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The Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten in Antwerp has in its possession a group 
portrait of surgeons attending an anatomy lesson (fig. 1). It is the only painting of this sub-
ject known in the Southern Netherlands. The work is commonly attributed to Huibrecht, 

or Hubert(us), Sporckmans (1619-1690) and dated 1660. Further research now provides strong 
evidence that the portrait was actually executed in 1648 by another Antwerp master, Frans Denys 
(1610-1670).

Since 1919, the painting (on loan from the museum) has occupied a huge wall in the staircase of 

The anatomy lesson in the Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten in Antwerp is the only known Flemish painting of 
this subject. Although the work has long been attributed to Huibrecht Sporckmans (1619-1690) and dated 1660, the 
author reattributes it to the Antwerp painter Frans Denys (1610-1670) and gives evidence for a new date of 1648.  
DOI 10.5092/jhna.2009.1.2.3

A NEW ATTRIBUTION FOR THE ANTWERP ANATOMY LES-
SON OF DR. JOANNES VAN BUYTEN

Beatrijs Wolters van der Wey

Fig. 1. Frans Denys, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joannes van Buyten, 1648, oil on 
canvas, 345 x 482 cm. Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp, inv. no. 
610 (artwork in the public domain)
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the Geneesherenhuis (House of Physicians) at Antwerp, meeting place of the Koninklijke Genee-
skundige Kring van Antwerpen (Royal Circle for Medicine of Antwerp), following its discovery 
by one of the association’s members in the attic of the Antwerp museum. This large canvas may 
be associated with a 1648 contract for a painting depicting a theatrum anatomicum with portraits 
(Annex I).1 The published transcription of this contract has been referred to in some art-historical 
texts and in the database of the Rijksbureau voor Kunsthistorische Documentatie (RKD) in The 
Hague, but the contract was never linked to the group portrait in the Antwerp museum, given 
that work’s attribution to Sporckmans and its dating to 1660.2 More research now provides stron-
gevidence that the Anatomy Lesson under discussion here is actually the work ordered in 1648 
from Frans Denys.

Let us first take a look at the painting itself (fig. 1).3 It consists of three pieces of canvas, joined 
horizontally, making up a support measuring 345 x 482 cm. Represented are seventeen partici-
pants and three (prelectors or instructors) of an anatomy subject. The room is decorated with two 
skeletons holding a small banner with a text memento mori: “nescis quid serus vesper vehat” (you 
do not know what night will bring) and “stipendium peccati m ors” (the wages of sin is death). 
To the left, can be seen a window, and to the right a red drapery. In the center background, there 
is a display case with surgical instruments above what appears to be a chimney, flanked by two 
skeletons of babies (fig. 2). Above the case stand statues of Cosmas and Damian, the patron saints 
of Antwerp physicians, and Mary Magdalene.4

The iconography fits well with the order Frans Denys received in 1648: he promised to paint a 
picture of a theatrum anatomicum with nineteen portraits, including the instructors as well as 
“the present and former Body of Deans” of the Corporation of Surgeons. The Antwerp painting, 
however, includes twenty rather than nineteen figures. This may be explained by observing that 
one of them differs somewhat from the others: in the right group in the last row, the first man at 
the left is wearing a brown suit instead of a black one like his companions, and his pose indicates 
a certain self-confidence (fig. 3). The fact that he appears to bow and gesture may suggest he is 
the artist and the discordant figure thus a self-portrait. Alternatively, this figure might represent 
the gildeknaap (guild servant), rendered in a different color to distinguish him from his surgeon 

Fig. 2. Frans Denys, detail from The Anatomy 
Lesson of Dr. Joannes van Buyten (figure 1)

Fig. 3. Frans Denys, detail from The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Joannes 
van Buyten (figure 1)
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companions.5

According to the contract, Frans Denys had to finish his painting in an extremely short period. 
He was given four months, from February 3 until the last day of May. He was promised 375 gul-
den (guilders), a fee that was to be paid in three installments, 100 guilders in cash immediately to 
start the work, another 100 guilders halfway, and the remaining 175 guilders once the painting 
was completed. The artist could request a few extra weeks to complete his piece, but if he were not 
ready at the end of June, he would receive 50 guilders less than the quoted sum.

