Rembrandt, David Presenting the Head of Goliath to King Saul, 1627,  
oil on panel, 27.5 x 37.5 cm, Kunstmuseum, Basel 
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particularly evident in his painted and etched images of The Descent from the Cross, in which 

he presented himself in direct visual and tactile contact with the dead body of Christ, through 

which he suggested a powerful understanding of the mortality of Christ’s body, and by 

extension, his own.  

 

Also discussed in Chapter II are those self-portraits in which Rembrandt pictured himself 

wearing a plumed cap, arguably in reference to the theme of life’s transience. Although the 

plumed cap is not the most obvious of vanitas emblems, a number of sixteenth and seventeenth-

century artists used it in this manner, including Lucas van Leyden and Frans Hals, who both 

made portraits of a young man dressed in a plumed cap holding a skull. While Rembrandt never 

depicted himself with a skull, he did paint several self-portraits in which he wore a plumed cap. 

One of the earliest examples of this kind is his Self-Portrait with Plumed Beret of 1629, which 

shares many striking similarities with the engraving by Lucas van Leyden, leading several 

scholars to conclude that Rembrandt had portrayed himself in contemplation of his own 

mortality.373 Rembrandt continued to picture himself dressed in a plumed cap in many other 

paintings and etchings produced over the following years, possibly as a continued reference to 

this theme. These works include but are not limited to his Self-Portrait in Oriental Attire, 1631 

(fig. 88), Self-Portrait with Helmet, 1634 (fig. 89), and ‘Self-Portrait’ as the Prodigal Son in the 

Tavern, c.1635 (fig. 90). However, the painting that most dramatically suggests his use of the 

plumed cap as a symbol of life’s transience is his Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern. As argued in 

Chapter II, in this work Rembrandt represented himself wearing the feathered cap while holding 

a dead bittern by its legs, thus drawing a direct formal and symbolic relationship between his 

own body and the dead bittern. This suggests Rembrandt’s awareness of the vanitas symbolism 

of the plumed cap, and shows that his self-portraits were an important medium for his 

exploration of this theme.  

 

Rembrandt’s self-portraits cast as historical characters, particularly his Self-Portrait as the 

Apostle Paul, 1661 (fig.91) and Self-Portrait as Zeuxis, c.1662 (fig.92), also reveal his intense 

preoccupation with the theme of bodily mortality. In the first of these paintings, Rembrandt 

portrayed himself in the character of Paul, as indicated by the sword and manuscript, which 

were both attributes of the apostle. As White and Buvelot explained: ‘The sword refers not only 

to Paul’s martyrdom–he was beheaded–but also to the ‘sword of the Spirit’ from his Epistle to 

the Ephesians. It is possible that Rembrandt intended this epistle to be depicted in the scroll-

shaped manuscript’.374 Rembrandt produced a number of pictures of Paul throughout his career, 

a figure that seventeenth-century Protestants considered the most important preacher of the 

Christian faith.375 There are many explanations for this choice of character, however, what is 

particularly relevant in the context of this work is Rembrandt’s emphasis on his aged and world-

weary appearance, suggesting his recognition of and resignation to his mortal fate, here  
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Fig. 88. (left) Rembrandt, Self-Portrait in Oriental Attire, 1631, oil on panel, 66.5 x 52 cm,  
Musée du Petit Palais, Paris 

 
Fig. 89. (right) Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Helmet, 1634, oil on panel, 80.5 x 66 cm (octagonal), Staatliche 

Museen Kassel, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Cassel 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 90. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait as the Prodigal Son in the Tavern, c.1635, oil on canvas, 
161 x 131 cm, Staatliche Kunstammlungen, Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister, Dresden 
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Fig. 91. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait as the Apostle Paul, 1661, oil on canvas, 93.2 x 79.1 cm,  
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 92. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait as Zeuxis, c.1662, oil on canvas, 82.5 x 65 cm,  
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, Cologne 
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imagined in the context of Paul’s violent beheading. This is evident in Rembrandt’s depiction of 

certain physical features, such as the heavy eyes, wrinkled brow and grey hair, but especially 

through his remarkable painterly description of the flesh, which he has built up in a rough and 

viscous manner, emphasizing the body’s disintegration in old age and highlighting its 

vulnerability to violation, death and decay. 

 

Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait as Zeuxis is even more significant in this context. In this portrait 

Rembrandt presented himself as the ancient Greek painter, best known for painting Helen of 

Troy by assembling the five most beautiful girls from his village and combining their finest 

features to create a paragon of beauty.376 However, Rembrandt appears to have painted himself 

specifically in the role of Zeuxis laughing, with an older woman standing to his left, smiling. 

This is very significant, because according to legend ‘Zeuxis is said to have departed this life 

while laughing immoderately, choking while painting a wrinkled, funny old woman’.377 This 

has led Chapman to conclude that:  

 

Perhaps in his old age, possibly even the last year of his life, [Rembrandt] recognized a more 

formidable opponent, death... Looking into the mirror and seeing the face he had painted so 

often having become worn and ugly may have been enough to remind him of the story of 

Zeuxis painting an old woman. The face he laughs at, like the mortality he accepts, is his 

own... Looking in the mirror, he laughs at himself and, perhaps, at the irony of his lifelong 

self-portrayal, which, meaningless in the face of death, can assure him only earthly 

immortality.378  

 

In addition to his reference to Zeuxis’ laughing death, Rembrandt also used his rough and 

viscous painting mode to emphasize the issue of mortality. His paintwork is even coarser here 

than in Self-Portrait as the Apostle Paul, with fleshy blobs of paint evoking a vivid sense of the 

body’s materiality and mortality. Indeed, this style does not so much describe the flesh and 

structure of the face but rather provides a powerful painterly metonym for corporeal transience. 

 

Rembrandt’s astonishing use of paint to evoke the mortality of the body in Self-Portrait as the 

Apostle Paul and Self-Portrait as Zeuxis is also evident in a number of other self-portraits, 

particularly those produced in the final decade of his life.379 These works include but are not 

limited to his two paintings of Self-Portrait with Beret and Turned-Up Collar, c.1659 (figs.93-

94), Self-Portrait with Two Circles, c.1665-9 (fig.95), Self-Portrait at the Age of 63, 1669 

(fig.96), and Self-Portrait, 1669 (fig.97). Several scholars have noted the significance of 

Rembrandt’s late self-portraits as powerful paintings of bodily mortality, however, most have 

focused predominantly on how Rembrandt used the paint to describe changes in his external 

appearance as his body aged. For example, Van de Wetering noted this through the example of  
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Fig. 93. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Beret and Turned-Up Collar, 1659, oil on canvas, 
84.4 x 66 cm, National Gallery of Art, Washington 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 94. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Beret and Turned-Up Collar, c.1659, oil on canvas, 
52.7 x 42.7 cm, His Grace The Duke of Sutherland 
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Fig. 95. (left) Rembrandt, Self-Portrait with Two Circles, c.1665-69, oil on canvas,  
114.3 x 94 cm, Kenwood House, London 

 
Fig. 96. (right) Rembrandt, Self-Portrait at the Age of 63, 1669, oil on canvas, 86 x 70.5 cm,  

National Gallery, London 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 97. Rembrandt, Self-Portrait, 1669, oil on canvas, 63.5 x 57.8 cm,  
Royal Cabinet of Paintings, Mauritshuis, The Hague 
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Bert Haanstra’s film of 1956, which presented Rembrandt’s self-portraits in chronological 

order, one merging into the next: 

 

The eyes were always in the same position on the screen, and it was around their gaze that the 

viewer saw Rembrandt’s face gradually age. The head became broader, the double chin grew, 

the distinctive pouches flanking the chin became more pronounced, the tufts of brown hair on 

either side of the skull turned grey, and the wrinkles multiplied.380 

 

Van de Wetering makes an excellent point, for Rembrandt does indeed use the paint to describe 

his changing physical appearance in a very detailed and descriptive manner. However, there is 

something else, something about the materiality of the paint itself, which evokes an even more 

powerful sense of the mortality of his flesh. It is Rembrandt’s phenomenological painting style, 

in which the paint operates as an index of the flesh, expressing the body’s disintegration through 

the aging process in a deeply affecting way. 

