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Medicine, History and Art (29)
Physicians and Surgeons

Historically, bloodletting and cup-
ping were common medical 
treatments in the 17th century, 

believed to balance the humours and pro-
mote health. The painting thus provides 
insight into contemporary medical beliefs 
and practices, as well as the social role of 
women who performed such treatments, 
often seen as healers or caretakers within 
the community.  

"The Leech Woman" by Quirijn van 
Brekelenkam is a compelling example of 
Dutch genre (ordinary people) painting 
that merges artistic skill with cultural 
and historical documentation. The paint-
ing’s naturalistic depiction of a medical 
ritual, rendered with a painterly yet 
precise technique, invites viewers to 
consider the intersection of art, medicine 
and social history in the 17th century. 
Brekelenkam’s ability to elevate a seem-
ingly mundane scene into a subject of 

artistic and historical interest highlights 
his contribution to the genre and the 
broader narrative of Dutch art. His 
nuanced portrayal avoids romanticising 
or idealising the subject, instead present-
ing a truthful and respectful image of a 
woman engaged in her healing craft, thus 
enriching our appreciation of the period’s 
social fabric and artistic heritage. 

In this painting, cupping applied to 
the forearm of the patient is used instead 
of venesection. In the foreground, addi-
tional cups are kept in a pot, and a lighted 
candle is used to heat up the air in the 
cup to create a partial vacuum before it is 
applied to the skin. 

Quirijn van Brekelenkam (1622–1669); Mauritshuis, the Hague, Netherlands.
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