May we now suppose that the Anatomy Lesson of the Antwerp museum, corresponds to the 
painting ordered from Frans Denys in the 1648 contract? Or could it be that Huibrecht Sporck-
mans painted a second group portrait of surgeons some years later and that the earlier painting by 
Denys disappeared, as suggested in the above-mentioned articles?

The first reason for doubting the existence of a second group portrait arises from the very fact 
that the composition of a group portrait within an anatomical theater--and one with such large 
dimensions--is very unusual in seventeenth-century Antwerp and indeed in the whole of the 
Southern Netherlands. It seems unlikely, although not impossible, that only twelve years after 
the commission to Denys the same corporation ordered a new large group portrait. Neither the 
archives of the Antwerp Corporation of Surgeons nor those of the Collegium Medicum shed 
further light on the matter.6  Documents relevant to the years 1648 and 1660 do not reveal any 
reference to the group portrait by Frans Denys nor to one by Huibrecht Sporckmans. Even the 
agreement with Denys would not have been known had Duverger not published, in his systematic 
archival survey, a contract made before one of the dozens of notaries active in Antwerp at that 
time.7

An additional element weakening the case for a second group portrait after twelve years is the 
fact that the Corporation of Surgeons experienced recurring financial problems during the 
seventeenth century. They were even driven to “borrow” money from the armenbusse, monies 
ostensibly intended as alms for the poor.8 An archival document from around 1676 denounces 
this abuse.9  Yet the same document reveals how even this lack of money did not prevent the 
deans from spending more than three thousand guilders on furniture for the adornment of their 
Guild Hall.10

Furthermore, it could be argued that the Koninklijk Museum’s painting could also have been 
donated or executed for a minimum fee by Sporckmans, who apparently had a brother Lodewijk, 
or Ludovicus, who was a physician and is mentioned in the membership list of the Antwerp Col-
legium Medicum around 1659.11 Earlier articles that discuss the painting stress this family 
relationship to explain why a lesser-known artist such as Sporckmans executed the group por-
trait.12 These family ties in themselves are not, of course, a sufficient argument for the attribution 
of a painting. Indeed, one of the deans signing the 1648 contract with Frans Denys, namely Peeter 
van Cortbemde, also had a brother who was a painter, Balthasar van Cortbemde (1612-1663), 
and yet the group portrait was not ordered from him.13 Balthasar van Cortbemde was active as a 
painter during these years, and the only known painting from his hand--a religious scene with the 
parable of the good Samaritan--executed in 1647 specifically for the Corporation of Surgeons, is 
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of high quality.14

Historical investigation undermines the attribution of the AnatomyLesson to Sporckmans. First 
of all, it is clear that the work did not enter the museum’s collection as a painting by Sporckmans. 
In 1800-1810, it is listed, together with the other paintings confiscated by the French from the 
suppressed Antwerp corporations and centralized in the newly formed museum in the former 
cloister buildings of the Friars Minor, as an “anatomy lesson” by an unknown painter.15 The group 
portrait does not appear in the first descriptive lists and catalogues of the Antwerp museum, 
published between 1816 and 1851. It only features from 1857 onwards, when it is initially listed as 
number 485 and catalogued as a seventeenth-century picture of the Flemish school. Since 1871, 
it has been listed as number 610, the inventory number in use today. In an Antwerp city guide of 
1874, the painting is cited as an eighteenth-century work, probably a mistake.16

The first traceable mention of Sporckmans in relation to the group portrait comes two years 
later, in 1876, at the end of a short article about the artist’s life and work by Désiré van Spilbeeck, 
editor of the journal De Vlaamsche School. In this account, the author refers to a large painting 
by Sporckmans showing an anatomy lesson.17 From his wording it is clear that he was using a 
secondary source.18 At that time, the picture itself was in poor condition and stored in the attic of 
the Antwerp museum. The painting had obviously been put aside by 1868, the year during which 
it was listed by the same author in an overview of “the works of art indicated in the catalogue 
of the museum that are either not situated there or are not visible,” but at that point it was still 
mentioned as being by an unknown artist.19 In his Geschiedenis der Antwerpsche schilderschool, 
published in 1879, Max Rooses does not refer to the Anatomy Lesson, whereas Jos van den 
Branden in 1883 includes it in his biography of Huibrecht Sporckmans. Could Van den Branden, 
assistant archivist for the city of Antwerp since 1865, have persuaded Van Spilbeeck to change his 
mind on the painting’s attribution? For Van den Branden, though describing the work as “rolled 
up” in the museum’s attic, was able to look at it personally. Not only does he briefly describe the 
composition, but he also records its extremely bad condition, while explicitly indicating that “it 
contains still intact sections which are beautiful.”20

