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The anatomical atlas Tabulae sceleti et musculorum corporis humani (1747) by 
the Leiden anatomist Bernard Siegfried Albinus (1697-1770) and the Amsterdam 
draughtsman Jan Wandelaar (1692-1759) has attracted much admiration over the 
years/ Its large plates, pairing a sharp depiction of anatomical details to a 
mysterious, dreamlike atmosphere, are a highlight in the history of anatomical 
illustration as well as one of the most impressive achievements in the graphic 
arts of eighteenth-century Holland (Figure 1). The most elaborate account of 
how the Tabulae sceleti et musculorum was made can be found in Hendrik 
Punt's dissertation Bernard Siegfried Albinus (1697-1770) On 'Human Nature', 
Anatomical and Physiological Ideas in Eighteenth Century Leiden (1983). This 
book also contains a reconstruction of the remarkable drawing method that lies 
at the core of the atlas and which gives it much of its particular character. Punt's 
reconstruction of this drawing method, however, leaves open some questions. 
This article — originating from research for an exhibition at the Museum 
Bocrhaave — is intended to answer those questions. 

Albinus' motives 

It was Albinus' aim to make an anatomical atlas that would be a radical im-
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provement on all previous illustrated works on anatomy. Earlier anatomical 
atlases, such as Andreas Vesalius' De humani corporis fabrica (first published 
1543) or Govard Bidloo's Anatomia humani corporis (1685) left a great deal to 
be desired in Albinus' opinion. The plates in these books were often unclear and 
misleading. Albinus blamed many of these inaccuracies on a lack of guidance 
and control over the artist by the scientist. More or less left on his own before 
the anatomical preparations, the artist often misinterpreted details through a 
lack of scientific knowledge and represented them incorrectly in his drawings. 
Besides that, the skeletons and muscle-manikins were usually represented in 
dramatic and tortured poses. In Albinus' opinion this served no purpose. It only 
obscured the anatomical information of the illustrations or distracted the 
viewer's attention. 

Another problem Albinus noted in anatomical illustrations, was caused by 
the fact that in order to be reproduced, the drawings had to be transferred onto 
woodblocks or copperplates. To do this, an engraver was brought in as a third 
man in the production team of the anatomical atlas. A third link in the chain 
from anatomical preparation to two-dimensional representation resulted in more 
inaccuracies and mistakes. 

In his own atlas Albinus would avoid these shortcomings, mainly by es­
tablishing a close collaboration with his illustrator Jan Wandelaar, a draughts­
man-engraver who specialised in book illustrations and from 1720 onwards in 
the illustration of scientific works. Albinus met Wandelaar in 1723 when they 
were both working on a re-edition of Vesalius' De humani corporis fabrica, 
Albinus as editor and Wandelaar as engraver.^ Besides having artistic skill and 
craftsmanship as an engraver, Wandelaar — according to Albinus — also 
distinguished himself by his inquisitive and enthusiastic character. He was always 
ready to accompany the anatomist in the dissecting room to make sketches and 
eager to learn more about human anatomy.' 

With Wandelaar as collaborator on his ambitious project to make the 
perfect anatomical atlas, Albinus could overcome the shortcomings that in his 
opinion had marred previous anatomy books. Because of their close col­
laboration, the anatomist was always at hand to correct mistakes made by the 
artist in the early stages of the drawing process, or to make small explicative 
sketches in the margins of Wandelaar's drawings to clarify certain anatomical 

Published as Andreae Vesalii opera omnia et chirurgica (Leiden, 1725). The initiative for this 
edition was taken by Boerhaave. 

"I have often wondered at his spirit, his patience and his resolution; he is moreover ardent 
and never without a certain impetuous eagerness of effort," Albinus remarked in his memoirs. 
Albinus, Annotationes Academicae, L I praef. p. 8, quoted by Choulant (n. 1), History and Biblio­
graphy, p. 278. 


