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In a speech he delivered when he was awarded the Georg Büchner 

Prize in 1995,i the German poet and essayist Durs Grünbein recalls that 

according to Karl Gutzkow, Georg Büchner “suffered from a ubiquitous 

‘autopsy compulsion’”.ii Indeed, Büchner was a poet who, as Grünbein 
puts it, “derived his principles from physiology as others before him did 

from religion or ethics”.iii Büchner’s medical dissertation, written in 

Strasbourg, was “a study of the nervous system in the heads of barbels”.iv 

Grünbein considers the text, which would “later become [Büchner’s] job 

talk at the University of Zürich, bearing the simple title ‘On Cranial 
Nerves’”, “as a kind of literary manifesto”.v Büchner’s scientific 

meticulousness—he isolated and studied each individual nerve of the dead 

fish he dissected—reflects his “caliber as a poet”.vi It was in zoology, 

Grünbein suggests, that Büchner looked for answers “about something 

that gave direction to all creaturely existence”: “Büchner pursues by way 
of biology what had long been subterraneously growing ‘sensitive roots’ 

in him by way of literature”.vii Büchner died at age twenty-three of 

typhus, “which he contracted, it is believed, while dissecting fish 

specimens”.viii  

 

A scientist, poet (he also wrote prose as well as plays), as well as a 
revolutionary (he was an activist for social justice and his play Danton’s 
Death deals with the French Revolution), Büchner was obsessed with 

scrutinizing the dead body. But Büchner’s obsession hardly applies to him 

alone: scenes of autopsy can be found not only in science but also in 

literature, art, and philosophy, to such an extent that one could speak of 
an autopsy compulsion extending across the disciplines.  

 

How to explain, in particular, visual art’s obsessive engagement with 

scenes of autopsy? Given how central autopsies were to the optimization 

of life-drawing, the autopscene (as I will call it) could be understood as 
a transcendental scene where life-drawing found its condition of 

possibility. The representation of the living body finds its violent origins 
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in the autopsy. The autopsy is the ground zero of life drawing. 

Representations of autopsy recall this violent origin, and therefore they 
are politically disturbing: they reveal the occluded, political origin of life-

drawing, expose the violent political origins of art’s attempt to capture 

life.  

 

The road to art’s representation of life is paved with dead bodies.  
 

 

2/  

 

The autopscene could be understood in this context as a version of 
the still life. However, while the still life is generally considered a 

representation of mortality, it does not show the dead human body. At 

most, it will show a skull as a not so subtle reminder of the passing nature 

of all things, and in particular of human life (the folly of all human 

endeavors).  
 

Autopscenes do not so much remind us of our own mortality but of 

our body’s violent exposure to power—not just the scientific or artistic 

powers that seek to anatomically describe life, but the powers that seek 

to make life, to create a life that looks alive (this drive is thus biopolitical 

rather than anatomopolitical, in Michel Foucault’s termsix). Autopscenes 
are thus much more interesting, politically, than the still life. This is 

marked also by the contrast, in autopscenes, between the dead and the 

living body. While the dead body is anatomically precise, the living body 

looks alive—and the contrast between the two marks two different, but 

closely related, politics of painting (the one—anatomopolitics—is 
imbricated in the other—biopolitics). If still lives show that we are all 

going to die, autopscenes write our body’s violent relation to power.  

 

The German author W.G. Sebald draws this out in his analysis of 

Rembrandt’s painting The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp. As 
Sebald discusses in The Rings of Saturn, Rembrandt’s painting is set in 

1632 in the Netherlands, and it features the body of Aris Kindt: “a petty 
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thief … who had been hanged for his misdemeanours”x approximately an 

hour before the scene in the painting took place. The narrator suggests 
that the anatomy lesson marked not only an important date for the 

scientists represented in the painting, most prominently for Dr. Tulp, but 

also for “a society that saw itself emerging from the darkness into the 

light”xi--an interpretation that could easily be backed up, although 

Sebald’s narrator does not do so, with an analysis of Rembrandt’s use of 
the clair-obscur technique. Indeed, the narrator notes that “the surgeons 

are in their finest attire” and that “Dr Tulp is wearing a hat on his head”.xii 

In contrast with this pomposity, there is the “greenish, prone body of Aris 

Kindt, his neck broken and his chest risen terribly in rigor mortis”.xiii 

Biopolitics versus anatomopolitics, as I already indicated.  
 

