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During the Renaissance, painters frequently used to
hide human anatomies inside their artworks. Piero
della Francesca (1415–1492) in two paintings
represents the infant Jesus with a necklace of coral
beads, symbol of beauty and tool for protection
against illness or sudden death. Interestingly, the
shape of both coral pendants follows a scheme
similar to the primary and secondary divisions of
the lower respiratory system with the trachea, the
main and the lobar bronchi. The numerous and
surprising analogies between the coral and the true
anatomy make consistent the hypothesis of the
bronchial tree hidden in Piero della Francesca’s
coral pendants.
Piero della Francesca’s interests extended beyond
ﬁgurative art, and included arithmetic, algebra and
geometry as well as anatomy and biology.1 In two
of his most well known masterpieces: the Pala
Montefeltro (see online ﬁgure 1(2) in supplementary ﬁle) and the Madonna di Senigallia (see online
ﬁgure 2(2) in supplementary ﬁle), the infant Jesus
wears a necklace of coral beads with a small coral
branch lying on his chest.
In the former, the coral depicts the bronchial
tree from a posterior aspect (ﬁgure 1A), whereas
in the latter, the coral shows an anterior view
(ﬁgure 1B).

One might speculate how a Renaissance painter
was able to represent the anatomic model so accurately.2 A reasonable possibility is that a wax cast of
the bronchial tree was used.3 Another more intriguing possibility is that a readymade cast made
from coagulate blood within the bronchial tree was
available from a beheaded body.4 At that time, executed prisoners were often used for scientiﬁc study
and preparation of anatomical specimens.
Whatever the origin of the ﬁgurative model, I
believe that the hypothesis of the bronchial tree as
hidden anatomy in Piero della Francesca’s coral
pendants is plausible and worthy of attention.
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Figure 1 (A) The coral pendant (detail in the Pala Montefeltro). In the lower section the contour (right) and the
drawing (left) of the hidden bronchial tree with nomenclature The Pala Montefeltro (1472–1474). Piero della
Francesca. Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan. (B) The coral pendant (detail in the Madonna di Senigallia). In the lower
section, the contour (right) and the drawing (left) of the hidden bronchial tree with nomenclature. The Madonna di
Senigallia (1472–74). Piero della Francesca. Galleria Nazionale delle Marche, Urbino.
Ambrogi V. Thorax 2014;69:1161. doi:10.1136/thoraxjnl-2014-205344

1161

Chest clinic

Vincenzo Ambrogi

Thorax: first published as 10.1136/thoraxjnl-2014-205344 on 1 April 2014. Downloaded from http://thorax.bmj.com/ on March 2, 2021 by guest. Protected by copyright.

Piero della Francesca’s coral pendants: the hidden
bronchial anatomy

