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Abstract 
 
Rubens’s male figures are generally cast in the heroic mold. The physical force implicit in their heavily muscled 
limbs and torsos is amplified by poses that evoke the works of Michelangelo and Hellenistic sculpture. Even in 
torment, a hero like Rubens’s Prometheus suffers nobly. But there is another sort of suffering male body in 
Rubens’s works – that of the defeated victim whose misshapen, broken form does not fit the heroic model. So 
frequently did Rubens depict the abject male body that he developed a recognizable figure type for the victim, 
albeit one that we do not so easily recognize. With their twisted limbs and shapeless flesh, the asymmetrical 
bodies of Rubens’s male victims seem to disregard basic principles of anatomy as well as early modern 
aesthetic ideals. Considering their divergence from the normative male body, it is easy to treat these figures as 
the product of indifferent drawing or abstract formal necessity, but that gives too little credit to Rubens as an 
artist. Indeed, Rubens’s choice of subjects in the early 1600s – the battle scenes, the grimmer Old Testament 
episodes – suggests that he sought out opportunities to portray the body of the victim. In his recasting of the 
hunting scene, the human attacked by the prey became Rubens’s central focus, pushing aside the more 
conventional heroics of the successful hunters. In these works, the anatomically distorted, flawed and broken 
male body becomes a means of powerfully conveying the breakdown of social and ethical ideals. More 
generally, I would like to suggest that the anatomical limitations of the human body did not necessarily limit 
Rubens’s own representation of the figure, but that the scientific model of the normative body was, like the 
Laocoön or any other source, one to be imitated and transformed. 