 

Rembrandt’s use of this style in the late self-portraits serves a very similar function to the works 

discussed in previous chapters, particularly his Slaughtered Ox, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Joan Deyman, and the Lucretia paintings, but it is interesting to note the specific ways that he 

uses it here. Firstly, like his earlier paintings, Rembrandt achieves a remarkable congruence of 

paint and flesh in these works. Elkins noted this specifically of Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait of 

1659, of which he wrote:  
 

Consider what is happening in the paint, aside from the fact that it is supposed to be skin. Paint 

is a viscous substance, already kin to sweat and fat, and here it represents itself: skin as paint or 

paint as skin, either way. It’s a self-portrait of the painter, but it is also a self-portrait of 

paint.381  

 

Elkins’ description correlates with the observations of other scholars, especially Alpers and Bal, 

who identified a kinship between paint and flesh, which they related specifically to Rembrandt’s 

underlying concern with death. This is particularly apparent in Bal’s commentary on the 

Slaughtered Ox, cited in earlier chapters, in which she described painting as: ‘The medium of 

overcoming death, which painting was in the age of portraiture’.382 She furthermore claimed 

that Rembrandt’s painting style achieved a strong congruence between paint and flesh, which 

loosened the boundaries of the body, to convey the fusion inherent in rotting. 

 

Bal’s commentary on Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox is surprisingly applicable to his late self-

portraits, despite the obvious differences in subject matter. For example, her description of 

painting as a means of overcoming death relates directly to Rembrandt’s late self-portraits, 

which literally embody his desire to preserve his own image through portraiture. Secondly, 
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Bal’s reference to the congruence of paint and flesh in Rembrandt’s works, and its dissolution 

of bodily boundaries, points to the same sense of interpenetration between the interior and 

exterior substances of the body apparent in Rembrandt’s late self-portraits. Elkins likened this to 

scar tissue, writing: ‘The texture is much rougher than skin, as if it is all scar tissue’.383 His 

comparison is certainly apt. However, as Bal has argued, this dissolution of bodily boundaries 

also evokes a strong sense of the fusion inherent in rotting, except that in the context of a living 

body it points to the body’s disintegration through the aging process as it approaches death, 

rather than its putrefaction after death, which Rembrandt shows to be alarmingly analogous. 

 

Another important consequence of Rembrandt’s congruence of paint and flesh and its dissolution 

of bodily boundaries is that it tends to draw the viewer’s gaze, as well as the body as a whole, 

into the inner depths of his painted flesh. In other words, rather than simply surveying the 

exterior surfaces of the body, Rembrandt’s use of the paint instead absorbs the viewer into the 

inward depths of the flesh, from which there seems to be no escape. Elkins also alluded to this 

quality of Rembrandt’s self-portraits, writing of the 1659 work: ‘I feel viscid. My body is snared 

in the glues and emulsions, and I feel the pull of them on my thoughts’.384 The embodied gaze 

that Elkins describes enables a fully phenomenological experience of the body’s materiality and 

mortality, and this is just one reason why Rembrandt’s paintings have such a strong physical and 

emotional impact on the viewer. 

 

As a final point, it is worth noting that Rembrandt’s use of this style also conveyed a strong 

sense of bodily violation. That is, just as he used his brush and palette knife to physically and 

metaphorically carve into the slaughtered ox carcass, the anatomical cadaver, and Lucretia’s 

dying body, in the late self-portraits his rough painting mode also connotes a sense of brutality, 

which the painter here enacts against his own flesh. Furthermore, like the earlier works in which 

Rembrandt ‘identified with both the slayer and the slain’385, here Rembrandt treats his own flesh 

in a similar manner. On the one hand, he reveals an empathetic relationship with himself, 

expressed particularly strongly through the eyes, which gaze earnestly and intently out of the 

painting. On the other hand, there is a strong insinuation–suggested principally through his 

rough painterly treatment of the flesh–that he deliberately inflicts violence upon his own body. 

In these paintings, therefore, Rembrandt is both the creator and taker of life, playing the role of 

God, this time specifically in relation to his own image. 

 

Rembrandt’s application of his ‘anatomy lessons’ to his artworks 

 

As established in previous chapters, Rembrandt was involved with Dutch anatomical culture 

from a relatively young age through to his death in 1669. At this time, Holland’s anatomical 

realm was deeply preoccupied with the issue of life’s transience, as evidenced by the anatomical 
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imagery of the age, as well as the anatomy theatres themselves. Rembrandt clearly drew from 

these experiences, including key formal and symbolic conventions derived from anatomical 

imagery, and his firsthand experience in anatomical dissections, which he used to enrich his 

depictions of bodily mortality. The remainder of this chapter will show that Rembrandt also 

applied his anatomy lessons to his self-portraits, especially those produced in the final years of 

his life. What is particularly significant about these works is that they reflect Rembrandt’s 

analysis of his own corporeal transience, and thus respond in a very literal way to anatomical 

culture’s aim to stimulate this self-awareness in individuals.  

 

All of Rembrandt’s self-portraits, which are in a very general sense associated with the issue of 

death, share a relationship with anatomical culture because of their concern with this theme. As 

suggested above, one might even speculate that Rembrandt produced these self-portraits in 

response to the provocations of anatomical culture, which implored individuals to consider their 

own mortality. However, the relationship between Rembrandt’s self-portraits and the lessons of 

anatomical culture is more strongly apparent in Rembrandt’s works due to the self-analytical 

dimension identified by various scholars, which I have related specifically to an underlying 

concern with mortality. Indeed, if we consider Rosenberg’s comment that Rembrandt seems to 

have felt that he had to ‘know himself’ if he wished to ‘penetrate the problem of man’s inner 

life’386, then we can read Rembrandt’s self-portraits as a very literal translation of the lessons of 

anatomical culture. As discussed in the Introduction, Schupbach has shown that the proverb 

‘know thyself’ was a common fixture in early modern anatomical culture, often used expressly to 

mean ‘know that you are mortal’. This is apparent in engravings of the Leiden anatomy theatre, 

which show a banner marked with this maxim in its Latin form, NOSCE TEIPSUM. Seen in the 

context of the other signs exhibited in the anatomy theatre, this motto obviously referenced the 

issue of bodily mortality. As Schupbach wrote: ‘The context indicates that nosce teipsum here 

means “know that you are mortal”’.387 Thus, Rosenberg’s remark reveals the strong connection 

between Rembrandt’s self-portraits and this proverb, which was so profoundly important within 

Rembrandt’s age, and particularly within the anatomical culture of his time. Rosenberg’s 

reference to Rembrandt’s desire to ‘penetrate... man’s inner life’ is furthermore significant in this 

context. 