When Dr. Alexandre de Mets rediscovered the picture in 1919, it was still rolled up in the muse-
um’s attic. The folding lines and damage to the paint and the canvas are still visible today over the 
whole surface of the picture, even though it was immediately lined and restored after the “discov-
ery.” This conservation treatment was the result of the efforts of the then curator of the museum, 
Cornette, and the financial support of the city and province of Antwerp and of the Royal Circle 
for Medicine. On the occasion of the 300th anniversary of the Collegium Medicum on December 
12, 1922, the painting was finally moved to its current place of residence, the House of Physicians 
in Antwerp.21 From that time on, the Anatomy Lesson is referred to in most publications as a 
painting by Huibrecht Sporckmans and dated 1660, although the catalogues of the Antwerp 
museum attribute it to Sporckmans for the first time only in the 1948 edition and never specify its 
date.22

The archivist Jos van den Branden seems to have been the first to link the group portrait with the 
date of 1660, in his Geschiedenis der Antwerpsche schilderschool of 1883. The key argument for 
this dating can be found in his personal notes, the very useful “Nota’s Van den Branden,” which 
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formed the basis for his publication and are kept in the city archives of Antwerp. The relevant 
note is written on a small piece of paper and, while it does not bear the painter’s name, it is filed 
under “Sporckmans” and states quite enigmatically: “Hans Goossens large painting outside (?) in 
the Physicians’ Hall on the Waag, March and November 1660 Nr. 494.”23 The Waag, Stadswaag, 
or Nieuwe Waag was the public weigh-house, situated in the square of the same name, the Stad-
swaag, where the Corporation of Surgeons had had the use of two rooms since 1612/13. Unlike 
most of Van den Branden’s notices, in this case the reference number (“Nr. 494”) does not make 
sense. It appears to suggest a catalogue or an inventory number rather than a reference to an 
archival document, but it corresponds to neither the old nor the new numbering of the Antwerp 
museum.24

In a separate note, Van den Branden states that “the painting of Hubert Sporckmans, the anatomy 
lesson, is described in the museum catalogue of 1857, as a picture of an unknown master.”25 What 
he did not record, probably because he did not read the catalogue note all the way to the end, is 
the very last sentence: “this picture of which the damaged signature has become illegible, carries 
the date of 1645, or maybe 1649.”26 Indeed, on the canvas, in the lower left corner, there are still 
some visible traces of what must have been the signature and, on a second register, probably the 
year of execution. This quote from the 1857 catalogue, citing traces of a date in the 1640s--there 
is no doubt that the first three digits read “164”--brings us back to the contract that Frans Denys 
received in 1648 for a group portrait of the Antwerp Surgeons in a theatrum anatomicum.

Why then in 1874, and possibly at Van den Branden’s instigation, was the museum’s painting 
attributed to Huibrecht Sporckmans? This is a question that unfortunately has to remain un-
answered at this stage of research. It can only be assumed that Van den Branden or the person 
responsible for the attribution to Sporckmans saw some stylistic resemblances to another large 
signed group portrait by Sporckmans, bought in 1859 by the city of Antwerp and kept at that time 
in the City Hall. This work depicts twenty-four men to the left of a dramatic scene, probably “The 
city of Antwerp imploring the opening of the Scheldt.”27

Frans Denys was born around 1610 in Antwerp and spent most of his life in the city. In 1632, he 
became a master painter and in 1641 he took on two apprentices. From 1654 on, he was active 
abroad, first working for the art-loving Duke Friedrich III von Holstein-Gottorf, later as court 
painter for Ranuccio II of Parma, and finally for Regent Isabella Clara in Mantua, where he died 
in 1670.28 Whereas a stylistic assessment of Huibrecht Sporckmans is difficult given the relatively 
small oeuvre authenticated with any certainty as by his hand, there are a larger number of paint-
ings and engravings by Frans Denys available for comparison.29

