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Abstract
The article presents the materials of a new research concerning the thematic study of the issue, representation of the history of 

formation and development of the world anatomical science in the reflection of such means of material culture as painting. This arti-
cle illustrates paintings from the 17th century, which are by a number of Dutch painters, the main motif of which are anatomy lessons, 
very popular at that period among the Dutch aristocracy, performed for them by a number of famous Dutch doctors and anatomists.
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Introduction

The study of the history of medicine and, in particular, human 
anatomy, is a very relevant and demanded topic. In a number of his 
previous articles, printed in many domestic and foreign scientific 
and medical publications, the author has already developed this 
subject, using, as illustrations, such means of collecting as philate-
ly, faleristics, phylocarty, numismatics and bonistics. In this article, 
as in the large series that follow, we plan to present a reflection of 
the history of the formation and dynamic development of world 
anatomical science, in such art media as painting and sculpture. As 
illustrations, screenshots of paintings and sculptures, artists and 
sculptors from different countries of the world, and different time 
periods of history will be used. In particular, this research paper, 
which is the first part of a planned series of articles, will present 
a number of pictorial paintings by a number of 17th-century Dutch 
artists, thematically dedicated to the interest of Dutch society at 
the time, in the study of human anatomy. These are paintings by 

such Dutch painters of the time as Art Pieterse; Michiel Jansson van 
Mierevelt and Peter Michilson van Mierevelt; Nicolaes Elias Pick-
enoy; Jan van Neck; Adrian Backer; Cornelis de Man; Christian Ku-
vershof; Frans Denis; Rembrandt.

Virtually all the paintings of these artists share a common title, 
"Anatomy Lesson”. In particular, these are such paintings (accord-
ing to the order of the Dutch painters presented earlier) 

"Dr. Sebastian Egberts' Anatomical Lesson”.

"Dr. Willem van der Meer's Anatomical Lesson”.

"Dr. Sebastian Egberts' Osteology Lesson”.

"Dr. Frederic Ruysch's Anatomy Lesson”.

"Dr. Frederic Ruysch's Anatomy Lesson" - 2 paintings by differ-
ent artists.

"Dr. Cornelis Gravesande's Anatomical Lesson”.
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"Dr. Zacheus de Jager's Anatomy Lesson”.

"Dr. Johann van Bouten's Anatomical Lesson”.

"Dr. Tulp's Anatomy Lesson”.

"Dr. Daman's Anatomy Lesson”.

Aim/Purpose of the work 

To reflect the representation in all available sources of informa-
tion, the memory of the study of human anatomy, in such means of 
art as painting, in particular the works of several Dutch artists of 
the 17th century, while using, as illustrations, screenshots of repro-
ductions of paintings by these masters of painting.

Materials and Methods

In carrying out this research work, the method of literary-criti-
cal analysis of all available scientific sources of information on the 
issue under study, both domestic and foreign, using catalogs, spe-
cialized periodicals, encyclopedias, directories, Internet resources 
was used.

Results of the Study 

Analysis of the results of the study showed that there is a signifi-
cant number of paintings, a number of artists of the world, primar-
ily painters from the Netherlands, the subject matter of paintings, 
devoted to the active study of many people, most often from the 
rich class, anatomy, a passion for learning about the question con-
cerning the structure of the human body [1-6].

I would like to begin my story with a brief presentation of a 
painting by the Dutch artist Aert Pietersz, titled "The Anatomical 
Study of Dr. Sebastian Egberts", which he painted around 1601-
1603. This painting is 147 cm by 392 cm and is currently in the 
Amsterdam Museum in the Netherlands [1-6]. It shows a group of 
29 people, all male. Of these, six are seated in armchairs, and 21 are 
standing around a table, on which, on a white cloth, lies the corpse 
of a dead man. His face, using a special artistic device, is covered by 
the outstretched hand, of one of those sitting in this class, some im-
portant person. This is indicated by the fact that, firstly, he is very 
close to the body of the deceased, and secondly - he is sitting, not 
standing, as most others. All of this points to his, and the other five 
sitting men's, special, privileged status. Perhaps it is Dr. Sebastian 
Egberts himself, giving his anatomy lesson. Its participants were 
usually local, well-known physicians of the period, as well as im-

portant officials and a number of wealthy people who lived in the 
area at the time. They were all undoubtedly united by their interest 
in anatomy [1-6].

Figure 1:  Painting “The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Sebastian 
Egberts”.