 

Further evidence of the connection between Rembrandt self-portraits and his experiences in the 

anatomical realm can be found in several self-portraits in which his anatomical studies have a 

direct bearing. As discussed in Chapter II, Rembrandt’s painted and etched images of The 

Descent from the Cross and his Self-Portrait with Dead Bittern convey this relationship. Each 

of these images shares a connection with Rembrandt’s portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 

Nicolaes Tulp, in their use of many of the same strategies to enhance the viewer’s 

contemplation of life’s transience. They also contain other features that indicate the influence 
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of Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm, including Rembrandt’s very detailed 

representation of the anatomical structures of Christ’s body in the Descent images, and his use 

of a dead animal body as an explicit reminder of life’s transience in the Self-Portrait with Dead 

Bittern. 

 

However, the works that provide the most compelling proof of the relationship between 

Rembrandt’s self-portraits and his experiences in the anatomical realm are those produced in the 

final years of his life, in which Rembrandt used his phenomenological painting style to provide 

such an affecting sense of the materiality and mortality of the body. As argued at length in 

previous chapters, Rembrandt’s development of this style can be linked directly to his 

experiences in anatomical dissections, where he witnessed the visceral and decaying qualities of 

the body firsthand, and recognized its potential to provoke an immediate, physical sense of the 

transience of earthly life, as well as its moral and theological aspects. In the self-portraits, 

Rembrandt used this style for a very similar purpose, creating an incredibly life-like sense of the 

flesh that heightens the spectator’s awareness of this truth of human existence. In addition to 

these connections to the anatomical realm, Rembrandt’s self-portraits also share a close 

relationship to a number of anatomical images, including the core group of works discussed in 

previous chapters. While Rembrandt’s use of these sources is generally more subtle in the self-

portraits, this is not so true of anatomical portraiture, which was arguably a key consideration in 

Rembrandt’s production of these works, as explained shortly. 

 

Anatomical imagery 

 

(i) Illustrated anatomy books 

 

If we compare Rembrandt’s late self-portraits to the dissection scene from Johannes de 

Ketham’s Fasciculo de Medicina, one can observe several important parallels between the two 

works, which both focus strongly on the body’s internal depths as well as its mortality. For 

instance, where De Ketham’s dissection scene highlighted the body’s inward depths through the 

dagger held up to its abdomen, ready to cut into its visceral interior, Rembrandt emphasized this 

through his phenomenological painting style, which dissolved the boundaries between exterior 

and interior, and immersed the viewer’s eye, and the senses generally, in the body’s visceral 

interior. Furthermore, the sense of brutality denoted by the scalpel in De Ketham’s engraving is 

also apparent in Rembrandt’s work, evoked through the rough painting mode, in which 

Rembrandt built up the volumes of his body only to carve back into it with his brush and palette 

knife. This sense of bodily violation also highlights the central issue of mortality in both works, 

pointing to the body’s vulnerability to death, dissection and decay, as witnessed in the anatomy 

theatres. 
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We might similarly compare Rembrandt’s late self-portraits to images from Jacopo Berengario 

da Carpi’s Isagogae breves. Once again, Berengario’s engravings of skeletons correlate closely 

with Rembrandt’s works because of their reference to the bodily interior, and especially its 

mortality. Berengario’s engravings of the flayed cadavers are also directly relevant in this 

context, perhaps even more so because they are more obviously concerned with the viscera, 

literally pulling back flaps of skin in order to reveal the fleshy interior of their bodies. Like 

these self-demonstrating figures, Rembrandt’s late self-portraits also reveal the fleshy 

substances of the body, specifically his own, this time through the materiality of the paint itself, 

which he uses as a metonym for flesh, and to dissolve the boundaries between exterior and 

interior. Rembrandt’s late self-portraits are furthermore similar to the self-demonstrating figures 

because just as they played with the boundary between life and death, presenting these figures 

as if they are the living dead, so too Rembrandt presents himself on the threshold between life 

and death, in a similar manner to his paintings of Lucretia. 

 

One can also draw a number of comparisons between Rembrandt’s late self-portraits and images 

in Vesalius’ De Fabrica, especially those that emphasized the theme of life’s transience. Of 

particular significance are the series of fourteen images depicting the body’s disintegration from 

athletic musclemen to impotent skeletons. As discussed in the previous chapter, this series 

reflects the same ‘theatre of anatomy’ that Neill observed of the public anatomy lessons, in 

which ‘the shameful nakedness of death was violently dramatized in the progressive stripping of 

the corpse to expose the signs of death within’.388 Just as Rembrandt’s Lucretia images 

portrayed a set of staged actions that documented the body’s movement towards death, so too 

his late self-portraits chronicle his body’s progression towards death through successive 

portraits. Furthermore, his late self-portraits seem to specifically expose the signs of death 

within, by drawing the viewer into his physical and mental interior more strongly as the series 

progressed. This correlates closely with Rosenberg’s comment that Rembrandt’s self-portraits 

show a ‘gradual change from outward description and characterization to the most penetrating 

self-analysis and self-contemplation’389, which I have attributed to Rembrandt’s underlying 

concern with his own mortality. 

 

Another illustration from De Fabrica that contains strong parallels with Rembrandt’s late self-

portraits is the frontispiece engraving. This work is important because it pictures Vesalius in 

direct contemplation of the issue of life’s transience, which he also tries to convey to the viewer. 

Looking directly towards the spectator of the engraving, he points toward the skeleton with one 

hand and the dissected womb with the other, thus imparting the interconnection between these 

symbols of life and death. Like the frontispiece, Rembrandt’s late self-portraits also picture 

Rembrandt looking directly at the viewer, as if to express his awareness of his own mortality, 

and to encourage them to do the same. Furthermore, just as the frontispiece juxtaposed the 
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principles of life and death to reveal their interconnection, so too Rembrandt’s late self-portraits 

represent a living body on the verge of death, thus articulating the nexus of life and death within 

the body, in this case Rembrandt’s own body. In considering the frontispiece as a key source for 

these works, it is important to note that it was quite common for artists of the period to portray 

individuals looking directly at the viewer while pointing towards vanitas motifs, thus 

Rembrandt could have taken inspiration from any number of portraits that represented the sitter 

in this way. However, since we know that the frontispiece engraving directly inspired 

Rembrandt’s depiction of bodily mortality in earlier artworks, including his two anatomical 

portraits and his paintings of Lucretia, it is quite possible that this work also informed his 

production of the late self-portraits at some level. Furthermore, although the frontispiece does 

form part of this wider tradition of portraiture, which is explicitly concerned with death, it 

emphasizes this theme in a more literal as opposed to metaphoric context, an approach that 

Rembrandt also adopts in his late self-portraits, particularly through his use of the paint. 