Today, about twelve pictures from Denys’s Antwerp period, dated between 1635 and 1653, 
have been traced. All of these are portraits. The earliest are two pendant portraits, signed and 
dated 1635, of Andries van Langenberghe and his wife Anna Zegers, identified by the coat of 
arms (Brussels, de Borrekens private collection in 1962).30 The same holds for the double por-
trait of Peter van Horne and Barbara Heylen, signed and dated 1637(Brussels, Baillet-Latour 
private collection in 1939; the male portrait sold in Brussels, Palais des Beaux-Arts, in 1961).31 A 
portrait of a clergyman, with a coat of arms and the motto “non in solo pane,” now in the Kuns-
thistorisches Museum in Vienna, is signed by Frans Denys and dated 164(0?).32 Before 1647, the 
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artist made another pair of contrefeytsels (portraits), of the painter Charles de Cauwer (master in 
1609, died 1657/58) and his wife Elizabeth Vleckhamers, possibly a paternal aunt of Denys’s first 
wife, Martina Vleckhamer(s) (married Frans in 1632, died 1647). The pictures are known from 
the sitters’ last will of January 15, 1647, where they were bequeathed to their son Carel Fran-
cis.33 A signed family portrait, dated 1651, was sold at American Art Association in New York in 
1916.34 The palace of Versailles holds the portrait, at the age of twenty-two, of François-Paulin de 
Brouchoven, lord of Vechel and later an alderman of Antwerp, which is signed and dated 1652 
(fig. 4).35 A double portrait of a husband and wife, the man in the guise of a hunter, signed and 
dated 1653, was shown in 1990 at Müllendorff, an Antwerp art dealer.36 Three other authenti-
cated paintings contain the portraits of artist colleagues: a portrait of the painter Jan van Balen 
(1611-1654) was sold in 1895 at Lepke (Berlin), a signed picture of an unidentified architect, 
age forty-two, appeared in 1914 in Paris (Galerie Georges Petit), and an oil sketch of the still-life 
painter Alexander Adriaenssen (1587-1661) was shown in Amsterdam in 1932. The latter is a 
mirror image of the engraving by Antony van der Does (1609-1680) included in Anthony van 
Dyck’s Iconographia, of which the first state was signed by Denys.37

Hollstein mentions another ten portrait prints under Denys’s name, some of which may date to 
after 1654: one depicts a philosopher and one depicts Guilielmus Marcquis, son of the famous 
Lazarus Marcquis, a physician in Antwerp, seven are members of the aristocracy, and a last one 
is the abbot of the important Antwerp Abbey of Saint Bernard, who was also a member of the 
council of Brabant (fig. 5).38 This overview makes clear that Frans Denys was a highly appreciated 
portrait painter in his time. Aristocrats ordered most of his paintings, although several were 
commissioned by fellow townsmen of the middle class. A large number of these portraits were 
engraved, some of them probably intended for this medium.

Despite his success, Denys was not particularly innovative in terms of style. During his entire 
Antwerp career, he maintained a rather wooden manner of rendering his sitters, mostly half-
length or down to the knees, and in some engravings only the bust.39 Subjects either sit or stand 

Fig. 4. Frans Denys, François-Paulin de Brouchoven, 
Lord of Vechel, 1652, oil on canvas, 116 x 84 cm. Musée 
national du Château de Versailles, inv. no. M3494 
(artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 5. Conrad Wauman, after Frans Denys, Jodocus Gilles, Abbot of the 
Antwerp Abbey of Saint Bernard and Member of the Council of Brabant, 
engraving, folio. Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Albertina, 
Brussels, inv. no. S. II 80559 (artwork in the public domain)
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upright and are always in a more or less three-quarter position. Neither in individual nor in 
double portraits is there any dynamic movement: the sitters are represented in static poses. Only 
the rendering of the hands brings variation here and there. Hands are often a little twisted, with 
the index or other fingers wide apart. This gesture, a particular characteristic of Denys’s paintings, 
does not appear to carry meaning. The setting is kept rather sober, while all attention goes to the 
execution of the faces and representation of dress, the latter sometimes quite sumptuous. As to 
the facial features, they are accurate but rather sharp, emphasizing bags under relatively wide eyes, 
and with a pronounced nose and tight lips. The portraits hardly show any individual expression 
and the sitters stare straight ahead, impassive and serious.

