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Abstract 
The publication in 1543 of De humani corporis fabrica libri septem by Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564) profoundly influenced the visual representation 
of human anatomy. This paper examines a skeletal figure in the 1551 Last Judgment by Pieter Pourbus (ca. 1523–1584), painted for the 
courtroom of the Brugse Vrije in Bruges, in relation to a posterior skeletal figure in Book I of the Fabrica. A comparative historical and anatomical 
analysis was combined with a targeted review of the literature on Vesalian illustration, the circulation of anatomical images, and the documented 
influence of Michelangelo on Pourbus. The two figures share a posterior presentation and particular emphasis on the vertebral column, ribs 
and scapular region, but differ substantially in posture, limb position, pelvic alignment and function. Pourbus’ skeleton is crouched within a 
resurrection scene, whereas the Vesalian figure is an upright didactic demonstration. Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, known to Pourbus through 
prints, is a documented source for several figures in the painting and provides an essential parallel iconographic context. At the same time, 
Vesalian images circulated rapidly after 1543 through copying and adaptation. No documentary evidence has been identified showing that 
Pourbus owned or consulted the Fabrica. The resemblance should therefore not be interpreted as evidence of direct borrowing. Rather, the 
comparison provides a possible visual echo of the anatomical culture that developed after 1543 and illustrates how anatomical representation 
and Renaissance visual culture could intersect in the years following the publication of the Fabrica. 
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 Introduction 
The publication in Basel in 1543 of De humani corporis 

fabrica libri septem by Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564) is 
one of the defining events in the history of anatomy. Its 
importance did not depend solely on corrections to inherited 
Galenic anatomy. The Fabrica also established a new 
relationship between anatomical observation, textual 
description and visual representation. Its woodcuts presented 
the dissected body with a combination of descriptive 
precision and pictorial ambition that distinguished the work 
from earlier anatomical books [1–3]. 

The full-page skeletons and muscle men are especially 
significant in this respect. Rather than being presented as 
isolated diagrams, anatomized bodies stand, gesture, lean 
and appear within landscapes. Their visual rhetoric belongs 
simultaneously to the history of medicine and to the artistic 
culture of the Renaissance [2, 3]. The identity of the artist 
or artists responsible for the illustrations of the Fabrica 
remains debated. Jan Stephan van Calcar (ca. 1499–1545), 
a Netherlandish artist associated with Titian’s Venetian 
milieu, certainly collaborated with Vesalius on the earlier 
Tabulae anatomicae sex of 1538, but attribution of the 
complete illustrative programme of the Fabrica to him is 
not secure [1, 3]. 

The possible influence of Vesalian imagery on 
Renaissance representations of the human body has been 
explored in specific cases, including depictions of the flayed 
Saint Bartholomew [4]. The present study examines a 
skeleton in the 1551 Last Judgment by Pieter Pourbus (ca. 

1523–1584), now in the Groeningemuseum in Bruges. The 
figure, viewed largely from behind, invites comparison with 
one of the posterior skeletal demonstrations in Book I of 
the Fabrica. 

Aim 

The purpose of this paper was not to establish direct 
influence or to argue that Pourbus copied a Vesalian model. 
Rather, it asks whether this visual comparison can illuminate 
the wider diffusion of post-Vesalian anatomical imagery in 
the mid-sixteenth century. 

 Materials and Methods 
A comparative historical and anatomical analysis was 

performed using the skeletal figure in Pourbus’ Last 
Judgment (1551) and the posterior skeletal figure in  
Book I of the first edition of Vesalius’ Fabrica (1543). 
The comparison focused on directly observable anatomical 
and postural features, including the orientation of the skull 
and trunk, vertebral column and scapulae, position of the 
upper and lower limbs, pelvic alignment, and overall posture. 