 

(ii) Portraits of anatomists 

 

Another group of anatomical images that are a possible source for Rembrandt’s late self-

portraits are anatomical portraits. The group portraits produced by Pickenoy, which depict the 

chief anatomists looking directly at the spectator while pointing towards the skeleton and skull 

respectively, are a classic case in point. One might speculate that Rembrandt created his self-

portraits in response to Pickenoy’s provocations, which deliberately sought to arouse the 

individual’s contemplation of their own mortality. At the very least, his works share many 

important parallels with Pickenoy’s group portraits, for he also presented himself looking 

directly at the spectator. However, unlike Pickenoy’s chief anatomists, who emphasize this issue 

through obvious vanitas motifs, Rembrandt instead brings this issue to the fore of his paintings 

through his remarkable painterly treatment of the flesh, which emphasizes the body’s 

corporeality and mortality in an immediate and powerful way.  

 

Individual portraits of anatomists also likely influenced Rembrandt’s self-portraiture at some 

level, especially since a large number of these works focused very specifically on the theme of 

life’s transience. A good example is Abel Stimmer’s portrait of the Basel anatomist Felix 

Platter, from 1583 (fig.98). In this engraving, Stimmer represented Platter at the centre, holding 

Vesalius’ famous anatomy book under his arm. Surrounding his image was a decorative border 

containing various references to the theme of transience, such as worm-hollowed human skulls 

and various animal skeletons, including that of a pelican and a monkey. To make his point more 

explicit, Stimmer also represented a living fish at the left hand side of the image, which on the 

right hand side had decomposed into a frail skeleton. Also relevant in this regard is the portrait 

of the French anatomist Andreas Laurentius featured in Historia Anatomica Humani Corpis,  
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Fig. 98. Abel Stimmer, Portrait of Felix Platter, 1578, engraving, Münster, Westfälisches  
Landesmuseum für Kunst and Kulturgeschichte, Porträtarchiv Diepenbroick 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 99. Portrait of Andreas Laurentius in the frontispiece to  
Andreas Laurentius, Historia anatomica humani corporis, Frankfurt, 1600 
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from 1600 (fig.99). The artist pictured Laurentius in an oval frame at the centre, flanked by two 

flayed cadavers with their skin peeled back to reveal their internal skeleton and musculature. 

Another skeleton stood above him, his skull riddled with worms, squatting in front of a scythe, 

shovel and hourglass, all clearly intended as reminders of life’s transience. Isaac Fuller’s 

portrait of Sir William Petty from 1649-51 (fig.100) and Thomas de Critz’ painting of John 

Tradescant the younger, c.1652 (fig.101) further exemplify this trend. The former portrayed the 

anatomist holding a skull in one hand and pointing to an image of a skull illustrated in an 

anatomy book with the other. The latter pictured the surgeon standing next to a skull from 

which moss has started to sprout. 

 

As these portraits demonstrate, the anatomical tradition was abundant with portraits that 

strongly emphasized the transience of earthly life, through symbolic or more explicit means. 

While the anatomists employed professional artists to create these portraits, they clearly played 

a strong role in the content of these works. They also published these images within their 

anatomy books, or hung them within their professional environment. Thus, these pictures were 

very similar to self-portraits, particularly because the anatomists displayed such a strong sense 

of self-consciousness through them, looking directly at the viewer as if to impart their 

knowledge of mortality, and to encourage the viewer to do the same.  

 

Rembrandt’s portraits differ slightly from these examples because, as in his work more 

generally, he was less interested in the use of emblems of life’s transience, instead portraying 

the materiality and mortality of the flesh in the most direct and physically engaging means 

possible. However, apart from this difference, his works share a number of similarities with 

these anatomical portraits, which suggest that they, or others like them, served as important 

source material for his works. It also raises the possibility that Rembrandt conceived and 

produced his own self-portraits as part of this sub-genre, but also to push it forward, that is, to 

make it more meaningful in the emerging empiricism of the age. While this may seem a very 

grand claim, particularly given the lack of evidence regarding which anatomical images 

Rembrandt was familiar with, it certainly helps to explain Rembrandt’s strong emphasis on the 

materiality and mortality of the body in these works, which goes well beyond the parameters of 

conventional portraiture, delving much deeper into the body’s fleshy and disintegrating depths. 

Seen in this light, Rembrandt’s late self-portraits are not all that different from his group 

portraits of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp or The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan 

Deyman, providing a similarly intense sense of the physical reality of mortality, akin to what he 

had witnessed in the Dutch anatomy theatres. 
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Fig. 100. Isaac Fuller, Portrait of Sir William Petty, 1649-51, oil on canvas, 
124.5 x 100.3 cm, National Portrait Gallery, London 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 101. Attributed to Thomas de Critz, Portrait of John Tradescant the Younger, c.1652, 
oil on canvas, 80 x 61 cm, National Portrait Gallery, London  
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Anatomical Dissections 
 

As with his previous works on this theme, Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical sphere 

were influential on his late self-portraits in several ways. Firstly, Rembrandt’s encounter clearly 

enabled him to develop an advanced understanding of the body’s interior depths, which 

conceived of the body as a conglomerate of many different substances and structures, from the 

skeleton and sinews at the core of the body to the muscles, flesh and skin at its surface. Many of 

Rembrandt’s late self-portraits reflect this knowledge. Indeed, it would seem that Rembrandt 

drew directly from the lessons of artistic anatomy in these works, building his body up through 

various layers of paint, from the central skeleton to the superficial skin. However, as in the 

images discussed previously, particularly the Slaughtered Ox, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan 

Deyman and the Lucretia paintings, Rembrandt also reversed this approach, carving back into 

the volumes of the body with his brush and palette knife. Rembrandt’s emphasis on the fleshy 

under-layers of the body thus reflects the same desire motivating anatomists: to get under the 

skin, to observe and understand the interior of the human body. It also evoked a sense of the 

brutality implicit in dissection, in its violent penetration of the flesh. 

 

Rembrandt’s depiction of his eyes in many of the late self-portraits is also significant in this 

context. Apart from the fact that they stare directly at the viewer, as if conveying the implicit 

message of transience (just as the chief anatomists did in Pickenoy’s group portraits, or Vesalius 

did in the frontispiece engraving) they are deeply set within the fleshy structure of Rembrandt’s 

face. Rembrandt further emphasized their depth via shadow, which describes the hollow cavity 

of the eye socket, highlighting the body’s inward depths. As a spectator, one feels drawn into 

the hollow space formed by this shadow, and feel as if we might look through Rembrandt’s eyes 

into the internal spaces of his body, and even his soul. In this sense, the popular notion that the 

eye is a gateway to the soul is highly significant. The viewer feels drawn through the deep-set 

eyes into the inward depths of the body, understood in Rembrandt’s age as the site of one’s 

mental and spiritual interior. This is also significant in an artistic context, since the eyes were 

the primary organs through which Rembrandt absorbed the world, pulling it into his mental and 

spiritual interior.  

