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CAROLINE O. FOWLER

From the outward gesturing of limbs to the subtle rising and
falling of the chest as the lungs inhale and exhale, the vital
body is in constant motion. Yet while the appearance of these
bodily alterations may be observed on the surfaces of skin, hair,
and eyes, the source of such movements remains invisible. As
the relationship between the word animation and the Latin
word for soul (anima) demonstrates, the force behind vitalizing
presence has been attributed to various concepts of soul,
spiritus, the imperceptible quality of a divine (some hope eternal) something inherent in each person that separates the living,
breathing being from the corpse.1 Yet even as early-modern
anatomists, artists, and natural philosophers began to dissect
the body and analyze the interweaving action of bones, joints,
muscles, and tendons, there remained a stark juxtaposition
between the mass of blood and flesh on the dissector’s table
and the presence of a person. While dissection of corpses
allowed a view into the inner structure of organs and tissue,
it did not reveal the presence of what separates a living from a
dead body. The opening of the corpse revealed only more
surfaces, more tissue, more matter.
This opposition between an immaterial presence of physical
energy and the matter of flesh forms the crux of many earlymodern representations of anatomy and dissection, perhaps
most famously seen in The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp
(figure 1) by Rembrandt van Rijn (1606/07–1669). Challenging
the static genre of group portraiture, Rembrandt painted the
corporate body of the Amsterdam Surgeons’ Guild gathered
around a corpse. With a dramatic use of lighting, he articulated
a distinction between the cadaverous man and the active medical practitioners. The displayed body with its messy insides
contrasts with the lively gazes of the surgeons as they consider
the inner workings of the body, still somehow stuck at the
surface material of viscera and tissue.
This article considers how the question of what force animates the body — material or immaterial, subtle or divine —
presented a problem not only for early-modern natural philosophers, surgeons, and enthusiasts but also for artists. To fulfill
a demand for convincing representations of moving, palpitating
bodies in still images, artists had to produce not only a convincing presentation of proportion, musculature, and form but
also that imperceptible quality that quickens flesh.2 For earlymodern artists, interactions among movement and stillness,
forces and corpses, breath and spiritus became factors as the
study and representation of the human figure after or towards life
began to dominate the pedagogy of the workshop.3 In order to
WORD & IMAGE, VOL.

represent a body with a palpable presence, artists had to
contend with what remained intangible as the enlivening
potential of physical nature.
While art history owes a debt to Aby Warburg (1866–1929)
and his writings on bewegtes Beiwerk (accessories in motion) to
convey movement and anima in Italian Renaissance painting,
this modality of motility does not apply to the seventeenthcentury representation of figural mobility in Northern workshops. Warburg argued that in fifteenth-century Italian paintings, such as Sandro Botticelli’s Primavera (1482), artists
conveyed bodily animation through the outer stirring of
“accessories-in-motion,” namely hair, cloth, and ornaments,
which manifested the dynamism of more invisible sources such
as soul, or spiritus.4 Shifting attention from fifteenth-century
Florence to seventeenth-century Amsterdam, this article
examines figurative representations in which artists established
locomotion through the corpuscular form itself, aside from its
cloth, hair, and ornaments. This practice of studying corporeal action through the body itself was particularly realized in
the medium of drawing and working nae t’leven (from or
towards life). This turn in artistic practice — displaying bodily
kinetics through the human figure itself — mirrors similar
changes in seventeenth-century natural philosophy, paradigmatized by the work of René Descartes (1596–1650), who
theorized that the force of mobility originated from within as
opposed to outside the body.

How should men learn from life?
Anatomists, artists, philosophers, and surgeons traversed intersecting networks in seventeenth-century Amsterdam, where art
and science had not yet been separated into distinct realms of
inquiry. The Anatomy Book of the Outer Body Parts for Painters,
Engravers, and Surgeons (1634) by the little-known artist-cum-anatomist Jacob van der Gracht (1593–1652) demonstrates these
associations between artistic practice and anatomic practice. As
indicated by the title of his text, van der Gracht’s intended
audience included artists (painters and engravers) and surgeons.5 The question posed in his introduction addressed concerns for both medical and artistic practitioners, namely: “how
should men learn from life [t’leven], and with understanding,
elaborate upon it?”6 Instead of looking towards Galen or
Hippocrates (as some of his medical peers did), van der
Gracht turned to images and statues in the study of t’leven
(life). Moreover, despite the text’s purportedly diverse
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Figure 1. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 1632. Oil on canvas, 169.5 x. 216.5 cm. The Hague, Royal Picture Gallery Mauritshuis.