Probably because Denys’s oeuvre consists exclusively of portraits, as far as is known, and because 
many of his patrons belonged to the aristocracy, he is sometimes considered a follower of Antho-
ny van Dyck (1599-1641).40 Van den Branden called him a painter as talented as the other Ant-
werp portrait specialist, Justus Sustermans (1597-1681), who, like Van Dyck, also emigrated, but 
noted, with regret, that Denys was almost forgotten.41 This is no doubt due to his more traditional 
and severe style.

A study of the Anatomy Lesson presents an ideal opportunity to get reacquainted with the artist. 
Indeed, the group portrait is wholly representative of Denys’s typical manner of painting, display-
ing the same treatment of the faces and lack of expression that characterizes the artist’s signed 
portraits. Another similarity with Denys’s painting style is the overall sober execution. There are 
no more attributes than strictly necessary to characterize the subject, and the general palette is 
brown, gray, and black, except for the red drapery, red tones in the anatomy subject, two small 
banners in red and blue, and a more vivid blue and white behind the window. Moreover, the indi-
viduals are grouped together in a very static manner. There is no inner compositional coherence 
apart from the structuring of the group in the staged setting of the anatomical theater. The sur-
geons do not appear to be paying much attention to the dissection in progress. They are posed as 
if their only concern was to be recognized for their portraits, and they mostly gaze outward, with 
no real focus. The only indication of any differentiation among the surgeons can be seen in the 
gesticulation of their hands, again a typical feature in Denys’s oeuvre. This lack of compositional 
coherence, with a total absence of dynamic movement, is perhaps understandable in the case of 
a painter who had never before--and apparently never afterwards--been faced with a task of this 
scale. It can be assumed that the artist decided upon the format of the painting in agreement with 
his clients, the deans of the corporation, in the light of particular constraints. Nineteen--in fact 
twenty--portraits had to be included in the setting of the anatomical theater, and the painting had 
to fit within the space available in the room where it was destined to hang.

Together with these stylistic observations, which favor an attribution of the Antwerp group 
portrait to Frans Denys, there is another argument that supports an earlier dating of around 1648 
rather than 1660, which makes it possible to link the painting with the contract concluded with 
Denys.

The chief praelector, placed in the mid-foreground (fig. 6), has long been identified as Joannes van 
Buyten (1612-1683), who became stadsdokter (physician in city service) in Antwerp in 1642 and 
was appointed professor in anatomy by the Antwerp Collegium Medicum in 1646. His appear
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ance in the group portrait can be compared to that in an individual portrait of 1674 executed 
by Charles Emmanuel Biset (1633-1713). This portrait (fig. 7) was engraved by Arnold van 
Westerhout (1651-1725) and included in Theatrum fungorum oft Toneel der Campernolien (An-
twerp, 1675) by the priest and botanist Frans van Sterbeeck (1631-1693).42 In his last will and 
testament, van Buyten refers to “the portraits and the Conversation [probably a Conversation 
piece] of Biseth.”43 Biset represented the anatomist, who was then sixty-two, as an old man, with 
a wrinkled face and long white hair. This aged appearance stands in stark contrast to his youthful 
representation in the Anatomy Lesson. It is therefore plausible that he was first portrayed at the 
age of thirty-six, twenty-six years earlier than the print, in 1648, rather than only fourteen years 
before, in 1660. Furthermore, in 1648, Joannes van Buyten, after two years of experience as prae-
lector or professor in surgery and anatomy, took steps to improve the discipline in surgery classes, 
including those on anatomy. In the spring of 1648, together with the deans and the aldermen of 
the corporation, he drew up the rules of courses for the students in surgery. Van Buyten presented 
their draft to the mayor and aldermen of Antwerp in a letter of April 22, 1648, and the rules 
were confirmed by the Maendagsche Raedt in July.44 All these facts show that Joannes van Buyten 
was a committed professional at an early age and that in 1648, no less than in 1660, his prominent 
place in the Anatomy Lesson would have been appropriate.