 

Rembrandt’s uniqueness in the portrait tradition 

 

Rembrandt’s phenomenological painting style, developed in direct conjunction with his 

experiences in the anatomical realm, enabled him to produce some of the most engaging works 

in this tradition. To demonstrate the originality and power of Rembrandt’s late self-portraits, it 

is useful to compare his works to other self-portraits from the Renaissance and Baroque periods 

that sought to emphasize the same theme. One of the most admired self-portraitists of the 

European Renaissance was Albrecht Dürer. He was the first prolific self-portraitist of the time, 
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depicting himself in at least twelve images over the course of his lifetime, beginning at the age 

of thirteen. Dürer’s documentation of his changing appearance over several years suggests an 

underlying concern with his mortality, especially so because many of his images also exhibit a 

strong self-analytical dimension, with the eyes staring deeply into the viewer’s, as if in 

conscious recognition of life’s transience. However, a couple of Dürer’s self-portraits make a 

more explicit reference to this theme by drawing a direct parallel between his own body and that 

of Christ. For example, in his famous Self-Portrait of 1500 (fig.102), Dürer depicted himself in 

a Christ-like pose, which some scholars have argued reflected the artist’s acknowledgement that 

God had made Christ and Man in his own image. However, the sad eyes also connote the artist’s 

acknowledgement of the bodily violation and death that Christ suffered on the cross. In this 

sense, Dürer’s self-representation may also speak of his own suffering through life, and his 

condemnation to a mortal existence, in conjunction with Christ’s. Dürer made another similar 

work in 1522, towards the end of his life, in which he depicted himself as the Man of Sorrows 

(fig.103), giving his own features to the face and body of Christ. This self-portrait provides 

further confirmation of Dürer’s use of self-portraiture as a means by which to point to his own 

suffering and mortality in association with that of Christ. 

 

Dürer’s self-portraits seem to have been an important precedent for Rembrandt’s work, 

particularly in their regularity and their self-analytical aspect, as well as their implication of a 

direct relationship with the body of Christ. However, Rembrandt’s self-portraits also deviate 

strongly from Dürer’s example, particularly in their style of painting. In Rembrandt’s portraits, 

the viewer becomes more conscious of the materiality and mortality of the body through 

Rembrandt’s highly evocative rendering of the flesh. What is all the more powerful about 

Rembrandt’s representation is that it does not preach to the viewer, as many artists of the age 

did, of the vanity of earthly life. Instead, the theme remains deeply embedded in his works, in 

his subject matter and particularly his style. This is why Rembrandt’s paintings seem such 

powerful representations of self-analysis, because in embedding the theme of life’s transience in 

his work rather than painting explicit allegories of it, the work itself is not so much about 

mortality but strongly embodies and inhabits this theme. 

 

Another Renaissance artist whom Rembrandt greatly admired was Michelangelo. Though the 

Italian master rarely depicted himself in his art, his famous fresco of The Last Judgment in the 

Sistine Chapel, in which he arguably projected his own image onto the flayed skin held by St. 

Bartholomew, may have provided an important precedent for Rembrandt’s work. As Bohde has 

pointed out, Michelangelo’s portrait of the flayed skin points to a deep fascination in the Italian 
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Fig. 102. Albrecht Dürer, Self-Portrait, 1500, oil on panel, 67 x 49 cm, Alte Pinakothek, Munich 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 103. Albrecht Dürer, Self-Portrait as the Man of Sorrows, 1522, drawing,  
40.8 x 29 cm, Kunsthalle, Bremen 
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Renaissance with the interior depths of the body, which was also central to anatomical 

culture.390 Michelangelo’s involvement with anatomy may have directly influenced this 

component of his work, or the work simply reflected the same underlying interest in the body’s 

internal structures that attracted him to anatomical culture in the first place. Either way, The 

Last Judgment clearly reveals his interest in corporeality, but also in the mortality of the body, 

for as pointed out earlier, Heckscher has argued that ‘the skin might quite generally be 

considered a memento mori or, more specifically, as memoriae peccatorum’.391  

 

Rembrandt’s self-portraits share a strong affinity with Michelangelo’s image, which may have 

directly influenced his works. As Heckscher has demonstrated, Michelangelo’s image was well 

known and celebrated within Dutch anatomical culture, with a copy exhibited in the Leiden 

anatomy theatre during the 1620s, which Rembrandt likely saw there.392 If this is true, then it is 

possible that Michelangelo’s self-representation in the Last Judgment directly inspired 

Rembrandt’s use of self-portraiture as a means for exploring the body’s corporeality, and 

especially its transience. In other words, just as Michelangelo highlighted the body’s physicality 

and mortality through the flayed skin and the absent viscera, Rembrandt emphasized these 

qualities of the body through his phenomenological painting style. However, where 

Michelangelo achieved this through the separation of exterior (skin) and interior (viscera), 

Rembrandt does so through a painterly dialogue between these bodily boundaries. 

 

Although Titian was a far less prolific self-portraitist than Dürer or Rembrandt, he did produce 

several self-portraits in his old age that provide an important precedent for Rembrandt’s works. 

Examples include the Berlin Self-Portrait (fig.104), produced at some point between 1550 and 

1562, and the Madrid Self-Portrait (fig.105), made between 1565 and 1567. Both works 

represent Titian as an older man, with his long white beard and a world-weary appearance, 

which suggests his recognition of and resignation to his mortal fate. Titian’s handling of the 

paint in these works is somewhat coarse, particularly in his treatment of his skin and hair, which 

he used to highlight his body’s aging features. However, a more compelling example from this 

tradition is his Allegory of Prudence, c. 1565-70 (fig.106). According to Fritz Saxl and Erwin 

Panofsky, in this painting Titian represented himself as the older man, his son Orazio as the 

middle-aged man, and his young cousin Marco Vecellio as the younger man.393 This remarkable 

portrait, often referred to as the ‘Three Ages of Man’, presents a narrative of the body’s 

maturation through the ages, here represented by three generations of (related) men. Titian’s 

Allegory is thus very obviously concerned with the theme of life’s transience, and focuses 

particularly strongly on the artist’s own mortality, as the oldest and therefore closest to death. 

His Allegory is furthermore important because it exhibits a rougher painting mode than his other 

self-portraits, which is more akin to the style that Rembrandt adopted in his later works. Indeed,  
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Fig. 104. (left) Titian, Self-Portrait, c.1550-62, oil on canvas, 96 x 72 cm, Gemäldegalerie, Berlin 
 

Fig. 105. (right) Titian, Self-Portrait, c.1565-67, oil on canvas, 86 x 69 cm, Museo del Prado, Madrid 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 106. Titian, Allegory of Prudence, c.1565-70, oil on canvas, 76.2 x 68.6 cm,  
National Gallery, London  
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Titian’s paintwork is particularly coarse in his portrayal of his face, suggesting his awareness 

that the material of paint could be used to express this aging quality of the skin in a more tactile 

and phenomenological manner. Titian’s self-portraits, but particularly his Allegory of Prudence, 

thus provide a very important precedent for Rembrandt’s own self-portraits. However, 

Rembrandt goes beyond Titian’s example, by concentrating even more intently on the substance 

of the flesh, particularly its visceral and decaying qualities. For example, Rembrandt’s Self-

Portrait of 1659 absolutely transfixes the viewer’s attentions in the substance of the flesh, as 

indicated by Elkins’ reference to being ‘snared in the glues and emulsions’.394 His works thus go 

deeper into the body’s interior and make a more affecting physical display of the body’s 

transience than Titian achieved in his works. 

 

Another work with which Rembrandt’s self-portraits can be compared is Caravaggio’s self-

representation in David with the Head of Goliath. In this work, Caravaggio depicted himself as 

the decapitated head of Goliath, which is dripping blood. Caravaggio’s work thus played with 

many of the same dynamics evident in Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, highlighting the 

materiality and mortality of the body (once again, specifically his own body) through the 

presence and absence of certain bodily fragments. Rembrandt was also intimately familiar with 

this work by Caravaggio, which he arguably drew from in his Minneapolis Lucretia and which 

he possibly also used as a source for his late self-portraits. Indeed, like Caravaggio, Rembrandt 

also strongly emphasized the corporeality and mortality of his own body. However, whereas 

Caravaggio highlighted this through the explicit violation of the body, which resulted in his 

death, Rembrandt emphasizes these elements through the paint itself, which evokes a strong 

sense of bodily violation, but more importantly, acts as a metonym for corporeal transience. 

