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object that never existed as such is (re)produced, whether all materials and techniques used 
have to be as historically accurate as possible, whether it is the process or the end result that 
matters most – depends strongly on the field and the purpose of the reconstruction. In our 
case, using the text as a guideline for practice and reflecting on the possible roles of the text 
had to result in a better understanding of the text and in two pairs of shoes that would con-
vey the idea of a healthy late eighteenth-century shoe to a modern audience.

For me as a researcher, discussing Camper’s text with modern craftspeople and closely 
observing their making processes gave me insight in the relevance of Camper’s work for 
orthopaedics, but also, and perhaps more importantly, in how an essentially theoretical 
text, which was not primarily meant to inform craftspeople, can influence and function 
within practice anyway. Even if it did not influence his contemporaries’ practices, Camper’s 
text retroactively became a tool for the self-fashioning of twentieth- and twenty-first-cen-
tury shoemakers. Observing Femke and Djezz working on the shoes made me wonder if 
Camper had done the same with the shoemakers he had visited to have his shoes made. If 
he did, it is even easier to see why he would have felt that he could only comment on the 
orthopaedic guidelines for healthy shoes, and only in general terms on the practices of the 
craftsperson. (figs. 5–7) The dexterity and manual skill required to make made-to-measure, 
high-quality shoes can only be developed over years of hands-on training. Although today’s 

Fig.  4:  Illustration from 
Camper’s Verhandeling. 
Wellcome Images 
L0004215.
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shoe-making students do have richly illustrated text books, these are used as mnemonics 
rather than as manuals that are constantly consulted throughout the making process.

For the young shoemakers on the other hand, fashion-loving young women who had 
very consciously chosen to learn a craft rather than enrol in continuing theoretical educa-
tion, using Camper’s text as a guideline to construct ‘eighteenth-century shoes’ was a way 
of accessing the history of their own craft, and it helped them to see their skills in a new 
light. As one of them put it: “I never liked history much in school, but this I do find interest-
ing.” Although we know that texts like Camper’s were not primarily meant to educate the 
craftsmen whose field they covered, our construction of his ideal shoe thus showed us that 
such texts can give us new insights in both our own valuation of craft, and in the reasons 
why crafts that had thus far had been perceived as purely utilitarian from the second half 
of the eighteenth century were linked to philosophical discourse. For Camper, writing this 
text was a way to assert himself – he used this text to place himself firmly in the tradition 
of the French philosophes and Encyclopédistes he so admired – but in a way he and his con-
temporaries also stressed the potential value of the skills of craftsmen in the preservation 
of health, thus indirectly elevating the status of the craftsman. Even over two hundred years 
later, this also helped the young shoemakers at the Academy to assert themselves as edu-
cated craftswomen who stand in a long tradition.

How Camper’s booklet retroactively became the foundation of shoemaker’s education
The Enlightenment ideal of the craftsperson as a knowledgeable maker who with his pro-
ducts could contribute to the healthy life of citizens that was reflected in Camper’s text, 

Fig.  5:  Femke at work. 
Photograph: Djezz Rozie.
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Fig.  6:  Preparing the materials. Photograph: Femke Nooijen.

Fig.  7:  Construction of the men’s shoes. Photograph: Djezz Rosie.

combined with the disappearance of what was left of the guild structure, would also 
influence the formalisation of vocational training in the nineteenth-century Netherlands. 
However, it was not until the early twentieth century, when interest in craft history surged, 
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Fig.  8:  The end result: women’s shoes. Photograph: author.

Fig.  9:  The end result: men’s shoes. 
Photograph: author.

that Camper’s text was referred to in text books for shoemakers in training.15 This afterlife 
of the treatise is an aspect that warrants further research. The fact that the first craft school 
in the Netherlands was only established in 1861, and that a national law regulating conti-
nuing professional education was not introduced until 1919, might explain why Camper’s 
text appears to have raised little interest with cobblers initially, many of whom were barely 
literate when it was first published.16 Another reason that Camper’s text only retroactively 
became a foundational text for shoemakers in training might have been that his obses-
sion with regimen fitted into the early twentieth-century fascination with creating a healthy 
body through diet, dress, and lifestyle.17 (figs. 8 and 9)

For now, one important question remains: would Camper’s contemporaries have liked 
our shoes? Would they have wanted to wear them? The answer is probably: some of them. 
Then as now, there would have been a segment of wealthy consumers who cared more 
about looks than quality or comfort, and who would have thought Camper’s shoes too 
sturdy and practical to be elegant and fashionable. However, as Giorgio Riello has pointed 
out, the body functioned, then as now, ‘as the primary site of personal values and attitudes 
and as the elementary expression of personal, collective, and social order.’18 The last decades 

15	 For example, there is no mention of Camper in Ruygrok, W.F., and M. Wagenaar. De Schoen- En Laarzenmaker : 
Handleiding Voor de Eerstbeginnenden Voorgesteld in Vragen En Antwoorden. Ambachtsboekjes 1. Zwolle: 
Boekhandel van S.H. ten Cate, 1862.

16	 In the ‘Nijverheidsonderwijswet’ (craft & industry education law) of 1919, the training and legal position of stu-
dents seeking to become craftspeople was regulated. See P.Th.F.M. Boekholt en E.P. de Booy, Geschiedenis van 
de school in Nederland vanaf de middeleeuwen tot aan de huidige tijd, Uitgeverij Van Gorcum, 1987, p. 199–205.

17	 See e.g. Evert Peeters, De beloften van het lichaam: een geschiedenis van de natuurlijke levenswijze in België, 
1890–1940. Amsterdam: Bakker, 2008. Evert Peeters, “Een democratische geest in een socialistisch lichaam. 
Het optimism van de Arbeidersjeugdbeweging, 1923–1933”, in Het gewichtige lichaam, Over dik, dun, perfect of 
gestoord. Tielt: Lannoo, 2012, p. 43–58.

18	R iello, Giorgio. A Foot in the Past. Consumers, Producers and Footwear in the Long Eighteenth Century. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006, p. 112.
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of the eighteenth century saw ‘medical’ overtones in the European debate over fashion more 
generally, and health- and fashion-conscious consumers may well have been interested in 
having Camper’s ideal shoe made for them.

So even though Camper’s recommendations for making shoes that preserved the health 
of the feet were primarily theoretical and did not in any way help shoemakers to gain or 
develop the technical, practical skills they needed, reconstructing, or rather constructing, 
Camper’s ideal shoe gave us a deeper insight in both the social and medical contexts in 
which he wrote his text, the way in which it was perceived by his contemporaries and sub-
sequent generations, and in late eighteenth-century ideas about health and craftsmanship.

The reconstruction of Camper’s ‘ideal shoe’ was on display at Groningen University Museum in the 
exhibition Gelukkig Gezond! Histories of healthy ageing (22 June 2017 to 31 January 2018).