audience, van der Gracht largely concerned himself with the
representation of the body-in-movement, a topic seemingly
more relevant to those handling the paintbrush or the burin
than the scalpel. In this text, van der Gracht addressed one of
the central problems of seventeenth-century artistic theory:
how does the artist translate the study of moving bodies into
figures sustained with discernible presence? Moreover, the
question raised by van der Gracht — how should men learn
from life — also suggested that men should consider their own
bodily experience of life, translating the individual sensorium
into knowledge applicable to the variety of nature. The
question, how does one learn from life, demands both the study of
life outside oneself and the investigation of one’s own living
body.
Attempting to sell a treatise on anatomy, van der Gracht
argued that familiarity with the muscular system was essential
to representing the body-in-movement.7 While copying
Antique sculptures may allow the artist to capture the beauty
156

CAROLINE O. FOWLER

of life (om de welstant en schoonheyt des levens te leeren kennen),
whenever the draftsman sketched a figure outside the Antique
canon, the welstant — a complex term to which I will return
and discuss in some detail — fell short because the student
could not discern the perpetual movement of living figures
from Antique stones:
Others argue that it is enough to study Antique images and
statues that can still be seen in Rome and other places in
Italy … to understand the grace (welstant) and beauty of life.
Take a lover of art, who has spent a lot of time drawing
these figures, but on the other hand has not paid much
attention to investigate the muscles or to understand
Anatomy…. As long as he may use the same pose and
posture that the Italian images or statues have, he may
succeed, but once he wants to change them somewhat, he
will not attain the grace (welstant) of art because he does not
understand Anatomy and the movement (beroerlickheyt) of
life.8
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For van der Gracht, Antique sculpture demonstrated this indeterminable quality of welstant, and those who copied sculpture
inadvertently may attain this aspect. Yet if the artist did not
understand the inner dynamism of a body’s motility, once the
draftsman sought to realize a figure beyond the Antique canon,
his work would no longer embody welstant.
Van der Gracht compared those who only studied Antiquity
to those who worked nae t’leven (after or towards life).9 As in the
contemplation of statuary, working nae t’leven also presented
problems, particularly in analyzing muscular form through
the skin’s surface, for even Herculean models cannot hold a
pose indeterminably long without putting stress on the “natural” muscular tension:
Because as long as the human being is natural, that is,
without labor or keeping a certain position or movement of
the body, all the muscles work on their time. But this cannot
last long. Because as soon as he becomes tired he has difficulties keeping the same state…. This skin also changes from
the different movements of the muscles, just as cloth changes
and receives folds through the movement of the body.10

Artists analyzed bodily kinetics through the ossified statues of
Antiquity, yet this practice remained limited by the forms’
immobility. In contrast, contemplating the body nae t’leven
allowed artists to survey a body’s mobility beyond the canonical postures of Antiquity. Yet the body (always-in-flux) made it
hard for artists to still the agitation of muscle. While the work
of those who studied Antiquity lacked the quality of welstant
because they were unable to study movement through their
stone models, the work of those who investigated nae t’leven also
could reveal a deficient understanding of movement. Artists
attempting to elaborate from life were stymied by the quality
that they sought to emulate — movement. A picture (or statue),
after all, stills the infinitely changing impulse of living form into
a single image. Moreover, key to both of these modes of artistic
exercise was the quality of welstant, an aspect to representing
the human figure that would be absent if the artist did not
understand the realization of life-in-movement. Van der
Gracht’s introduction outlines the problems and stakes in
seventeenth-century artistic practice, and also draws attention
to two keys terms: welstant and nae t’leven.

Nudes circa 1600
In one of the most cited lines in Netherlandish historiography,
the biographer of the Haarlem painter and rhetorician Karel
van Mander (1548–1606) wrote in 1618 that van Mander and
his fellow artists Hendrick Goltzius (1588–1617) and Cornelis
Cornelisz. van Haarlem (1562–1638) established a drawing
school where they worked nae t’leven.11 Twenty years later, the
artist-printmaker Crispijn van de Passe the Younger (1594–
1670) mentioned attending a Teekenschool (drawing school) overseen by the foremost drawing masters of Utrecht, a city neighboring Haarlem, where the artists Abraham Bloemaert (1566–
1651), Gerrit van Honthorst (1592–1656), Paulus Morelsee

