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contemporaries. Not until 1939 was 
Willem van Tetrode identified as 
‘Guglielmo Fiammingo’, praised  
by Vasari for producing one of the 
earliest examples of an art cabinet,  
or mobile stipo, decorated with sculp
tures, a grandiose work commissioned 
by the count of Pitigliano as a diplo
matic gift for King Philip ii of Spain.3 
This identification marked the onset 
of the sculptor’s gradual rediscovery.4 
As is today acknowledged, Tetrode’s 
two monumental altars of alabaster, 
marble and bronze in Delft formed  
an invigorating contribution to the 
development of sixteenth-century 
sculpted Renaissance altars in the 
Low Countries – this, despite their 
short lifespan, as both were lost dur- 
ing an iconoclasm in 1573.5 In recent 
decades, the sculptor’s importance for 
the formation of artists like Adriaen 
de Vries (1556-1626) and Hendrick 
Goltzius (1558-1617) has also become 
clear, as well as his seminal role in the 
introduction of bronze statuettes as 
collectable objects in the Netherlands.

	 Tetrode’s Musclemen
The core of Tetrode’s current oeuvre 
comprises a small group of bronzes. 
His best-known inventions are a 
Hercules Pomarius, a flying Mercury  
in two variants, a Walking Naked  
Man6 and the écorché discussed here.7 
Only five bronze casts of the last model 

n 2023, the Rijksmuseum acquired 
a bronze muscleman, or écorché, 

generally attributed to the Delft 
sculptor Willem van Tetrode (1525-
1580) (figs. 1a, b).1 The intriguing 
bronze of a flayed, walking man  
had been on the museum’s wish list 
for some time. What had not been 
achieved several years before – the 
purchase of another cast of the same 
model from a private collection –  
now proved successful. The acquisi
tion strengthens the important group  
of bronzes by Tetrode and other 
northern artists in Italy held in the 
museum’s collection. Yet the bronze is 
at least equally as valuable in cultural-
historical terms, as an early example 
of an anatomical figure in three 
dimensions. The present article will 
further dissect Tetrode’s muscleman.

	 Tetrode
Much of Willem van Tetrode’s career 
was spent abroad. From Paris (1542-
47), he travelled to Florence, Rome, 
Pitigliano and back again to Florence, 
before returning to his native Delft  
in 1567 to work on two new altars for 
the city’s Oude Kerk. Six years later, 
Tetrode was active in Cologne; he 
died in Westphalia in 1580.2 This 
international career partly explains 
why the sculptor has long remained  
a great unknown in art history – a  
fate he shares with a number of his 

• f r i t s  s c h o lt e n *  •

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

‘Why are you stripping me 
from myself?’

Willem van Tetrode’s  
Écorché and its Nachleben

I < Fig. 1a
willem daniel sz 
van te trode 
(attributed to), 
Écorché , c. 1560-65. 
Bronze, 43.2 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
bk-2023-1, purchased 
with the support of 
The Friends Lottery 
and H.B. van der Ven, 
The Hague.
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are known to have been preserved.  
In addition to the Rijksmuseum  
piece and a bronze nearly its qualita
tive equivalent in the Hearn Family 
Trust in New York8 – together con
sidered the best of the five, both 
possibly created during Tetrode’s 
lifetime9 – are three less refined, later 
variants, in New Haven,10 Evansville11 
and Rome.12 The last of these has a 
tree stump to support the ‘falling’ 
man. A curious variant in Paris, 
erroneously known as the Dancing 
Écorché by Baccio Bandinelli (1493-
1560), in fact concerns Tetrode’s 
muscleman depicted in a ‘danse 
macabre’, tilted back standing on  
one leg (fig. 2).13 A surmoulage in  
lead can also be added to this list.14