Thus, once again, his work is less about the mortality of the body, but rather embodies these 

qualities through the material of paint itself. 

 

It seems appropriate to conclude this discussion with some of Rembrandt’s closest 

contemporaries, Rubens and Hals. However, since neither of these artists produced any notable 

self-portraits in their older age, it is more fitting to compare some of their portraits of elderly 

people with those produced by Rembrandt. For example, Rubens’ Study of the Head of an Old 

Man, c.1610-1615 (fig.107), presents a wonderfully detailed rendering of an elderly man, which 

is in many ways similar to Titian’s self-portrayal in Allegory of Prudence. Like Titian’s self-

portrait, Rubens presented the old man in profile, with a long white beard descending from his 

face. Wrinkles stretch across his brow and especially around his eyes. Rubens’ handling of the 

paint is slightly looser in this work than in some of his other portraits, particularly in his 

treatment of the old man’s flesh and beard, thus suggesting his recognition, at some level, of the 

phenomenological potential of the material of paint. Frans Hals’ Portrait of an Elderly Man, 

c.1627-1630 (fig.108), presents a similar scene, depicting an older man in black costume,  
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Fig. 107. Rubens, Study of the Head of an Old Man, c.1610-15, oil on panel, 67 x 56.5 cm,  
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 108. Frans Hals, Portrait of an Elderly Man, c.1627-30, oil on canvas, 115.6 x 91.4 cm,  
The Frick Collection, New York 
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looking directly towards the viewer. Like Rubens, Hals also emphasized the man’s aging 

appearance primarily through his representation of the hair and flesh, portraying a receding 

hairline and wrinkled skin. However, his work makes even less of a phenomenological display 

of the materiality and mortality of the body than Rubens’ work, instead emphasizing this 

through a detailed descriptive rendering of the man’s aging features.  

 

While both of the works by Rubens and Hals clearly document and describe the physiological 

attributes of old age, and Rubens’ use of the paint expresses the substance of aging flesh in a 

more evocative manner than most, neither use the paint to embody the flesh with the same 

intensity that Rembrandt does. Thus, they do not achieve the same phenomenological sense of 

corporeal transience that Rembrandt did. This is evidenced by Rembrandt’s Portrait of an 

Elderly Man, 1667 (fig.109), in which he emphasized the old man’s age through external 

features such as wrinkles on his face and hands and white hair on his head, beard and eyebrows. 

However, Rembrandt’s rough painting mode also invests these features with additional 

significance, because the substance of the paint–and by extension, the substance of the old 

man’s flesh–seems to be perishing before our eyes, vanishing into oblivion. Seen in the context 

of his predecessor’s works, it is clear that Rembrandt’s handling of the paint allowed him to go 

‘much farther than portrait conventions have ever gone, then or since’.395 More specifically, it 

enabled him to impart a far more affecting sense of corporeality and mortality, in a way that no 

other artist before him had done. 

 

Another portrait of an elderly man that exemplifies Rembrandt’s masterful use of the paint to 

express the materiality and mortality of the flesh is his painting of Saint Bartholomew, from 

1661 (fig.110). This painting provides a very fitting end to this analysis of Rembrandt’s work 

because in addition to revealing the dramatic extent of Rembrandt’s phenomenological painting 

style, it also exhibits many other formal and symbolic similarities with key works discussed in 

previous chapters. According to curators at the Getty: ‘The individualized features of 

Bartholomew suggest that a patron may have asked to be portrayed in the guise of the saint’.396 

This portrait thus operates in a similar manner to Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait as the Apostle Paul, 

this time portraying a patron in the character of a martyr who sacrificed his body in the name of 

his faith. In his production of this portrait, Rembrandt used many of the same pictorial devices 

identified in earlier works to draw attention to the materiality and mortality of the flesh, such as 

composition, chiaroscuro, and hand gestures. He also included symbolic references to the issue 

of mortality, presenting this old man in the guise of Saint Bartholomew, holding the knife in his 

right hand, ready to perform his own flaying. This directly emphasized the body’s visceral 

interior, as well as its mortality, in a similar manner to Michelangelo’s portrayal of the saint in 

The Last Judgment. Finally, like many of his other self-portraits and paintings of elderly figures, 

Rembrandt used his phenomenological painting style to express the transience of the flesh in the 
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Fig. 109. Rembrandt, Portrait of an Elderly Man, 1667, oil on canvas, 81.9 x 67.7 cm,  
Royal Picture Gallery, Mauritshuis, The Hague 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 110. Rembrandt, Saint Bartholomew, 1661, oil on canvas, 87 x 76 cm,  
J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles 
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most direct and physically affecting means possible.397 In fact, this is one of the most dramatic 

of all of his paintings in this style, with the flesh seeming to be in the midst of rapid 

disintegration. Although I do not discuss it in much depth here, this work constitutes an 

important part of the corpus of artworks identified in previous chapters, for its frank and 

engaging exploration of corporeal transience, which Rembrandt achieved in an unprecedented 

way through his unique and evocative style of painting. 

 

Conclusion 

 

While many scholars have claimed that Rembrandt’s self-portraits demonstrate a deep concern 

with the mortality of the body, few, if any, have addressed the extent to which his experiences 

in the anatomical realm may have influenced this component of his art. However, as I have 

argued here, the so-called ‘self-analytical’ dimension identified in Rembrandt’s self-portraits 

may actually reflect and indeed respond to the provocations of Dutch anatomical culture, which 

encouraged individuals to contemplate the fact of their own corporeality and mortality. Various 

other aspects of the works also suggest the influence of anatomical culture, including 

Rembrandt’s phenomenological painting style, which is particularly evident in the late self-

portraits. As I have argued throughout this research, this stylistic innovation can be related to 

Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm, for Rembrandt used the substance of paint to 

embody the material of flesh for the same moral and theological purpose as the Dutch 

anatomists. Of course, in the case of the self-portraits, his paint embodies the substance of his 

own aging flesh, reminding viewers of the fact of his own corporeality and mortality. While 

these aspects of Rembrandt’s work resonate strongly with modern viewers, particularly for their 

close relationship to existentialist, psychological, and phenomenological ideas, his works are 

very much embedded in the spirit of his own times, and especially the anatomical culture of his 

age.  
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Conclusion 

 ____________________________________________________________ 
 

Rembrandt was one of the most prolific artists of the early modern period, creating paintings, 

etchings and drawings covering a range of themes and genres. His works now exist in almost 

every major art museum in the Western world, and they have inspired countless exhibitions and 

publications. They have also formed the focus of one of the largest and most detailed research 

projects ever undertaken on a single artist: the impressive Rembrandt Research Project, which 

has been in operation for over twenty years, providing a systematic and comprehensive analysis 

of every artwork attributed to the Dutch master. With such a vast range of scholarship already in 

the field, this study has focused on a very specific topic of investigation, providing an 

interpretative examination of Rembrandt’s engagement with the anatomical culture of 

seventeenth-century Holland and its impact on his art, particularly his portrayal of bodily 

mortality. Although this study deals with a very small group of works, many of these images are 

among the most celebrated in Rembrandt’s oeuvre and have featured prominently within recent 

scholarship. The central themes under investigation here–namely Rembrandt’s interest in and 

representation of bodily mortality, and the evocative painting style that he used to convey this–

have similarly been a consistent and important subject of scholarly enquiry, as they were central 

to Rembrandt’s concerns as an artist and so to his other work. Thus, while this research 

addresses a very specific aspect of Rembrandt’s art as a whole, it is one with broad and 

significant implications for the field. 