(1571–1638), and Roelandt Savery (1576–1639) had all established workshops.12 Canonized as “Northern Mannerists,”
Goltzius, van Haarlem, and van Mander in Haarlem and
Bloemaert and Morelsee in Utrecht delineated, engraved,
and painted — in graphite, ink, oil, and tempera — fantastical
bodies.13 Although Mannerist nudes typically are defined by
their exaggerated musculature, these draftsmen, painters, and
engravers were innovators in working nae t’leven.14 By the end of
the sixteenth century in the artistic circles of Haarlem and
Utrecht, artists started to draw the nude body in its entirety
and apart from its accessories of hair and cloth, while remaining opaque about the original source for the study (print/
sculpture/model, Antique/Modern). While these drawings
remain indebted to the proliferation of Antique and Italian
models in the Netherlands, they nevertheless point towards
a new drafting of the human figure and consideration of thebody-in-movement.
In the work of these artists, there developed an antagonized
relationship between body and drapery. Instead of seamlessly
expressing the dynamism of a single figure through the interplay between flesh and cloth, artists increasingly came to use
the folds of drapery as a ground from which the body
emerged in a kinetic state separate from the agitation of
textile. In one such drawing of a naked youth, which evokes
nae t’leven yet was made from memory, the Haarlem based van
Haarlem drafted a full-frontal naked figure gazing and gesturing with one arm towards the sky as he casts a cloth behind
him (figure 2). Although van Haarlem delineated the cloth
with sharp points and deep valleys of charcoal shading complemented by white highlights, there is a rigidity to the cast-off
material that does not animate the body of the man so much
as it provides an angular backdrop of black-and-white triangles against which the figure emerges. The darker charcoal
areas of the cloth that occur around the highlighted parts of
the man’s body bring the figure into stronger relief, so that he
extends out from the material. Rather than rely on drapery to
animate, van Haarlem achieved this effect through musculature, the distribution of weight, and the mobilization of gesture the figure thrusting aside the material impediment to its
own form.
In order to animate the body, artists began to deliberate less
on direct knowledge of anatomical structures beneath the
surface of the skin and to focus more on the body as an
undivided presence that inhabits space. In a drawing such as
his Standing Naked Woman with a Purse (figure 3), Goltzius
instilled the momentum for motility within this figure through
observing the way that the body moves as a single being.
While one leg stands straight, the other is bent, the ball of
her foot balancing her weight. This positioning of her legs
raises her left hip higher, shortening her left side, causing a
ripple of flesh in her side ribs. With the hand projecting
towards the viewer, Goltzius considers the fingers in relationship to each other as they each extend in slightly different
ways. Her fifth finger curls in towards the palm, while the
157
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Figure 2. Cornelis Cornelisz. van Haarlem, Standing Naked Man with Drapery,
c.1590–1638. Black and red charcoal on paper, 258 x 183 mm. Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum.

other fingers bend in slightly different degrees, an intricate
bodily part integrated into a whole. Like van Haarlem’s drawing, this one while not made nae t’leven, it invokes and suggests
(as van Mander’s biography relates) that artists were studying
the naked human form in the workshop in order to draw it
from their intellects or memories (uyt den gheest), as seen in these
completed studies.
Further, in order to consider this shift in the practice of
drawing the nude figure, I will turn to two male-nude studies
by the Utrecht-painter Bloemaert.15 These studies evoke the nae
t’leven quality, while again they were drafted from his memory
(uyt den gheest).16 Paradoxically for a naked body, these drawings
of the male nude obscure more than they reveal. In the first
drawing (figure 4), a man crouches on his hands and knees.
Above, Bloemaert outlined the upper body of a second man in
quick pen strokes, gazing down at the struggling figure below
him. This drawing references Antique examples of wrestlers.
Bloemaert, however, concentrated his attention on a single
figure, a man who presses his palm into the ground in order
to bring his body upright. This Antique iconography of male
158
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Figure 3. Hendrick Goltzius, Standing Naked Woman with a Purse (Fortuna?),
1585–1590. Pen and pencil on paper, 228 x 147 mm. Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum.

wrestlers helped Bloemaert to examine the internal force within
a body as it acts against an opposing weight. While he outlined
the contours of the figure’s opponent, the man on his hands and
knees is the focus of the drawing, as he struggles with his own
bodily weight, resisting both the implied force of the figure
standing above him and his own body. His back slightly arched,
abdomen curled in, and the palm of his left hand clutching the
ground, the man struggles to stand. This drawing does not
display an attention to frontal anatomy or idealized proportions.
Instead Bloemaert figures a study of the internalized effort to
gain momentum in order to oppose another body.
In the second drawing, two men extend horizontally on the
ground (figure 5). One man pushes his hand into the blank
space of the page, attempting to stand. With one lifeless arm
extended, he presses his alternate palm into the ground of the
paper. The juxtaposition between the lifeless limb and the
active arm, enabling the body to stand, introduces within this
single figure a play between inertia and the necessary force,
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Figure 4. Abraham Bloemaert, Kneeling Male Figure with Standing Male Figure
Behind, n.d. Graphite on paper, 397 x 301 mm. Cambridge, Fitzwilliam
Museum. © The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge.