                                                         

Perhaps, then, the commissioning of a group portrait was related to the efforts of the corporation 

Fig. 6. Frans Denys, detail from The Anatomy Lesson of 
Dr. Joannes van Buyten (figure 1)

Fig. 7. Arnold van Westerhout, after Charles Emmanuel 
Biset, Ioannes van Buyten, 1674, engraving, 225 x 148 mm. 
Koninklijke Bibliotheek van België, Albertina, Brussels, inv. 
no. S. II 23820 (artwork in the public domain)
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in 1648 to improve the organization and the conditions of the apprenticeship and practice of the 
surgeons. The commissioned painting could be interpreted as a pictorial assertion of the spirit 
of service and responsibility that inspired the board members of the corporation during this 
period. Indeed, the contract with Frans Denys specified that, besides the instructors, the pres-
ent and former board of deans (“de dienende en de oude eed”) of the Corporation of Surgeons 
should be portrayed. Thus no ordinary surgeon members were to be represented. Nor was this 
the group portrait of the Collegium Medicum, an association founded in 1620 and separate from 
the Corporation of Surgeons, which had been founded in 1450. The Collegium Medicum acted 
as a monitoring body consisting of seven members, set up to guarantee the rights of doctors and 
patients and to ensure the quality of professional practice by physicians, pharmacists, and mid-
wives.45 Furthermore, the dress and hairstyles of the surgeons favor an earlier dating of the group 
portrait, for they would not have been worn much later than 1648.46

One of the instructors on the left side of the Anatomy Lesson has been repeatedly identified as 
Michiel Boudewijns (1622-1681).47 This identification is questionable if the Anatomy Lesson is re-
dated to 1648. Boudewijns first studied philosophy and theology and then pursued another three 
years of medicine in Leuven. Only in 1662 was he appointed stadsdokter of Antwerp, succeeding 
Van Buyten as professor of surgery.48 Furthermore, a comparison of Boudewijns’s supposed 
portrait in the Antwerp Anatomy Lesson with an individual portrait of him at the age of forty-two, 
executed by Abraham van Diepenbeeck (1596-1675) in 1664 and engraved by Petrus Clouwet 
(1629-1670), makes it unlikely this is the same man.49

Besides Joannes van Buyten, two other surgeons can now be identified as being included in 
the Anatomy Lesson, although their portraits cannot be localized within the group: the Deans 
Peeter van Cortbemde and Martin Marcany (Mariconi/Macaigne), who practiced in 1647-48 and 
signed the contract with Frans Denys.50

Taking into account historical, stylistic, and iconographical considerations, as well as the date 
of 1640s given for the painting in the 1857 museum catalogue, we thus conclude that the Ant-
werp Anatomy Lesson might well be the painting executed by Frans Denys in 1648. Clearly the 
Antwerp surgeons, when they commissioned Denys to paint their group portrait, were aware of 
the artist’s reputation: he was one of Antwerp’s well-known portraitists and still active in the city 
at that time. (His excellent reputation would also explain the short time period negotiated for the 
execution of the work.) The result is both an art historical as well as a medical-historical record of 
great interest and importance.

From an art-historical viewpoint, it is the only example of a large group portrait in the form of 
an anatomy lesson in the Southern Netherlands in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The 
only comparisons are two seventeenth-century group portraits of surgeons in Bruges. The earlier 
one of these, dated 1677 and painted by Filips Bernaerts (active in Bruges between 1648-1677), 
shows the surgeons in a meeting around a table. The second, dated 1679, portrays a dissection on 
a much smaller size, with only four physicians taking part in the activity.51 This lack of a tradition 
of painted anatomy lessons contrasts sharply with the situation in the Northern Netherlands. 
Especially in Delft and Amsterdam, anatomy lessons were executed throughout the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries. The first group portrait of surgeons explicitly situated in an anatomical 
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theater was painted in Delft in 1617 by Michiel van Mierevelt (1567-1641) (fig. 8)52 Another 

famous example is, of course, Rembrandt’s Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp (1632), which, 
although not rendered in the space of a theater, is the first painting where the prelector is actu-
ally engaged in the process of dissection.53 At this stage, there is no indication that the Antwerp 
surgeons or the painter Denys were personally familiar with those northern anatomy lessons nor 
therefore found in them a source of inspiration for the Antwerp composition.
                                                 
For the history of medicine, Denys’s painting is a major statement of the practice of anatomy 
lessons in the context of surgery apprenticeship in Antwerp. The existence of anatomy lessons is 
known from archival documents and medical-historical studies.54 But these publications are rath-
er vague about the Antwerp anatomical theater. It was installed by Dr. Lazarus Marcquis (1574-
1647) in a room that he obtained from the city in the above-mentioned Stadswaagfollowing a 
request of 1612.55 Lazarus Marcquis had seen the benefits of such a theatrum anatomicum during 
his studies in Leiden (1594) and Padua (1597), where he must have attended demonstrations in 
brand new theaters constructed, respectively, in 1593 and 1594 (fig. 9).56