In 1567, the models for Tetrode’s inven
tions, most of which were conceived 
in Italy, travelled north with the artist. 
There they garnered a certain popular
ity among a small number of collec
tors and artists in the Low Countries 
and Cologne. This was certainly true of 
Tetrode’s écorché, of which numerous 
plaster casts would originally have 
been in circulation, primarily serving 
seventeenth-century artists as anatom
ical models. Plaster casts of muscle
men listed in the inventories of artists’ 
workshops possibly confirm the 
model’s wide dissemination. In 1635, 
for example, the painter Barent van 
Someren (1572-1632) possessed both a 
‘Pleystermannetje en vroutge’ (Plaster 
man and woman) and an ‘anatomye’.15 
Furthermore, the mould of an ‘ana
tomie’ (‘noch een form van annatemij’) 
listed in the 1624 inventory of the 
Delft silversmith Thomas Cruse’s 
possessions may possibly refer to 
Tetrode’s model. Further down on the 
same list, the mould is again cited, 
described as ‘noch 1 form van een 
annatameij van Mr. H de Keyser’. As 
no écorché by De Keyser is known to 
exist, one may conclude his name was 
mentioned in error, especially given 
that Cruse’s inventory contains other 
works by both artists. Noteworthy is 
that the inventory was compiled for 
the purpose of a debt settlement with 
Aper Fransz van der Houve (c. 1540-
1626), a prosperous Delft painter and 
beer brewer, and likewise the first 
Dutch collector of Tetrode’s work.16 
	 Used as a plaster studio prop, casts  
of Tetrode’s écorché regularly appear 
in works by seventeenth-century 
Flemish and Dutch painters, includ-
ing Gerard van Honthorst (1592-1656) 
(fig. 3), Cornelis Saftleven (1607- 
1681), Job Berckheyde (1630-1693), 
Willem Verschuring (1660-1726)  
and Johannes Voorhout (1647-1717) 
(fig. 4). Moreover, the ecorché features 
in a drawing by the German artist 
Adam Elsheimer (1578-1610).17 Also 
preserved are a substantial number of 

Fig. 1b
Left side of Écorché 
(fig. 1a).
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study sheets with sketches by Rubens 
(1577-1640) – and reproduced in print 
form by the Flemish engraver Willem 
Paneels (c. 1600-1634) – showing 
Tetrode’s écorché from different 
angles along with various details  
(e.g. fig. 5).18 As a group, the drawings 
clearly illustrate how the painter used 
the three-dimensional model to devise 
numerous variations in poses of an 
expressive muscle figure in action.19  

Fig. 2
Dancing Écorché , 
nineteenth  
century (?). 
Plaster, h. c. 50 cm. 
Paris, Musée 
Carnavalet,  
inv. no. pe 665, 
bequest Emile  
Peyre, 1905.

Fig. 3
ger ard van 
honthor s t,  
Self-Portrait (?),  
1655. 
Oil on canvas,  
116 x 93.5 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. sk-a-1479.

Fig. 4
johannes 
voorhout,  
A Young Artist 
Reading in his  
Studio, c. 1575-1600.
Oil on canvas,  
67.9 x 58.7 cm. 
Current where- 
abouts unknown.
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In his Elevation of the Cross from circa 
1610 for the high altar of Antwerp 
Cathedral, for example, Rubens re
worked the écorché’s anatomy into a 
figure seen from the back.20 A sheet by 
an anonymous draughtman, probably 
from around 1600, shows the model 
from the same vantage point (fig. 6). 
In the seventeenth-century inscription 
on the verso, the drawing is attributed 
to Michelangelo (1475-1564) – a some
what optimistic attribution, though 
entirely understandable given his 
widely praised pioneering role in 
the study of anatomy among artists. 
Finally, we find a free, plastic reference 
to Tetrode’s écorché on the funeral 
monument for Prince-Bishop Dietrich 
von Fürstenberg (1546-1618) in 
Paderborn, a work by the local sculp-
tor Heinrich Gröninger (1578-1631) 
from 1622 (fig. 7).21 Such an echo of 

Tetrode’s invention in Westphalia is 
readily explained by the fact that he 
spent the final years of his life – and 
died – in Arnsberg working in the serv
ice of the elector and archbishop of 
Cologne, Salentin von Isenburg (1532-
1610). Via the influential Fürstenberg 
family, various ties existed between 
Arnsberg and Paderborn.22 
	 Concrete evidence of the instruc-
tive importance of Tetrode’s muscle
man in the Low Countries is found 
in Crispijn van de Passe’s (1594-1670) 
Van ’t Licht der Teken en Schilderkonst 
(1643-44), a manual for artists. In the 
second volume, he depicted the sculp
tor’s model holding the full length of  
its own flayed skin in its hand (fig. 8). 
Twenty-five years later, Willem Goeree 
(1635-1711) in his art-theoretical trea
tise advised the use of plaster écorchés 
to his drawing readers:

Fig. 5
rubens ,  
Anatomical Study,  
c. 1600. 
Pen and brown ink 
and wash and black 
chalk on paper, 
 60 x 46.5 cm 
(framed). 
Current where-
abouts unknown.