which the figure summons to rise from the ground. The other
naked man extends across the page, one leg bent back towards
the viewer, wrists intertwined, hands limp. From the motionless
body a cloth unfolds, its lively landscape of lights and shadows
in contraposition to the corpse-like body. In these drawings,
Bloemaert explored the representation of potential energy
within bodies that are in the process of immobilization from
unseen causes. These drawings display the representation of
internal force within the human figure to act.
This new focus on the part of Netherlandish artists circa
1600 on the body itself and the representation of life-in-movement, suggesting the presence of a living model in the workshop, parallels a revolution in seventeenth-century natural
philosophy. Prior to Galileo and Descartes, it was thought
that the body inclined towards rest and would move only
when impelled by an outside force external to itself. Rest was
the body’s natural state; only a “violent force” set bodies into
motion. This Aristotelian conception of movement was elaborated in the writings of Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), who
described force as “a non-material [spirituale] power, an invisible potency which is imported by accidental violence from
without to all bodies out of their natural inclination.”17 For
Leonardo, bodies inclined towards rest or a “natural state”;

only a “non-material power” from outside forced bodies into
locomotion.
In the seventeenth century, natural philosophers began to
suggest new possibilities that might account for a body’s displacement in space. This is not to suggest that the Haarlem and
the Utrecht Mannerists read Galilean and Cartesian discourses
on falling bodies. Instead it indicates an important shift in both
artistic and philosophic circles, in which the body came to be
considered more in relationship to other bodies and its own
parts-in-motion than as a solid form that inclined towards rest
only set into movement by a violent outer force. Just as natural
philosophers began to consider bodily animation through inner
force, artists commenced conveying action within the body
itself — not through cloth and drapery. Just as Bloemaert
demonstrated how to instill force and presence in a prone
body, Descartes argued that rest and movement are equal
“states” of being. Bodies require force to continue in a state,
either at rest or in movement.18 From these new understandings of internal bodily power to maintain a state (both rest and
movement considered equal states), space emerged. As
Descartes wrote, “The terms ‘place’ and ‘space,’ then do not
signify anything different from the body which is said to be in a
place; they merely refer to its size, shape and position relative
to other bodies.”19
As the body’s ability to move (or stay still) began to be seen
as coming from an inner (as opposed to outer) strength, thinkers began to consider bodies in relationship to each other in
emerging conceptions of space. Like the artists who stripped
away the outer accessories of ornament to draw life-in-movement, natural philosophers turned to the body itself to grasp
force and displacement in relationship to the body’s own pressured integrality. Without drapery’s lines and undulations, the
nude in the workshop initiates a direct confrontation between
the artist and his ability to represent the displayed force of the
naked body itself.

Nae t’leven and Northern mannerisms
As in the drawings previously considered, nae t’leven was a
quality that artists simulated in drawings probably completed
uyt den gheest. The evocation of nae t’leven as a visual quality — a
quality perceived by a viewer — is part of a wider tradition of
images.20 Sachiko Kusukawa’s research on sixteenth-century
anatomical and botanical treatises is instructive for considering how the practice of nae t’leven interwove the visual arts and
the natural sciences at this moment, as previously demonstrated in van der Gracht’s text. Kusukawa argues that an
image (such as of the specimen of a plant) produced ad vivum (a
Latin forerunner to nae t’leven) was meant to bring about a total
experience. Whether the image was crafted from an immediate object was not as important as stimulating in the viewer
the sensations that would arise when encountering “the object
and all its attendant qualities,” which in an image are “in fact
nonexistent or invisible.” Citing aspects of “motion, taste, and
smell,” Kusukawa maintains that it “is the effect in the
159
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Figure 5. Abraham Bloemaert, Two Prone Nude Male Figures and Study of a Pair of Feet, n.d. Black ink and graphite on paper, 397 x 301 mm. Cambridge,
Fitzwilliam Museum. © The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge.