From his 1612 request, it is not clear how the theater was set up, except for the mention of human 
and animal skeletons. Nevertheless, at the end of his life, in two requests to the city magistrate, 
which include a survey of his multiple activities as doctor in the service of the city, Marcquis 

Fig. 8. Michiel van Mierevelt, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. 
Willem van der Meer, 1617, oil on canvas, 144 x 198 cm. 
Delft, Stedelijk Museum Het Prinsenhof, inv. no. B112 (on 
loan from the Oude en Nieuwe Gasthuis, Delft) (artwork in 
the public domain)

Fig. 9. Rembrandt, Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 
1632, oil on canvas, 169.5 x 216.5 cm. Mauritshuis, The 
Hague, inv. no. 146 (artwork in the public domain)
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described more explicitly the ana tomy theater, calling it “the room with the theater” that he had 
“adorned with different skeletons” and the “anatomy room in the Nieuwe Waag he had adapted 
for the public demonstration of the art of anatomy.”57 Moreover, the rules for the surgery classes 
drawn up by Joannes van Buyten in 1648 mention the “anatomical room or theater.”58 We may 
therefore assume that Denys’s painting is a fairly true-to-life representation of the Antwerp 
anatomical room of 1612 and that it took the form of an octagon.

In an irony of fate, the 1874 catalogue of the Antwerp museum includes an introductory note on 
the painter Jacob Denys (1644-1708/33), which gives his father Frans high praise. Frans Denys is 
commended for his “excellence as a portrait painter, almost forgotten nowadays, who deserves an 
eminent place among the master painters of the seventeenth century; he is very close to the great 
models of this remarkable period.”59  The museum committee did not realize that their attic, a few 
meters away, hid an authentic painting by the artist, unique in its genre as an Antwerp “anatomy 
lesson,” and one of the most remarkable works by Frans Denys.   
 
Appendix
 
February 3, 1648 - Contract between the practicing Deans of the Antwerp Surgeons’ Corporation, 
Peeter van Cortbemde and Martin Mariconi, and the painter Fran çois Denys for a Theatrum 
anatomicum with nineteen portraits.
 
Syn tsaemen overcommen ende geaccordeert Srs. Peeter Cortbemde ende martinus maricony 
beyde dienende dekens van het Chirurgijns ambacht binnen dese stadt ter eenre, ende Sr. fran-
coijs de Nijs constschilder al hier ter andere syden, ende dat inde manieren naer volgende, te 
weten dat den voornoemde Sr francoijs de nijs geloeft ende sich verobligeert heeft tusschen heden 
date deses ende ultima maij toecomende te maecken wel ende loffelyck een stuck schilderye 
ende daerinne te schilderen Theatrum anatomicum met negenthien contrefeytsels soo vande 
Prelecteurs als vande dienenden ende ouden eet van het voors. Chirurgyns ambacht, ten pryse 
ende voorde somme van drijehondert vijventseventich guldens eens, die beyde de voornoemde 
twee dienende dekens geloeft hebben ende geloven mits desen aende voornoemde sr francoys de 
nijs op te leggen ende te betaelen te weten Eenhondert guldens daeraff contant, Andere hondert 

Fig. 10. Bartholomeus Dolendo after Jan Cornelisz Woudanus, 
The anatomical theater in Leiden, 1609, engraving, 466 x 558 
mm. Rijksmuseum, Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam, inv. no. 
RP-P-OB-98271(artwork in the public domain)
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guldens ten halven van het werck, ende de resterende hondert vijventseventich guldens soo haest 
t voors. stuck schilderye volcomentlyck sal wesen voldaen. Is voorders geconditioneert door de 
voors. dienende dekens aende voors. somme van drijehondert vyventseventich guldens sullen 
mogen cortten de somme van vyftich guldens eens ingevalle t voors. stuck schilderije in een 
maendt naer date van voors. ultima maij naestvolgende nijet volcomentlyck en is voldaen, welcke 
vyftich guldens den voornoemde sr. francoijs indien gevalle sal verbeuren, Toirconden hebben de 
voors. Contractanten dese onderteckent In Antwerpen desen derden februarij a ˚ 1648.
[getekend:]
francoijs Denijs
Peeter van Cortbempde
Martin Macaigne 60
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