Fig. 6 
anonymous , 
Anatomical Study,  
c. 1600. 
Black chalk on paper, 
23.4 x 37.4 cm.
Amsterdam,  
private collection.
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We will only bring attention to several  
general rules; the rest the Practitioner 
can see to discover for himself, to this 
end utilizing the most competent 
means, as namely, the frequent draw-
ing after several ‘Anatomye’ men, such 
as the various ones [that] are cast in 
Plaster.23 

Clearly, several types of anatomy 
models were then in circulation. 
Goeree might also have been referring 
to the archer écorché (fig. 9), a variant 
of Tetrode’s muscleman, also found  
in a number of Dutch paintings from 
this period.24 Although it might seem 
rather precarious to stylistically 
compare two such depersonalized, 
flayed figures, we can establish that 
they are not necessarily by the same 
hand. Despite a discernible similarity 
in the face, Tetrode’s walking muscle

man looks more fluidly modelled than 
the archer. Perhaps the archer can  
be seen as a reworking of Tetrode’s 
invention, either by the sculptor him
self or someone in his immediate 
Florentine circle? Balancing on the  
tip of his toe, the figure’s pose echoes 
a popular sculptural theme from the 
second half of the sixteenth century: 
the flying Mercury. Acknowledging 
the fact that all the variations of this 
Mercurio volante are known to have 
originated in Florence, developed 
within a short timespan by sculptors 
such as Benvenuto Cellini (1500-1571), 
Giambologna (1529-1608), and Tetrode 
himself, there are solid grounds for 
situating this scorticato volante in the 
same artistic milieu.25 The transfor
mation of Tetrode’s invention into 
an archer could have been motivated 
by an analogy well known at the time, 

Fig. 7
heinrich 
gröninger ,  
Écorché on the 
funeral monument  
of Prince-Bishop 
Dietrich von 
Fürstenberg, 1622. 
Alabaster,  
h. approx. 60 cm. 
Cathedral, 
Paderborn. 

Fig. 8
‘Écorché ’ in Crispijn 
van de Passe, Van  
’t Licht der Teken  
en Schilderkonst , 
5. vols., Amsterdam 
1654 (original ed. 
1644), vol. 2, plate 10. 
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applied by Leonardo da Vinci (1452-
1519) and others: the comparison of a 
dynamically arched human body to a 
tensed bow, anticipating that moment 
when it returns to a state of relaxation 
and equilibrium.26 All the above-cited 
references and adaptations of Tetrode’s 
muscleman confirm the recent charac
terization of such écorchés as ‘more 
Wunderkammer objects than useful 
teaching aids’ is entirely unfounded.27

	 Florence as Centre of 			
	 Anatomical Study
The early fifteen sixties were a hey- 
day for the development of sculp-
tural écorchés. In Milan, for example, 
Marco d’Agrate’s (1504-1574) life- 
size marble statue of the f layed  
St Bartholomew, produced in 1562  
for the choir of the cathedral, drew 
considerable attention and was  

praised by contemporaries for its 
anatomical accuracy (fig. 10).28 In 
this same period, the Accademia del 
Disegno in Florence stimulated a 
more structured, systematic anatom
ical study among artists, with the 
yearly dissection of a human body, 
after an unofficial run-up of several 
years, incorporated in the academy’s 
statutes in July 1563.29 One of its 
founding members was the Bruges 
painter Johannes van der Straet (1523-
1605), also known as Stradanus,  
who, together with fellow painter 
Alessandro Allori (1535-1607), was 
also charged with organizing the first 
anatomy lesson in the hospital of 
Santa Maria Nuove in the ensuing 
winter.30 Stradanus’s personal involve
ment in the study of human anatomy 
is evident from a programmatic draw
ing – an allegory of the academy – he 
made ten years later (fig. 11) and that 
would later become widely known in 
print form. In the right foreground, 
the drawing shows various young 
artists in a small anatomical theatre 
seated around a f layed man and a 
standing skeleton hanging from cords. 
The flayed body’s pose is strikingly 
similar to that of the Flying Mercury 
by Giambologna, Tetrode and Hubert 
Gerhard (1540-1620),31 but also to a 
restored Roman marble of Marsyas, 
the satyr flayed by Apollo, a statue  
in Bishop Gerolamo Garimberto’s 
(1506-1575) collection of antiquities  
in Rome circa 1570.32