Figure 2, shows a painting, painted in 1617, by two Dutch art-
ists, Michiel Jansson van Mierevelt and Pieter Michilson van Mier-
evelt's “Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Willem van der Meer”. This painting 
is kept in the Netherlands, in the Prinsenhof Museum, Delft. The 
size of this painting is 150 x 225 cm [1-6]. This painting, in vary-
ing degrees of proximity to the table and the corpse lying on it, de-
picts 19 men, both standing and seated, dressed as they were at the 
time. Dr. Willem van der Meer himself is standing over the corpse, 
with the investigator's knife in his right hand. To his right, two as-
sistants are holding a bronze basin. Various medical (dissecting) 
instruments are laid out on the table. The face of the corpse lying 
on the investigator's table is covered with a light-colored cloth. The 
anterior abdominal wall is dissected, the skin is removed and the 
muscles of the anterior abdominal wall are exposed, and the intes-
tinal loops are visible. In the upper left corner of the picture, be-
tween those standing in the third and second rows, the participants 
of the anatomy lesson can be seen the lower limb bones of the two 
skeletons hanging over the anatomy table. Actually, this picture is 
very reminiscent of a memorable, group shot of the participants of 
the ongoing - anatomy lesson.

Figure 3 shows a painting attributed by specialists to the Dutch 
artist Nicolaes Eliasz Pickenoy. 3, is a painting attributed by spe-
cialists to the Dutch painter Nicolaes Eliasz. Pickenoy, "The Osteol-
ogy Lesson of Dr. Sebastian Egberts”. The painting was painted in 
1619 and is 135 x 186 cm in size. This painting is now in the Her-
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Figuгe 2:  Painting “The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Willem van 
der Meer”.

mitage Museum in Amsterdam [1-6]. It depicts 6 men, three each, 
to the right and left of the human skeleton located in the center of 
this painting. In the lower left corner, Dr. Sebastian Egberts himself 
is depicted pointing his hand at the human skeleton.

Figure 4 shows a painting by the Dutch painter Jan van Neck, 
"The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Frederik Ruysch", which was painted 
in 1683. This painting has a size of 143 x 203 cm, and is kept, at 
the moment, in the Museum in Amsterdam, the Netherlands [1-6]. 
Its subject is unusual in that it shows the autopsy and examina-

tion of a child's corpse and skeleton. Dr. Frederic Ruysch himself, 
the famous 17th-century Dutch anatomist, stands last, in a row of 
six adults present at the autopsy. Next to the baby's corpse, on a 
table, is a placenta with an umbilical cord. Standing, in the lower 
right corner of the painting, the boy helper holds in his hands, an 
elaborately executed complete skeleton of another child. The men 
present at this anatomy lesson express great interest in what is 
happening on their faces.

Figure 4: Painting “Dr. Frederic Ruysch's Anatomy Lesson”.

Another painting, shown in figure Another painting in figure 
5, devoted to the anatomical lessons of Dr. Frederick Ruysch, but 
by another Netherlandish artist, Adriaan Baker, was painted in 
1670, “The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Frederick Ruysch”. This painting 
is now in the Hermitage Amsterdam, Netherlands, and measures 
168 x 244 cm [1-6]. The painting depicts seven people present. The 
anatomy teacher is distinguished by the hat that specialists of such 
high rank had the right to wear - as a mark of their skill, status and 
qualifications. Frederic Ruysch himself, in this painting, looks con-
siderably younger than in the painting of the previous author. The 
lesson itself takes place in a certain solid room, decorated with two 
sculptures, in the antique style. The corpse of a young man lying on 
an anatomical table has his face open and his pelvic region covered 
with a cloth. Dr. F. Rüsch is still preparing for the autopsy with a 
scalpel in his hands.

Figure 6 shows a painting by another Dutch artist, Cornelis de 
Man, "The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Cornelis Gravesande", painted in 
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Figure 3: Painting of "Dr. Sebastian Egberts' Osteology Lesson”.



Figure 5: Painting “Dr. Frederic Ruysch's Anatomy Lesson”.

1683. This painting is preserved in the Prinsenhof Museum, Delft, 
and measures 173 x 212 cm [1-6]. It depicts the 18 men present 
in this class in three rows. The most respected 8 of those present, 
sit in the first and second rows depicted. Dr. Cornelis Gravesande 
himself, stands in the center, pointing to himself with the index fin-
ger of his hand. The instrument in his left hand is inserted into the 
opened chest cavity of the corpse, whose face, at the top of the head, 
is hidden under the white cloth covering the face of this corpse. The 
skin and soft tissues in the chest area of the corpse have been dis-
sected, revealing the ribs and intercostal muscles.

Figure 6: Painting “The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Cornelis 
Gravesande”.