 

As established early in this research, the anatomy theatres of Leiden and Amsterdam were 

leading international centres of anatomical study during the seventeenth century. They attracted 

the attention of prominent public figures, scientists, artists, and other members of the Dutch 

community, who regularly attended the annual public anatomy lessons. Rembrandt would have 

been particularly aware of and interested in the activities of these anatomy theatres, as he lived 

in Leiden and Amsterdam during the height of their popularity, and because they were 

important artistic centres in seventeenth-century Holland. As previously noted, the Leiden 

anatomy theatre was ‘the nearest to a public art museum that Rembrandt could have visited in 

his formative years’398, and this was also true of the Amsterdam anatomy theatre, which was 

additionally a well-known patron of the arts, commissioning group portraits from some of the 

most successful painters of the time. The fact that anatomical study continued to be an 

important component of artistic training in the Baroque period no doubt heightened 

Rembrandt’s interest in these theatres. 

 

Research confirms that the anatomy theatres of Leiden and Amsterdam focused heavily on the 

issue of earthly transience, as illustrated by the curiosities, artworks and public dissections 
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staged there, which all emphasized this theme. This was a prominent concern throughout Dutch 

society during the seventeenth century, and was directly inspired by Christian and humanistic 

teachings of the time, particularly Dutch Calvinism. I have argued that these concerns found 

dramatic expression in the Dutch anatomy theatres, because anatomists could explore the 

physical reality of death in the most explicit and hands-on manner possible at that time. I have 

furthermore suggested that compared to other anatomists of the period, the Dutch were more 

intensely interested in the moral and theological dimensions of mortality, and drew attention to 

this theme at every opportunity. It was these aspects of Dutch anatomical culture that I believe 

were of such compelling interest to Rembrandt, and inspired him to portray the mortality of the 

body in such original and affecting ways.  

  

This study addressed two main sources of influence from within the anatomical sphere, each of 

which I argue had a significant impact on Rembrandt’s depiction of corporeal transience. The 

first is anatomical imagery. Although there are no historical records confirming exactly what 

material Rembrandt studied during his involvement with the anatomical realm, I argue that it is 

reasonable to assume, as many others scholars have, that Rembrandt was familiar with and 

influenced by a core group of works. This includes images from some of the earliest and best-

known illustrated anatomy books of the Renaissance period, by Johannes de Ketham, Jacopo 

Berengario da Carpi and Andreas Vesalius (and to a lesser extent, Realdo Colombo and Juan 

Amusco de Valverde). I have also identified a number of anatomical portraits of recurring 

significance, namely the group portraits by Aert Pietersz, Pieter van Mierevelt and Nicolaes 

Eliasz Pickenoy, produced in Holland during the early part of the seventeenth century. I have 

shown that Rembrandt applied a variety of formal and symbolic strategies used in these 

anatomical images to his own artworks on this theme. This enabled him to expand his visual 

lexicon, and to produce some of the most original works in the Baroque tradition, which broke 

with the established conventions of their particular genres. 

 

However, I contend that surely the most important source of influence within the anatomical 

sphere was the practice of anatomical dissection. Rembrandt’s firsthand experience in 

dissections–coloured as they were by Calvinist interest in the theme of worldly transience–was 

incredibly significant for his artistic development, inspiring him to portray the mortality of the 

body in the most explicit and physically engaging means possible. It was particularly 

instrumental in the development of his phenomenological painting style, a term I have 

developed to describe his incredibly viscous style of painting, in which he used the substance of 

paint as a powerful painterly metonym for flesh, especially dead or dying flesh. I argue that 

Rembrandt developed this painterly style in direct response to his experiences in the anatomy 

theatres, where anatomists deliberately emphasized the physicality of dead, dissected and 

decaying flesh, in order to deepen the viewer’s awareness of the reality of corporeal transience. 
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Rembrandt’s paintings reflect a similar approach, encouraging the viewer to engage with the 

paint as though it were real flesh, thus revealing the materiality and mortality of the body in the 

same direct and even empirical sense. I also suggest that Rembrandt’s firsthand experience in 

anatomical dissections inspired his emphasis on the moral and theological dimensions of 

mortality. Like the Dutch anatomists, who deliberately drew a strong parallel between the 

anatomical cadaver and the dead body of Christ, so too Rembrandt used this and similar 

techniques within his artworks to draw attention to the broader philosophical and religious 

significance of mortality. 

 

To demonstrate the depth and breadth of anatomical influence within Rembrandt’s art, I have 

conducted detailed analysis of a range of artworks, revealing specific correspondences between 

these images and sources within the anatomical realm. These works include The Anatomy 

Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, The Descent from the Cross, The Sacrifice of Isaac, Self-Portrait 

with Dead Bittern, the Slaughtered Ox paintings, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman, the 

Lucretia images, and a range of self-portraits and portraits.399 Since these works belong to a 

variety of genres including group portraiture, religious imagery, still life, history painting and 

portraiture, and were produced over an extensive period of time (close to forty years), this 

research demonstrates that rather than being an obscure or isolated influence on Rembrandt’s 

art, anatomical culture was a far-reaching and ongoing source of inspiration. Furthermore, by 

analysing each of these works in roughly chronological order, this research reveals a broader 

overarching pattern of development that takes place across Rembrandt’s oeuvre, which relates 

directly to his experiences in the anatomical realm. This concerns his increasing emphasis on a 

physical or empirical engagement with the materiality and mortality of the body in his artworks, 

in which he went beyond allegorical narrative, symbolism, or simple illusionism, to convey the 

truth of corporeal transience in the most direct and unmediated manner possible. The primary 

means by which he achieved this was through his phenomenological painting style, where he 

used the material of paint as an index of the flesh. As discussed in the Introduction, this method 

allows spectators to experience Rembrandt’s paintings of the flesh as raw phenomena, and thus 

adds to the intense emotional and physical impact of his paintings, not to mention the 

theological lessons that the Dutch surgeons believed their anatomies demonstrated. 

 

In revealing this broader pattern of development across Rembrandt’s oeuvre, this study shows 

that Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm were not just influential on his portrayal 

of bodily mortality in a select group of works, but were also critical to his overall artistic 

development. As I have stated on several occasions, Rembrandt’s painting style has been the 

subject of detailed art historical analysis, by some of the most respected scholars in the field, 

and is widely regarded as one of his most important and defining achievements as an artist. This 

is particularly true in the present day, as it has been for much of the last century, during which 
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time Rembrandt’s innovative painting style has been a source of great fascination to artists, 

scholars and the general public alike. I would argue that this has occurred primarily because his 

style of painting resonates strongly and even seems to foreshadow some of the principal 

concerns of twentieth-century art practice and theory. For example, Rembrandt’s emphasis on 

the materiality of the paint and its ability to affect the viewer in an intensely physical and 

emotional sense correlates closely with twentieth-century expressionism. Some of the closest 

comparisons for his work in this respect are the painters Francis Bacon and Lucien Freud, who 

both use the material of paint as a means of exploring and expressing aspects of embodiment. 