	 Underlying this academic interest 
in anatomy common among artists in 
Italy in the mid-sixteenth century was 
the belief that a correct, natural and 
lively depiction of a human figure could 
only be achieved when an artist pos
sessed ample knowledge of the body’s 
structure and functioning beneath the 
skin: the interplay of bones, muscles, 
tendons and veins.33 Proponents of this 
included Leonardo and Michelangelo, 
the latter in part thanks to his friend
ship with the renowned anatomist 
Realdo Colombo (1516-1559).34

Fig. 9
anonymous , 
Écorché as Archer,  
c. 1570. 
Bronze, h. 48 cm. 
Private collection 
(United Kingdom).
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Fig. 10
marco d’agrate ,  
St Bartholomew 
Flayed with his  
Skin around his 
Shoulders, 1562. 
Marble,  
h. approx. 175 cm.
Duomo, Milan.

Fig. 11
johannes 
van der straet 
(stradanus) ,  
Art Academy  
(The Practice of the 
Visual Arts), 1573.
Pen and brown ink on 
paper, 436 x 293 mm. 
London, British 
Museum, inv. no. 
sl,5214.2.
Photo: © The 
Trustees of the  
British Museum

	 Northern Artists and Italian 		
	 Cadavers 
The impact of this development on 
artists from the Low Countries, among 
them the aforementioned Stradanus, 
was substantial. For instance, the 
studio estate of Johan Gregor van der 
Schardt (1530-after 1581), a Flemish 
sculptor long active in Italy before he 
finally settled in Nuremberg around 
1569, clearly betrays an interest in 
anatomy. Upon his death, the sculp
tor’s studio inventory passed into  
the possession of the collector Paul 
Praun (1548-1616), in whose own 
estate inventory, compiled in 1616,  
we encounter numerous models of 
body parts, including two ‘Anatomia’ 
statuettes: one in wax, another in 
terracotta. One of these is again men
tioned in a 1719 inventory of Praun’s 
collection, described as ‘A man whose 

skin has been flayed and whose muscles 
can be seen’.35 A wax muscleman de
picted in a portrait of Volker Coiter 
(1534-1576), a Groningen anatomist 
who worked in Nuremberg, perhaps 
offers an impression of Van der 
Schardt’s ‘Anatomia’.36

	 Noteworthy and rather exceptional 
in this context is the life-size ‘muscle 
horse’, or anatomia cavallesca, which, 
according to Gabriel Kaltemarckt  
(in his treatise on the assembling of a 
Kunstkammer from c. 1585), Van der 
Schardt produced in Italy as early  
as 1563 for a Mantuan nobleman,  
most likely Guglielmo (1538-1587) or 
Vespasiano Gonzaga (1531-1591), both 
from a family known for its love of 
horses.37 No other documentation 
mentions the life-size muscle horse, 
though two half-size anatomical 
horses survive today, both cast in 
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bronze and attributed to Van der 
Schardt. The horse preserved in the 
Palazzo Vecchio in Florence is likely 
the original (fig. 12), and the bronze  
in the Torrie Collection (Edinburgh) 
a late eighteenth-century cast after 
the same model from the workshop 
of Giuseppe Valadier (1762-1839).38

	 A terracotta écorché from 1569 by 
the Mechelen sculptor Willem van 
den Broecke (1530-1580), also known 
as Guillelmus Paludanus, is a work 
made long after but very likely inspired 
by the sculptor’s (probable) sojourn 
in Italy circa 1555 (fig. 13).39 In 1588,  
the Dutch painter and engraver Jan 
Harmensz Muller (1540-1617) pro-
duced a series of four monumental red 
chalk drawings after this statue – or 
more likely, a plaster cast thereof – 
undoubtedly intended for publication 
in print form (fig. 14). Together, the 
four drawings are essentially a virtual 
tour of the sculpture on paper showing 
it from different angles, a Florentine 