The visual comparison was integrated with a targeted 
review of the literature concerning Vesalian anatomical 
illustration, the debated authorship of the Fabrica woodcuts, 
the copying and circulation of Vesalian images after 1543, 
and the documented sources for Pourbus’ Last Judgment. 
Relevant historical literature and institutional collection 
records were consulted. Particular attention was paid to 
distinguishing three levels of evidence: features directly 
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visible in the works; historically documented transmission 
or influence; and interpretative hypotheses based on visual 
comparison. 

 Results 
Pourbus’ Last Judgment and its setting 

Pieter Pourbus, probably born in Gouda and active  
in Bruges, completed the Last Judgment in 1551 for the 
courtroom of the Brugse Vrije (Liberty of Bruges). The 
painting functioned as an exemplum iustitiae: those 
administering earthly justice were confronted with the 
ultimate divine judgment. In the lower register, graves open 
and bodies return to life, providing a setting in which skeletal 
and partially restored human forms could be represented 
with particular anatomical prominence [5, 6]. 

The influence of Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564) 
on Pourbus’ composition is well established. Museum 
documentation identifies Michelangelo’s Last Judgment, 
completed in the Sistine Chapel in Rome in 1541, as an 
important source known to Pourbus through prints. Individual 
figures in the lower resurrection zone have been closely 
related to Michelangelesque models [5, 6]. 

Anatomical comparison of the skeletal figures 

The Pourbus skeleton is seen predominantly from behind, 
with the vertebral column, posterior rib cage and scapulae 
exposed to the viewer (Figure 1). The trunk is flexed and 
slightly rotated, and the figure is crouched or seated within 
the process of resurrection. The skull is turned laterally rather 
than aligned with the vertebral axis. One upper limb is flexed, 
while the other extends laterally. The pelvis and lower limbs 
are adapted to the low, non-weight-bearing position. 

 
Figure 1 – Detail of the resurrection scene in Pieter 
Pourbus’ Last Judgment (1551), showing the posteriorly 
viewed skeletal figure. Groeningemuseum, Bruges, 
Belgium, Inventory No. 0000.GRO0110.I. Photograph 
by Cedric Verhelst, Art in Flanders. Public domain. The 
image has been cropped to show the relevant detail. 

The Vesalian skeleton is likewise presented posteriorly, 
making the vertebral column, ribs and scapular region central 
to the image (Figure 2). However, it is fundamentally different 
in pose and purpose. It stands on the lower limbs, the pelvis 
is positioned for weight-bearing, and the trunk and upper 
limbs form a carefully staged didactic pose. The degree and 
direction of spinal flexion and rotation differ from Pourbus, 
as do the positions of the shoulders, arms and lower limbs. 

 
Figure 2 – Posterior view of an articulated skeleton 
(Corporis humani ossa posteriori facie proposita) from 
Book I, p. 165, of Andreas Vesalius’ De humani corporis 
fabrica libri septem, first edition, Basel, Johannes 
Oporinus, 1543. Wellcome Collection, London, UK, 
Image Reference L0011135. Credit: Wellcome Library, 
London. Licensed under the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) license. The 
image has not been cropped or otherwise adapted. 
Wellcome Collection: https://wellcomecollection.org/ 
works/bbgqhxku. License: https://creativecommons.org/ 
licenses/by/4.0/. 

The comparison therefore reveals neither identity of pose 
nor a one-to-one correspondence. Its significance lies in a 
more limited cluster of visual features: posterior exposure 
of the skeleton, clear visualization of the axial skeleton and 
scapular region, and presentation of the bones as an articulated, 
spatially coherent human figure. These similarities, however, 
are limited to specific aspects of orientation and anatomical 
presentation and cannot, by themselves, demonstrate direct 
dependence. 

The circulation of Vesalian imagery 

The chronological interval between the Fabrica (1543) 
and Pourbus’ painting (1551) was short, but Vesalian images 
circulated rapidly beyond the original volume. Thomas 
Geminus (ca. 1510–1562), in his Compendiosa totius 
anatomiae delineatio, published in London, in 1545, 
reproduced Vesalian anatomical plates only two years after 
the Fabrica. Subsequent copying, adaptation and unauthorized 
reproduction of Vesalian illustrations contributed to the 
dissemination of both the images and the anatomical ideas 
associated with them [7]. The early reproduction by Geminus 
therefore provides direct evidence of the rapid circulation 
of Vesalian imagery beyond the original Basel edition. 