Another 17th century Dutch painter, Christian Kuvershof, devot-
ed his work to a popular subject at the time - the study of human 
anatomy. His painting, painted in 1640, is titled "The Anatomy Les-
son of Dr. Saheus de Jager". This painting is preserved in the West 
Frisian Museum, in Hoorn, the Netherlands, and is 122 x 161 cm [1-
6]. In this, a small painting, five people of this class are represented. 
Dr. Saheus de Jager himself is depicted in the center of the picture, 
with a hat and a scalpel in his right hand, making an incision in the 
skin of a corpse, in the area of the sternum. His pupils are arranged, 
two by two, on the right and left sides of the doctor.

Figure 7: Painting "Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Zacheus de Jager”.

The next, figure 8, shows a large painting (345 x 482 cm) by 
another Dutch painter, Frans Denis, "The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. 
Johann van Bouten", painted by the artist in 1648. This painting is 
preserved in the Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Antwerp, the Neth-
erlands [1-6]. It depicts the anatomical theater of the time, with 
its inherent paraphernalia. On its tiers are arranged, right and left, 
seventeen students. At the bottom, in the center of the anatomical 
theater, are Dr. Johann van Bouten himself and his two assistants, 
to the right and left of the teacher. The doctor dissects the anterior 
surface of the cadaver, exposing the muscles of the anterior surface 
of the thighs, the anterior abdominal wall, and the thorax.

The following, figure 9, shows Rembrandt's world-famous 
painting, “Dr. Tulp's Anatomy Lesson”, painted by him in 1632 This 
painting is in the Mauritshuis Museum, The Hague, Netherlands, 
and measures 166 x 219 cm [1-6]. Hundreds, if not thousands, of 
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Figure 8: Painting “The Anatomical Lesson of Dr. Johann van 
Bouten”.

detailed research articles have been written about this picture, 
with a meticulously detailed analysis of all the participants, includ-
ing the corpse, its appearance and biography. Also, there are re-
search papers in which all the muscles and tendons of the left fore-
arm and hand of the studied corpse are described in great detail; 
elements of the clothes of all, 8 participants of this lesson, including 
the clothes and hat of the master, Dr. Tulpa himself, his anatomical 
instruments [1-6].

Figure 9:  Painting “Dr. Tulpa's Anatomy Lesson”.

Figure 10, shows another of Rembrandt's world-famous 
paintings, “Dr. Deimann's Anatomy Lesson”, painted by him in 1656. 
This painting is now in the Hermitage in Amsterdam, Netherlands. 
Its size is 100 x 134 cm [1-6]. At this small picture, a unique subject 
is shown - the next stage of the autopsy of the corpse - the study of 
the brain. The corpse lies on an anatomical table, in a special pose, 
with the upper part of the body elevated. His abdomen was opened 
and examined, the scalp was removed and the cranium was opened, 
the hemispheres of the brain mesga were visible. Dr. Daman holds 
the skullcap in his hands, while his assistant holds the scalp and 
hair of the scalp removed. The doctor examines what he sees with 
attention. All these stages of the autopsy are very reminiscent of 
his stages today.

Figure 10: Painting “Dr. Daman's Anatomy Lesson”.

This concludes the first article, devoted to the study of the 
reflection of the study of human anatomy, in works of Dutch 
painting, by the example of 10 paintings of different artists of the 
17th century, of this country. The next article, which will be a logical 
continuation of the first.

Conclusions

The materials presented in the article, both textual and 
illustrative, show a considerable interest, both of doctors and of 
many representatives of different strata of the Dutch population in 
the 17th century, in the study of human anatomy.
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The number of paintings by Dutch artists, a small part of which 
are presented in this article, convinces us that in this country, as 
probably in other countries of Europe at that time, there was a 
great interest both in medicine in general and in human anatomy 
in particular.

35

The History of Anatomy as Reflected in the Paintings of a Number of 17th Century Dutch Artists. Part I.

Citation: Konstantin Anatolyevich Bugaevsky. “The History of Anatomy as Reflected in the Paintings of a Number of 17th Century Dutch Artists. Part I.". 
Acta Scientific Anatomy 1.5 (2022): 30-35.

Bibliography

1. Dr. Tulp’s Anatomy Lesson or Worse (2022).

2. Anatomy Lesson, Rembrandt, 1632 - World Museums (2022).

3. Tales of Paintings - Dr. Tulp’s Anatomy Lesson (2022).

4. Description of the painting Dr. Daman’s Anatomy Lesson 
(2022).

5. Anatomy of Art (2022).

6. The Living and the Inanimate. Rembrandt «Anatomy Lesson of 
Dr. Tulpa» (2022).