One of the curious aspects of the painting—and a sign of the violent 

scene that it represents—is that none of the scientists in the painting are 

looking at Kindt’s body. Instead, their focus is on an anatomical atlas “in 

which the appalling physical facts are reduced to a diagram, a schematic 
plan of the human being”.xiv Kindt’s body is thus arguably excluded from 

the painting. The narrator quotes as further evidence for this claim the 

fact that Kindt’s dissected handxv is “misrepresented”.xvi As is clear from 

the painting, the dissected hand is supposed to be Kindt’s left hand—

however, the hand that Rembrandt has painted is a right hand (“the 

exposed tendons … are in fact those of the right hand”xvii). This leads the 
narrator to conclude that Rembrandt copied this dissected hand from an 

anatomical atlas.   

 

His interpretation of this detail, however, is surprising: “It seems 

inconceivable”, he writes,  
 
that we are faced here with an unfortunate blunder. Rather, I believe 
that there was deliberate intent behind this flaw in the composition. That 

unshapely hand signifies the violence that has been done to Aris Kindt. 

It is with him, the victim, and not the Guild that gave Rembrandt his 
commission, that the painter identifies.xviii 
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Whether this claim is correct or not, the position it reveals is 

powerful: with Rembrandt we have a painter who, in a history of life 
drawing that has violated the human body in order to optimize its 

technique, subversively situates himself on the side of the body, and 

practices a critique of violence through his painting. Painting, which is 

very much complicit with the scene that is represented here, thus appears 

to unwork the violence out of which the perfection of life-drawing was 
born.xix 

 

Sebald’s analysis echoes the analysis that Michael Fried has proposed 

of another autopsy painting, Thomas Eakins’ The Gross Clinic.  

 

 
                    Figure 1: Thomas Eakins’ The Gross Clinic 

 

In Cary Wolfe’s retelling (in a chapter titled “From Dead Meat to 

Glow-In-The-Dark-Bunnies” that was published in Wolfe’s book 

What is Posthumanism?), Fried establishes a connection between the 

scalpel of the surgeon, who has cut into the dead body, and the artist’s 
paintbrush: the red color at the tip of scalpel is not only blood—in fact, 
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it’s not blood, as Jean-Luc Godard might also remind usxx—but paint, 

and this scene of autopsy establishes a complicity between the scientist 
and the artist when it comes to the violence of the autopsy.xxi The artist 

is just as guilty as the scientist, the painting (in Fried’s reading) is saying. 

The autopscene turns “critical”—it reflects on its own violence—through 

this complicity, in the same way that Rembrandt reflects on (and resists) 

the violence of his painting through the deliberate misrepresentation of 
the hand of Aris Kindt. 

 

In his analysis, Sebald’s narrator associates Rembrandt’s position with 

a rejection of Cartesianism. He notes that the painter’s “gaze alone is free 

of Cartesian rigidity”.xxii This line, which comes at the end of the 
narrator’s analysis, picks up on a passage that I have skipped so far, in 

which the narrator indicates that the anatomical atlas’s reduction of the 

human being to a schema was “envisaged by the enthusiastic amateur 

anatomist René Descartes, who was also, so it is said, present [at the 

anatomy lesson] that January morning”.xxiii “Descartes teaches”, the 
narrator continues, “that one should disregard the flesh, which is beyond 

our comprehension, and attend to the machine within, to what can be 

fully understood, be made wholly useful for work, and, in the event of 

any fault, either repaired or discarded”.xxiv  

 

Indeed, one can find this position set out in a brief work by Descartes 
titled Discourse on Method. An odd hybrid between a philosophical and 

an autobiographical text—in other words, a text of self- and life-

writing--, the Discourse includes, in its fifth part, its very own anatomy 

lesson. Descartes presents the reader there with “the explanation of the 

movement of the heart and the arteries”.xxv  
 
And, in order that there might be less difficulty in understanding what I 
shall say on the matter, I would like those who are not at all versed in 

anatomy to take the trouble, before reading this, to have the heart of 

some large animal that has lungs dissected in their presence (for such a 
heart is in all respects sufficiently similar to that of a man), and to be 

shown the two chambers or cavities that are in it.xxvi 
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The lesson goes on for quite a while. Here, it is not a criminal but 

“some large animal that has lungs” that goes under the knife—because, 
one should not forget, the heart of such an animal is similar to that of a 

human being.  