Fig. 12
johan gregor  
van der schardt 
(model), Écorché  
of a Horse , Italy, 
c. 1563-69. 
Bronze, h. 92.5 cm. 
Florence,  
Palazzo Vecchio, 
Donazione Loeser.
Photo: author

Fig. 13
willem van den 
broeck 
(paludanus) , 
St Bartholomew 
Flayed, 1569. 
Terracotta, h. 56 cm. 
Vienna, 
Kunsthistorisches 
Museum, inv. no. 
Kunstkammer, 9892.

Figs. 14
jan harmensz 
muller after 
paludanus ,  
Four Views of  
Écorché with Knife  
/ St Bartholomew 
Flayed , 1588. 
Red chalk on paper, 
varying sizes  
448/463 x 268/301 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. 
nos. rp-t-2022-417 to 
-420, on loan from 
H.M. Verloren van 
Themaat, The Hague.

<	

<	
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novelty Muller repeated ten years  
later with a series of engravings after 
Adriaen de Vries’s Mercury and 
Psyche.40 Although the presumed 
prints were never realized, Muller’s 
drawings after Paludanus’s model 
provide insight into the role sculp-
ture played in the dissemination of 
anatomical knowledge from Italy  
in the north. Single models in the 
possession of individual travelling 
artists like Van der Schardt would 
have had fairly limited inf luence,  
but Paludanus’s écorché appears to 
have been of greater importance. 
The way in which anatomical sculp- 

ture was reproduced in print, however, 
requires further research.41

	 Also noteworthy in this context is  
the Franco-Flemish sculptor Pierre 
Francheville (c. 1553-1615), also known 
as Pietro Francavilla, who, according 
to his biographer Baldinucci (1624-
1697), was also concerned with 
‘lessons in the noblest sciences and 
arts, and in particular many lessons  
in anatomy’.42 Partly for this reason, 
two standing bronze musclemen, both 
created in Florence circa 1575, are 
attributed to him. One of these also 
appears in a painted portrait of the 
sculptor from 1576.43

Fig. 15
johannes  
van der straet 
(stradanus) 
(attributed to),  
Study of an Écorché, 
Florence, c. 1550-60. 
Drawing,  
525 x 338 mm. 
Florence, Galleria 
degli Uffizi, Gabinetto 
Disegni e Stampe.
Photo: © Gabinetto 
Fotografico delle 
Gallerie degli Uffizi 
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	 ‘Quid me mihi detrahis?’ 
Tetrode’s bronze écorché is one of  
the earliest examples of this artistic-
scientific fascination with the internal 
structure of the human body that arose 
in Florence, and perhaps even the ear
liest known walking type in the history 
of sculpture. It was undoubtedly pro
duced between 1562 and 1565 during 
the sculptor’s sojourn in the city on 
the Arno, coinciding with the years in 
which artists began studying human 
anatomy more systematically.44 With 
Tetrode, it was ultimately this study 
that led to the development of an  
exaggerated display of musculature  
as a stylistic device in various, likely 
later works, such as the Hercules 
Pomarius, also later adopted by 
Goltzius (‘Knollenstil’).45 Interestingly, 
he also incorporated part of the mus
culature from the Laocoön group in 
his écorché, specifically the ribcage  
of Laocoön himself, while likewise 
adopting more or less the positioning 
of his arms in mirrored form. This 
demonstrates, categorically, how in 
addition to nature (the human body), 
antique sculpture was also seen as a 
determining factor.
	 Also striking is the figure’s excep
tional pose, with an elegant move-
ment of the arm, taking one step 
forward while seemingly almost 
falling backwards. Here the dead, 
flayed cadaver has been brought back 
to life – a logical choice if wishing to 
depict a human figure’s muscles in 
action. Movements involving the 
head, torso and limbs are significant 
for artists, as they show the work- 
ing of the muscles most powerfully  
and expressively. Undoubtedly,  
this dynamic pose partly explains  
the model’s popularity. The pose  
of Tetrode’s bronze recalls that of  
one of the Dioscuri in Rome, albeit  
in a strongly mannerist form.46  
A drawing sometimes attributed to 
Stradanus and in any case created in 
his immediate circle shows a flayed 
man in the same pose as Tetrode’s 