beholder that makes the image ad vivum, with some cooperation from the beholder’s senses.”21 Expanding her focus
beyond the binary relationship between object and maker,
Kusukawa considers the triangular dynamics among object,
maker, and viewer. The term ad vivum names the conditions of
viewing more than it describes the circumstances of making.
In other words, whether illustrations were crafted from extant
visible specimens was less important than whether they stimulated in the viewer the same sensory effects as would the
object itself. Kusukawa’s analysis of the beholder’s role in ad
vivum representations is vital for understanding nae t’leven in
seventeenth-century artistic theory, in which the “objects”
under present consideration are neither cadavers nor botanical specimens but living, breathing bodies. In this case, works
nae t’leven can be seen not as drawings produced from a direct
one-to-one sitting between model and artist, but more as
works summoning the qualities of another present body to
the viewer. As the drawings previously discussed indicate, they
160
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were not sketched in the moment as an artist gazed directly
upon a model. Instead they invoke — through the attention to
the extension of the body in space — the one-to-one interaction between artist and model, a nae t’leven quality. While
Kusukawa notes aspects of taste, touch, and smell as important in botanical drawings, the qualities crucial for drawings of
the human figure were the simulation of movement and,
moreover, the singular aspect of a figure moving in space in
relationship to other bodies, inhabiting a particular place and
space that no other body could inhabit. As noted above, artists
working nae t’leven produced drawings that captured the quality of motion — the perceptible alterations of a living body in
space. Yet scholars still circle around the question of what
precisely leven (life) in nae t’leven signified in the context of
the drawing academy. Specifically, there is a disagreement
as to whether leven referred only to live models or
encompassed inanimate objects, such as sculptures and sculptural casts.22
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For the Northern rhetorician and painter van Mander, the
object of the draftsman’s attention must have been literally
present in order for a work to be considered nae t’leven, yet he
used the term to describe the interaction between the artist and
another three-dimensional thing or body (not necessarily
breathing). When van Mander referred to the nude, he utilized
naekten in conjunction with nae t’leven, and he did not characterize working from prints or drawings as nae t’leven.23 According
to van Mander’s classifications, Raphael (1483–1520) completed
the portraits of Theologians and Poets for the Stanza della
Segnatura (1508–1510) nae t’leven from medallions and Antique
statues.24 Dürer’s inclusion of a self-portrait within The
Martyrdom of Achatius and the Ten Thousand Martyrs of Armenia
(1508) also was nae t’leven,25 as were the works of itinerant artists
such as Jan Vermeyen (1559–1606) and Jan van Scorel (1495–
1562), who later incorporated into their finished compositions
cityscapes sketched while traveling.26 Van Mander described
the drawings that van Haarlem produced from Antique statuary (most likely plaster casts) as nae t’leven.27 In the same biography, van Mander particularized a still life as nae t’leven.28 As
these varied examples attest, for van Mander nae t’leven named
above all the one-to-one interaction between the artist and the
physical presence of another thing, whether it was a medallion,
a pot of flowers, a plaster cast, a male model in the studio, or a
city.29
Increasingly throughout the seventeenth century, nae t’leven
(without the accompanying term naekten) comes to signify drawing the nude body, yet the writings remain ambivalent about
the material of the model, wood, or flesh. This shift may be
seen in the work of Crispijn van de Passe, who suggested a
novel solution to the paradox raised by van der Gracht: following the lead of the Italian masters, van de Passe advocated the
use of a wooden mannequin. Such a mannequin had the dual
advantage of being malleable, so as to be placed into a variety
of poses (thus overcoming the limitations of Antique statuary)
yet never tiring from any one pose (thus demonstrating its
superiority to the living model).30 Nevertheless, although the
mannequin could aid in analyzing light and shadow on drapery, the wooden doll did not allow artists to consider the curve
of muscle on the skin’s surface. Yet despite the replacement of
the living model with the inanimate object, van de Passe still
considered this method nae t’leven. The ambivalence between
flesh and wooden model in working nae t’leven continues in the
writings of artist and theorist Gerard de Lairesse (1640/41–1711)
and his Grondlegginge der teekenkonst (1701). The text is composed in
dialogue form: the student asks the drawing master if it is best
to learn life drawing by sketching the naked model at night and
the clothed mannequin during the day, both the naked flesh
and the draped mannequin nae t’leven.31 Throughout the seventeenth century, from van Mander to de Lairesse, nae t’leven
referred not only to drawing the male nude in the studio but
also to the mannequin and to the statue.
The one defining criterion that remained consistent in these
seventeenth-century theorizations was that any process of