Furthermore, Rembrandt’s emphasis on the body, including both the physicality of the flesh and 

emotional aspects of human experience, corresponds closely with twentieth-century concerns to 

plumb experiences beyond language, particularly those related to psychological, 

phenomenological and existentialist ideas. This contemporary relevance of Rembrandt’s art 

helps to explain the enormous amount of interest in his work in the modern period, as well as a 

tendency among many contemporary commentators to see Rembrandt as an artist who was 

seemingly ahead of his time.  

 

However, as I have demonstrated throughout this research, Rembrandt’s remarkable artistic 

achievements, including his phenomenological painting style, were very much grounded in and 

inspired by the culture of his own time, specifically anatomical culture. Why previous scholars 

have overlooked this source of influence is difficult to say. One possible explanation is that 

prevailing ideas of the artistic genius, which have been present in art scholarship since the 

Renaissance but have taken on unprecedented power in the twentieth century, have caused 

many scholars to read Rembrandt’s achievements in this context. Another plausible explanation 

is that for much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, anatomy was classified as a purely 

scientific discipline, and thus many scholars neglected its great artistic and cultural significance 

during the early modern period, causing them to overlook its importance in Rembrandt’s work. 

As indicated in the preface, this would change drastically in the final decade of the twentieth 

century, when a range of exhibitions and publications appeared that focused specifically on the 

historical intersections between art and anatomy.400 These projects greatly inspired my own 

interest in the field, and led to my investigations into Rembrandt’s anatomical images, which I 

felt embodied the underlying philosophical and religious dimensions of early modern anatomy 

in such a frank and engaging way.  

 

In considering the contemporary relevance of Rembrandt’s art, it is also interesting to note how 

his engagement with the anatomical culture of his time has been a source of great interest in the 

current age. Apart from the large number of exhibitions, books and conferences devoted to 

Rembrandt’s anatomical portraits, there is also the somewhat controversial case of Gunther von 

Hagens, who directly appropriates aspects of Rembrandt’s works as part of his anatomical 
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projects. Indeed, when Von Hagens conducted the first public autopsy in Britain for over two 

hundred years (in London on 20 November 2002), he adopted the persona of Rembrandt’s Tulp 

by wearing a similar black hat, and performed his dissection of the anatomical cadaver in front 

of Rembrandt’s portrait of The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. Furthermore, when 

speaking about his anatomical projects, most notably the public autopsy and Body Worlds 

exhibition, Von Hagens spoke of his role as one who confronts the taboos surrounding 

mortality: 

 
The anatomist alone is assigned a specific role–he is forced in his daily work to reject the 

taboos and convictions that people have about death and the dead. I myself am not 

controversial, but my exhibitions are, because I am asking viewers to transcend their 

fundamental beliefs and convictions about our joint and inescapable fate.401 

 

Von Hagens’ projects reveal a great deal about the contemporary sense of intrigue and even 

nostalgia for the anatomical culture of the early modern period, which Rembrandt documented 

in his portraits. Indeed, in addition to his theatrical restaging of the public anatomy lesson 

portrayed in Rembrandt’s painting, one can also argue that his plastinated specimens–sculptures 

composed of actual human flesh–respond to Rembrandt’s artistic innovations in a number of 

interesting ways. Firstly, they represent an extension of Rembrandt’s use of an artistic material 

(in Rembrandt’s case, paint) to embody actual flesh, and secondly, they correspond with 

Rembrandt’s aim to expose the materiality and mortality of the body to viewers in the most 

direct and empirical sense possible. In saying this, I do not mean to compare Von Hagens’ work 

to Rembrandt’s in any way, but rather to demonstrate the ongoing impact of Rembrandt’s 

anatomical art on the contemporary imagination, particularly in its dramatic revelation of the 

physical reality of corporeal transience. Of course, examination of these correspondences 

between Rembrandt and Von Hagens’ works also reveals an issue of deeper significance, which 

is that corporeality and mortality remain inescapable facts of human existence, whether in the 

seventeenth century or the present day. Thus, Rembrandt’s artworks, and their appropriation by 

Von Hagens, point to this fundamental truth of humanity, and help to explain the universal and 

timeless relevance of Rembrandt’s images on this theme, which continue to impact generation 

after generation of spectators in deeply affecting ways. 

 

Rembrandt’s paintings of bodily mortality are thus intriguing and enduring works of art, which 

continue to confront viewers with the reality of our shared corporeality and mortality. What is 

both original and important about my research is that it reveals the critical importance of 

Rembrandt’s anatomical experiences to his production of these deeply powerful works. While 

many scholars have noted the influence of Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomical realm 

upon his two Anatomy Lesson portraits, few, if any, have investigated the full extent of its 

influence on the other works examined here. Furthermore, none have addressed, at least not in 
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any explicit sense, the strong relation between Rembrandt’s experiences in the anatomy theatres 

and the development of his highly original and greatly admired painterly style. It is my hope 

that this research will open the way for further scholarship in the field, and at the very least, will 

offer new ways of seeing and understanding Rembrandt’s remarkable contributions to the 

history of art. 
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Notes 
 
1 The genealogist and antiquarian Pieter van Brederode recorded this item in Rembrandt’s collection of 
‘rarities and antiquities’ on 2 October 1669, two days before Rembrandt’s death. See Josua Bruyn et al., A 
Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, Stichting Foundation Rembrandt Research Project, vol. 2, Martinus 
Nijhoff Publishers, The Hague, Boston and London, 1986, p.187. See also Simon Schama, Rembrandt’s 
Eyes, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1999, p.342. 
2 Both of these works are featured in subsequent chapters; The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp in 
Chapter I and fig.17, and The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joan Deyman in Chapter III and fig. 57. 
3 Jonathan Sawday similarly describes a ‘culture of dissection’ that prevailed in early modern Europe. See 
Jonathan Sawday, The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture, 
Routledge, London and New York, 1995, pp.1-3. 
4 For more information on this see Jan C.C. Rupp, ‘Matters of Life and Death: The Social and Cultural 
Conditions of the Rise of Anatomical Theatres, with Special Reference to Seventeenth Century Holland’, 
History of Science, vol.28, no.81, 1990, pp. 263-287. 
5 It is not known exactly when Rembrandt left Leiden permanently. According to the seventeenth-century 
Leiden burgomaster and chronicler Jan Jansz Orlers, Rembrandt left ‘about the year 1630’. However, 
most contemporary scholars believe that it was later than this, most likely in late 1631 or 1633. See A.B. 
de Vries et al., Rembrandt in the Mauritshuis, Sijthoff & Noordhoff International Publishers, Alphen aan 
de Rijn, 1978, p.94, and Gary Schwartz, Rembrandt’s Universe: His Art, His Life, His World, Thames 
and Hudson, London, 2006, p.40. 
6 As Mimi Cazort wrote: ‘Italy’s predominance in anatomical study faded in the seventeenth century... 
The geographical centre for anatomical research and teaching shifted steadily northwards from the Italian 
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