écorché (fig. 15).47 A variant of this 
pose can be seen in an engraving of 
the flaying of Marsyas by Theodor 
Galle (1571-1633), likewise after a 
drawing by Stradanus, but this  
time with the figure leaning back 
against a tree.48 Such parallels 
reinforce the surmise that the two 
artists met in Florence around 1562  
– a highly plausible circumstance  
given Stradanus’s central role in 
Florentine artistic life and Tetrode’s 
desire to gain a foothold in the city.
Interestingly enough, the drawing 
shows that which the bronze conveys 
only in essence: the notion of the man 
being his own executioner, visualized 
in the form of a f layed figure who 
himself displays as it were both the 
knife and his own complete skin. 
Neither are found on the present 
bronze, though the écorché still holds 
a small flap of skin in his right hand. 
As is commonly seen with Tetrode’s 
work, his primary emphasis lay not on 
the depiction of such an iconography 
and its accompanying motifs; he was 
more concerned with the essence  
of the pose or movement and the 
musculature associated with it. Even 
so, it is through this paradoxical, 
macabre iconography that drawing 
and statuette betray more than sheer 
scientific curiosity: both reflect the 
early modern era’s preoccupation 
with matters of morbidity bordering 
life and death, pain and sexuality,  
as expressed in many fashionable 
references to anatomy and dissection 
found, for instance, in the theatrical 
plays and literature of that era.49

	 In a certain sense, the ambivalence 
of someone remaining alive despite 
having been stripped of his skin is 
essentially conveyed in Ovid’s story  
of Marsyas,50 who, as he is being 
tortured by Apollo, cries out: ‘Quid 
me mihi detrahis?’ (Why are you 
stripping me from myself?). The ‘me 
mihi’ (me from myself ) seemingly 
suggests that the skin is an independ
ent entity (me), without which the 
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flayed being (myself ) is still able to 
exist. This ambivalence implies that 
the distinction between the flayer and 
the flayed – as both perpetrator and 
victim – has been diminished.51 Early 
on, living and self-flaying musclemen 
formed their own visual tradition, 
especially in sixteenth-century illustra
tions in anatomical textbooks, where 
they took the place of depictions of 
cadavers from the anatomical theatre.52 
Tetrode’s écorché also falls in this 
tradition, most strikingly represented 
by Juan Valverde’s (1525-1587) early 
illustration in the Historia de la com
posicion del cuerpo humano from 1556 
(fig. 16). As such, the bronze forms a 
seminal piece in the history of anatom
ical study by painters and sculptors,  
at the intersection of early modern 
medical science and art.53 

For Robert van Langh, amicitiae causa 

In 2023, the Rijksmuseum acquired a bronze écorché attributed to Willem van 
Tetrode (1525-1580). The sculpture is considered the finest of the five known casts  
of this flayed figure.  Tetrode probably conceived it during his stay in Florence and 
Rome circa 1562-67. This period is marked by a growing fascination among artists 
with the study of human anatomy, particularly at the newly founded Accademia del 
Disegno in Florence. It was precisely among the fiamminghi, Netherlandish artists 
in Italy, that a keen interest in anatomical studies can be observed during these years. 
Tetrode’s model seems to be one of the earliest – if not the earliest known – examples 
of an active, striding écorché in sculpture. Its popularity among seventeenth-century 
artists in the Low Countries is reflected in plaster casts depicted in various Dutch and 
Flemish paintings and drawings, such as those by Rubens and Gerard van Honthorst.

ab s tr ac t

Fig. 16
gaspar becerr a 
(attributed to),  
A Flayed Man 
Holding his Own 
Skin , in Juan Valverde 
de Amusco, Historia 
de la composicion  
del cuerpo humano, 
Book ii, p. 64, 1556. 

Engraving,  
216 mm x 151 mm. 
London, Royal 
Academy of Arts,  
inv. no. 03/6654.
Photo: © Royal 
Academy of Arts, 
London / John 
Hammond 
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no tes 	 *	 This article is based in part on my lecture  
titled Netherlandish Sculptors and Italian 
Cadavers, given at the ards conference 
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