working from a three-dimensional object or body in space
was defined as nae t’leven, regardless of whether or not the object
itself would be considered living. For above all else, drawing nae
t’leven affirmed a direct grasp, through the senses, of a thing’s
presence, its sensory qualities beyond the realm of sight, traits
that are singularly present when one is literally in front of
another object; the immediate sensation of being present.
The primary experience that the nae t’leven drawings produced
by the seventeenth-century draftsmen engendered was the projection of another body into the shared physical space of the
viewer. Working nae t’leven signified the existential presence of
an extended thing, whether flesh, marble, plaster, or wood. Nae
t’leven referred to drawing the human body, but the study of
drapery on the mannequin also was nae t’leven, blurring the
indexical relationship between the movement of the body and
the agitation of cloth. Nae t’leven was an attention to objects and
bodies in the round, in relief, in the tangible existence of multidimensional forms that occupy space, which cannot be inhabited by another body, a multi-dimensionality with which every
two-dimensional representation must evoke, simulate, ignore,
or outright deny.
Previous interpretations of nae t’leven in Netherlandish art
theory have focused on its relationship to sight, maintaining
that artists undertook the study of life in order to train their
visual memory.32 Yet this line of argument precludes the question of what qualities precisely these studies gave rise to in the
resulting work. In turn, art historians have been stymied by the
fact that working nae t’leven in this period not only referred to
living bodies but also to wooden, stone, and plaster figures. In
an age of ever-increasing image circulation through twodimensional prints and drawings, the rising study of nae t’leven
in artistic pedagogy offered a quality that could be gained only
from the study of objects in the round. Working nae t’leven went
beyond the sense of sight to include the multi-sensory experience of being present (sharing space) with another extended
body. Through inquiry into the relationship between physical
objects in space and the artist’s own occupation of space, nae
t’leven allowed for the production of works that stimulated in the
viewer the experience of being present before an extended
body occupying space.
Appearing to be nae t’leven, Northern “mannerist” nudes bear
no details of a certain body’s marks, scars, torsions, and affects.
These artists exercised working nae t’leven to consider the particularity of being present to another three-dimensional body
and translating this experience into a drawing practice that
would form works uyt den gheest (from the intellect), drawings
that still simulated the presence of an extended body in the
space of the viewer. As van der Gracht’s and van Mander’s
texts make clear, nae t’leven examined how bodies bore weight
and positioned themselves in relationship to other bodies, the
artist, and the viewer. Working with the model (or the mannequin or the statue) in the workshop sets the study of the nude
within the immediate comprehension of a body’s extension
(width, breadth, length, and height).33 The process of working
161

nae t’leven concerned itself not with the particularities of the
nude form but with what could not be conveyed by the study
of prints — a body’s ability to occupy and traverse space. But
in order to fully grasp this aspect of nae t’leven and its use in
workshop practice, it must be seen in relationship to the other
central seventeenth-century term: welstant.
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Welstant/welstand/Wohlstand
Analyzing the naked body in movement was an examination
not only of the relationship between the artist and the extended
body but also of the interrelation among the various parts of
the body itself. In his 1701 treatise on drawing, de Lairesse
devoted a section to How men should benefit from drawing after the
model, or life (Hoe men naar’t Model, of Leeven zal Teekenen met
voordeel). De Lairesse argued that the benefit of studying naar’t
Model, of Leeven is an examination of the parts of the body in
relationship to each other: “For the decorum, elegance, and
grace of the well made body exists in the reasonable and
realistic of the arrangement of the parts.”34 Using the evocative
term reflection (reflexie), de Lairesse described this interrelationship among the body’s parts as a series of reflections that the
limbs make against one another, depending upon their interrelationships (van de kracht der Reflektien, die de Leeden tegens elkanderen aangeeven, wanneer zy dicht, or ver, van een zyn) [from the power
of reflection that bodies show when they are close or far from
one another]. As he clarified, the ability to represent this play
“with economy and welstand” was not a simple feat. It is not
enough to make a pleasant picture; the picture must have the
art of movement (Beweeg-reedenen).35
De Lairesse’s definition of welstand as a “reasonable and realistic arrangement of the parts,” belongs to a tradition of art theory
that goes back to cinquecento Florence and the writings of Leon
Battista Alberti (1404–1472). Welstand is a Northern European
translation of Alberti’s concinnitas. For Alberti: “It is the task and
aim of concinnitas to compose parts that are quite separate from
each other by their nature, according to some precise rule, so that
they correspond to one another in appearance.”36 Alberti’s written corpus reached the Netherlands through the mediation of
German humanist Walther Hermann Ryff’s 1548 Vitruvius Teutsch,
a German translation of Italian art theory, in which Ryff (or
Rivius) translated Alberti’s concinnitas into Wohlstand.37 As Hans
Joachim Dethlefs shows in his study of Wohlstand in German art
theory, Karel van Mander adopted the term Wohlstand from
Rivius’s Vitruvius Teutsch and translated it into welstand. Despite
this separation of centuries and translations, however, de
Lairesses’s understanding of welstand as a harmony among disparate parts remains in line with Alberti’s concinnitas.
This conjunction between welstand and the quality of life-inmovement forms the crux of the art theory of Franciscus Junius
(1589–1677), who resided primarily in England (although he
spent time in the Netherlands). Junius wrote about a “certain
grace” that gives life.38 Junius translated the English grace into
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the Dutch welstandigheyd, the foundation upon which the life of a
picture realizes itself in the eyes of a beholder.39
Junius’s forceful grace that unites separate parts is the same
as de Lairesse’s welstand. It is the ability to understand, as de
Lairesse outlined, the relationships among the shifting parts of
the body so that the undulation of movement may be caught in
a single, still frame. Indescribable in and of itself, grace is the
quality of the artist that pulls all the discrete parts of a picture
together into a single body, an ability that reflects the overall
architectural structure of nature itself, which unites the particular into a Universalharmonie, a harmony paramount in the
writings of Joachim von Sandrart (1606–1688) and his Teutsche
Academie (1675–1680).40
Sandrart, who studied at the Utrecht academy, emphasized
the importance of Wohlstand (welstand), which he defined as the
use of lights and shadows to give a body force.41 For Sandrart,
Michelangelo’s virtuosic foreshortening (Verkürzung) embodies
Wohlstand. In describing how to copy from Michelangelesque
figures (stone, wax, cast, engraved), Sandrart stressed that the
draftsman must pay careful attention to setting the figure at the
proper height and distance in relationship to the draftsman’s
own perspective.42 Sandrart’s writing examined how, like nae
t’leven, the practice of welstand/Wohlstand explored the artist’s
own physical placement in space (on the horizon) in relationship to that of the model, a proportional rapport expressed via
correct foreshortening. Verkürzung created the effect of understanding the whole through the foreshortened limb that projected itself into the viewer’s space. As the history and
resonances of Wohlstand reveal, however, Sandrart is concerned
not only with proper perspectival foreshortening but also with a
reflexive interaction amongst multiple bodies. It is an inquiry
into both how the subject inhabits space and how the artist
inhabits space in relationship to the subject.
In order to examine this theoretical discussion of Sandrart’s
writings in material practice, one need only look at the drawings by prominent Utrecht draftsmen, who would have been at
the drawing school attended by Sandrart; for example the
1590s figure study by Bloemaert adapted from Michelangelo’s
Haman on the Sistine ceiling exemplifies this concept of
Wohlstand.43 Here Bloemaert drafted a naked male figure projecting himself out from the blank space of the page (figure 6).44
Although Bloemaert never saw the Sistine ceiling, he would
have been familiar with this Michelangelesque figure in prints,
such as those made by Cornelis Bos (1506/10–1555) and
Melchior Lorck (1526/27–1583), adopted from Michelangelo’s
Haman in the Sistine Chapel (figures 7 and 8).
Utilizing printed reproductions of Michelangelo’s work,
Bloemaert stripped away the crucifix and the landscape, decontextualizing the nude figure to practice the interrelationship
among the body’s diverse parts. In order to realize harmony
within this figure-in-movement, Bloemaert focused on foreshortening, emphasizing the arm’s extension out towards the
viewer, the knuckles jutting out as the fingers turn in towards
the palm. Balancing against the projected arm, a bent leg
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Figure 6. Abraham Bloemaert, Action Study of a Man (Haman), n.d. Black ink
and brown wash on paper with white highlights, 315 x 199 mm. Vienna,
Albertina.