 

The lesson leads to the infamous conclusion that Sebald’s narrator 

has in mind when he associates the anatomical atlas with a Cartesian 
disregard of the flesh: the body is characterized by Descartes as a 

machine, and animals as automata. Unlike human beings, animals do not 

have language; not only do they “have less reason than men”—Descartes 

states that “they have none at all”.xxvii Instead, it is “nature that acts in 

them, according to the disposition of their organs—just as we see that a 
clock composed exclusively of wheels and springs can count the hours 

and measure time more accurately than we can with all our 

carefulness”.xxviii  

 

It is worth noting, as a perceptive reader of Descartes has done, that 
while “[t]o us, the word ‘automaton’ means a ‘soulless person’ and is a 

term of abuse [,] to Descartes and his contemporaries, conversely, it was 

le dernier cri, state-of-the-art, as cool and advanced as ownership today 

of one of those matchbox-sized electronic toys that sum up the 

technology of our time”.xxix Still, and as many have remarked, the violence 

towards animals and the body in these pages is extraordinary. Although 
art is not usually associated with such violence—it is, rather, science that 

most often carries the blame for it--, paintings such as Bartolomeo 

Passarotti’s 16th-century An Anatomy Lesson for Artists reveal that art 

may be more complicit with Cartesianism than it is willing to admit. If 

one follows Sebald’s narrator, however, Rembrandt’s painting takes up 
a fascinating position in this history, since it attempts to critically distance 

itself from the violence from which its perfected technique was born. And 

one gets the same in the Eakins painting that Michael Fried discusses. 

There is a way in which these works reflect on their own 
anatomopolitical and biopolitical inscription in a history of life-drawing, 
and, more generally life-writing—a history that finds its violent condition 
of possibility in the autopscene.  
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3/  
 

One can only assume that the surgeons of the Carl Ferdinand von 

Graefe Institute do not share this reading of the painting.xxx Dedicated to 

the history of plastic surgery, the surgeons set out to uncover the errors 

in Rembrandt’s painting. On March 5th 2004, they performed a dissection 
of an actual left forearm of a deceased male. Later, they published a 

scientific article comparing the results of their dissection to Rembrandt’s 

painting. All of this was done in anticipation of the Rembrandt year, in 

2006. One of the images on the website shows the surgeons with the 

dissected arm and an art history book featuring Rembrandt’s painting. 
The site also includes an image of the surgeons standing around a 

reproduction of Rembrandt’s painting, as if they are part of the scientists 

gathered around Kindt’s corpse.xxxi  

 

 

 
 
Figures 2 and 3: Surgeons of the Carl Ferdinand von Graefe Institute, posing 
with a dissected left forearm and Rembrandt’s painting (left); on the right, the 
surgeons appear to be writing themselves into the scene that Rembrandt depicts.  
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The point made by Sebald’s narrator, namely that in Rembrandt’s 

painting none of the scientists are looking at the corpse, still resonates 
here: the scientists are not looking at the corpse, or even at the painting. 

Instead, they are looking away from what is being shown, into the lens 

of the camera.xxxii The surgeons’ project thus undoes the critique of 

Rembrandt’s work, reinforcing the violence precisely where the artist 

tried to unwork it. 
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perhaps	  a	  little	  preciously-‐‑-‐‑titled	  Autopscenes.	  	  
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xvi	  Ibid.,	  16.	  	  
xvii	  Ibid.	  
xviii	  Ibid.,	  17.	  	  
xix	  And	   it	  does	  so,	  one	  should	  note,	  without	  needing	   to	   turn	   into	  abstract	  art,	  which	  is	  
perhaps	  equally	  violent	  as	  the	  regime	  of	  representation	  that	  it	  attempts	  to	  avoid.	  	  
xx	   I	   am	   recalling	   here	   Godard’s	   famous	   reply—“Not	   blood,	   red”—to	   an	   interviewer’s	  
question	  about	  the	  use	  of	  blood	  in	  his	  film	  Pierrot	  le	  fou.	  The	  interview	  is	  accessible	  here:	  
http://a-‐‑bittersweet-‐‑life.tumblr.com/post/4220398026/lets-‐‑talk-‐‑about-‐‑pierrot-‐‑an-‐‑
interview-‐‑with.	  	  
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