 Discussions 
The comparison between the skeleton in Pourbus’ Last 

Judgment and the posterior skeletal figure in Vesalius’ 
Fabrica is striking, particularly because only eight years 
separate the two works. Both figures present the skeleton 
from behind and give particular prominence to the vertebral 
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column, ribs and scapular region. These similarities are worth 
considering in the context of the profound transformation in 
the visual representation of human anatomy that followed 
the publication of the Fabrica in 1543. 

At the same time, the anatomical comparison does not 
support the hypothesis of a direct quotation. The Pourbus 
skeleton is crouched and incorporated into a complex 
narrative scene, whereas the Vesalian skeleton is an isolated, 
standing anatomical figure. The orientation of the trunk, 
position of the upper limbs, pelvis and lower limbs are 
also different. The resemblance therefore concerns the 
mode of presenting the posterior skeleton rather than the 
reproduction of a specific Vesalian pose. 

A direct relationship with the Fabrica also remains 
undocumented. No evidence has been identified that 
Pourbus owned or consulted a copy of Vesalius’ work. 
By contrast, the influence of Michelangelo on Pourbus’ 
Last Judgment is well established: the painter was familiar 
with Michelangelo’s composition through prints, and several 
figures in the Bruges painting have been related to 
Michelangelesque models [5, 6]. This provides a documented 
alternative source for the general conception of the scene and 
requires caution in attributing the skeletal figure specifically 
to Vesalius. 

Nevertheless, Michelangelesque influence does not 
exclude the relevance of the Vesalian comparison. The 
Fabrica appeared at a moment when anatomical knowledge 
and artistic representation were closely interconnected. The 
authorship of its illustrations remains debated, but their 
production clearly involved highly skilled artists working 
within the Venetian environment [1, 3]. More importantly, 
Vesalian images rapidly circulated beyond the original Basel 
edition. Their reuse and copying, including the reproduction 
of Vesalian plates by Thomas Geminus as early as 1545, 
demonstrate how quickly this new anatomical imagery 
entered the European visual repertoire [7]. Beyond their 
immediate didactic purpose, the illustrations of the Fabrica 
subsequently acquired a wider artistic legacy [8]. 

The significance of the comparison consequently lies 
less in identifying a direct source than in recognizing a 
possible visual echo of the anatomical culture that developed 
after 1543. Pourbus’ skeleton cannot be described as a copy 
of the Vesalian figure, but its posterior presentation and 
anatomical emphasis can be situated within a period in 
which the articulated skeleton had acquired a new visual 
and anatomical prominence. In this sense, the figure offers 
an instructive example of the broader cultural setting in 
which anatomical images could move beyond medical books 
and participate in Renaissance representations of the human 
body. 

 Conclusions 
The skeleton in Pieter Pourbus’ Last Judgment should 

not be interpreted as evidence of direct borrowing from 
Vesalius. The anatomical comparison reveals notable 
similarities in posterior orientation and emphasis on the 
vertebral column, ribs and scapular region, but also 
substantial differences in posture, limb position, pelvic 
alignment and narrative function. 

Michelangelo’s Last Judgment provides a documented 
artistic source for Pourbus, whereas a direct relationship 
with the Fabrica remains unproven. Nevertheless, the rapid 
circulation and copying of Vesalian images after 1543 placed 
Pourbus’ painting within a period of profound change in the 
visual representation of human anatomy. The comparison 
may therefore be best understood in terms of convergence 
rather than direct derivation. 

From a historical perspective, the Pourbus skeleton 
provides an instructive example of how anatomical 
representation and Renaissance visual culture could intersect 
in the years following the publication of the Fabrica. 
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