foreshortening moves away from the viewer. Grounding the
force of these limbs, the standing leg remains firm, the muscles
taut around the knee, so as to support the body-in-movement.
Instead of being buttressed by the wooden crucifix (as the
Haman figure was in both painted and printed versions), the
bodily support has moved here to the standing leg, as evidenced in the muscular tension around the knee. Using printed
versions of Michelangelo’s figure to study Wohlstand, Bloemaert
drafted a single body in movement, despite the extension of
limbs in opposing directions. At the same time, the attention to
the standing leg (as opposed to a body attached to a cross)
suggests that Bloemaert relied on the study of models in order
manually to comprehend in his draftsmanship the physical
realization of these poses in space and not just in printed
reproduction.
Representing the body-in-movement necessitated an ability
to discern the relationships among the head, limbs, and torso of
a body as it projects itself from point to point, which is never a
set of established ratios but a continually changing combination

Figure 7. Cornelis Bos (after Michelangelo), The Crucifixion of Haman,
1530–1556. Engraving, 85 x 52 mm. London, British Museum. © The
Trustees of the British Museum.

of proportions and perspectives among sensory organs, bodily
limbs, viewers, and objects.
Working nae t’leven allowed artists to observe this moving
proportion and the realization of these muscular dynamics on
the surface of flesh, the mutable relationships among arms, legs,
chests, bellies, and thighs as a body moves forwards, backwards,
laterally, or lies corpse-like on the ground. When an artist
integrated the constantly shifting parts of a body into a single
image, his work embodied welstant. In drawing the model nae
t’leven, the artist practiced and habituated the ability to represent
the body as seemingly present before the viewer. This representation simulated a body moving in space, exploring not only the
contingently changing relationships among the limbs of the
represented figure but also between the artist and the body,
the artist and the object. Representing the nude body so that it
embodied life, movement, and welstant demonstrated that the
artist understood life, the invisible force uniting the body into a
moving palpable presence, the singular experience of being
163

Downloaded by [National Gallery of Art] at 06:56 10 September 2014

Figure 8. Melchior Lorck (after Michelangelo), The Crucifixion of Haman,
1550. Engraving, 164 x 96 mm. London, British Museum. © The Trustees
of the British Museum.

embodied which is not a collection of organs and parts, but the
experience of moving through the world as a single figure. The
development of the interrelationship between welstant and nae
t’leven in seventeenth-century Netherlandish art theory shows
that just as welstant understood the harmonic realization of a
body in conjunction to its parts, nae t’leven emerged as the study of
the interrelationship among bodies in space.

“The artist takes his body with him”
The objects under investigation have been drawings; new
visual conceptions of bodies and space realized in the mediums of charcoal, ink, and paper. Indeed, the emergence of
nae t’leven and welstant in Netherlandish art theory was
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inseparable from the practices of drawing. Moreover, drawing and the qualities particular to seventeenth-century works
on paper — often linear, devoid of flesh color, and viewed
intimately — were integral to both artists and natural philosophers for conceiving new conceptions of movement, space,
and body.
The emergence of nae t’leven and welstant in Netherlandish art
theory in conjunction with a form of drawing focused on the
body-in-movement and its extension parallels contemporary
concerns within other domains of inquiry. For just as these
qualities of movement, extension, and space dominate the
practice of drawing the human figure, these same aspects
became the crux of Descartes’s inquiries into knowledge and
sensory experience. This connection between representations
on paper and the observation of extended bodies formed a
decisive point in Descartes’s discussion of optics, in which he
described how with “a little ink placed here and there on a
piece of paper,” engravers “represent to us forests, towns,
people, and even battles and storms; and although they make
us think of countless different qualities in these objects, it is only
in respect of shape that there is any real resemblance.”45
Descartes marveled at the ability of two-dimensional representations on paper to summon sensorial characterizations, despite
the disparity between the picture and the form pictured. What
remained central for Descartes in evoking these qualities (sensoriums of taste, smell, touch, sight, or sound) through lined
representations was the ability of works on paper to summon
the particularity of extension, the immediate sensation of being
present before a forest, a person or a storm. Drawing was
central for Descartes’s philosophy because “it is unarguably
evident that one can paint only existing things, that their
existence consists in being extended, and that design, or line
drawing, alone makes painting possible by making the representation of extension possible.”46 Key to representation for
Descartes was the evocation of the extended body. Similarly,
for seventeenth-century artists the crux of representation was
the convincing portrayal of an extended body in space, sharing
and moving into the physical place of the viewer. Descartes’s
writings on extended bodies and space, and his focus on lined
engravings as the embodiments of these extensions, are part of
this discourse that developed in the seventeenth-century
Netherlands regarding bodies and space. For artists, this discourse was founded upon an artistic theory that pivoted around
nae t’leven and welstant, terms focused on the simulation of
presence. With little bits of ink on paper, artists like Goltzius
and Bloemaert evoked the sensation of being present before
another body. Drawing at once presents an image that is bare
in its representation, devoid of painting’s color, and yet at the
same time invites a one-to-one encounter with the viewer.
Drawings were not viewed on the walls of domestic space or
governmental institutions. Instead drawings would have been
handled in the more private setting of the workshop, the
collector’s cabinet, or the drawing book. The process of
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viewing a drawing invites an intrinsically intimate relationship
that makes possible that sensation of the immediacy one feels
when one first encounters an object, a body, or a person.
After years of studying three-dimensional figures in the
workshop (flesh, wooden, and stone), artists ingrained within
their memories the ability to recall the sensation of a threedimensional body, creating figures uyt den gheest that summoned
this nae t’leven quality. There is an immediacy to this nae t’leven
aspect, a spontaneity reflected in the seemingly arbitrary and
rapid nature of the sketching, mimicking the visceral encounter
with other objects, other bodies.
Drafting bodies and things nae t’leven presumed a spatial
relationship between the artist and the figure. Nevertheless,
even when drawing from their intellects or memories, artists
were left with the continuing presence of their own bodies. As
Paul Valéry stated, the artist “takes his body with him.”47
Drawing the human figure from memory is particular because
the body can never be entirely absent to the person. The
body’s aches, failings, strengths, and finitude affect its role as
the central instrument not only for making but also for perceiving, remembering, and knowing itself and the world around it.
Drawing the nude was fundamental to the development of nae
t’leven and welstant because it exercised the artist’s relationship
not only to other objects in the world but also to his own body.
Just as space began to materialize in natural philosophy as a
concept bound to the interconnection among figures in movement, so artists began to consider the relationship among
bodies: their own, those under observation (living, inert,
dead, wooden, flesh) and those of the viewers. The study of
the body nae t’leven became important in the seventeenth century precisely because it was not the contemplation of a particular form but was an attention to the relationships among
bodies in emerging conceptions of space.
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