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Abstract. Background: The research takes inspiration from field trips at the Ufhzi
Gallery organized by the Department of Medicine of the University of Florence, in
which professors encourage students to discuss medical aspects of artworks, and the
participation of an art historian fosters interdisciplinary dialogue. Methods: The
research started with the historical contextualisation and stylistic and iconograph-
ic analysis of the painting. Then, it dealt with the evaluation of Renaissance medical
sources and the bibliography about the painting. Lastly, it compared the painting with
contemporary texts and images. Results: The research evidenced that Pesellino meant
to represent an anatomy lesson as it used to be carried out in Medieval universities,
under the guise of a miracle of saint Anthony of Padua. Conclusions: The paper could
contribute to the investigation of anatomical knowledge of artists and iconographic
documentation of medical practice in the fifteenth century.
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INTRODUCTION

The predella of the Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints Francis of
Assisi, Cosmas and Damian, Anthony of Padua (Novitiate Altarpiece) by Fra
Filippo Lippi is the only painting by Francesco di Stefano, known as Pesel-
lino, cited by Vasari in his Lives of the Artists. [1]

Lippi’s altarpiece was commissioned by Cosimo de’ Medici for the
Novitiate Chapel in S. Croce in Florence, and it is dated between 1442 and
1450, as Pesellino, born in 1422, could not have painted the predella before
that date. Furthermore, the Novitiate Chapel, designed by Michelozzo at the
behest of Cosimo de” Medici, was completed in 1445. [2] [3]
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The predella was probably painted in conjunction
with the altarpiece. In 1813, it was removed from the
Accademia Gallery in Florence; subsequently, it was
taken to France and divided into two parts. The left one,
with the Stigmata of St. Francis and the Miracle of Saints
Cosmas and Damian, remained at the Louvre, but it was
copied. The copies are now at the Uffizi with the rest of
the predella, depicting the Nativity, the Martyrdom of
Saints Cosmas and Damian, the Miracle of the Miser’s
Heart of St. Anthony of Padua. [4]

Pesellino’s biography seems to confirm his collabora-
tion with Filippo Lippi approximately between 1445 and
1450; in fact, Pesellino’s works in this period are similar
to Lippi’s, while maintaining echoes of Fra Angelico, his
probable teacher. [5]

The panel representing the Miracle of the Miser’s
Heart, one of the best-known miracles of Saint Anthony
of Padua, is an important testimony to the diffusion of
anatomical dissection [Figure 1].

DESCRIPTION

Arnaldo da Serrano drew the subject of chapter
fifty-two of the Liber Miraculorum (written circa 1370)
from the biography of Saint Anthony of Padua written
at the beginning of the fourteenth century by the Fran-
ciscan Giovanni Rigaldi, who had heard it from Brother
Pietro di Raimondo, the author of an anthology of mira-
cles attributed to the intercession of Saint Anthony. [6]
According to the hagiographies dedicated to the saint
(especially Sancti Antonii Vita by Sicco Polentone), dur-
ing the funeral of a very rich and greedy man in Tusca-
ny Saint Anthony shouted that the deceased should not
be buried in consecrated ground, because his soul was
damned to hell and his body heartless, according to the
saying of Jesus: “For where your treasure is, there also
will your heart be” (Luke 12, 34). The shocked bystand-
ers called some doctors, who opened the deceased’s
chest and did not find the heart, which was found in the
safe, among the money that the miser had loved above
everything else, instead. [7]

Pesellino - perhaps to extol the art of medicine,
consequently the Medici family, patron of the Novitiate
Chapel - focused the scene on the physician performing
the dissection, who inspects the visibly empty opening
of the ribcage, to the amazement of his colleagues, while
three women listen to the saint speaking from a wooden
pulpit. In another room, on the left, a young man opens
the strongbox of the deceased to look for the heart.

Some critics see Cosimo’s imprint in the choice of
the story, which can be interpreted both as a model of
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Figure 1. Francesco di Stefano called Pesellino, The Miracle of the
Miser’s Heart of St. Anthony of Padua, detail of the predella of the
Novitiate Altarpiece by Filippo Lippi, 1442-50, tempera on panel, 35
x 144 x 12 cm, Florence, Galleria degli Uffizi (© Gabinetto Fotogra-
fico delle Gallerie degli Uffizi)

Franciscan preaching virtue for novices and as a warn-
ing against avarice, since, according to Vespasiano
da Bisticci, Cosimo tried to atone for his sin of usury
through religious patronage. [8]

DISCUSSION

The scene depicts a ‘testimonial’ autopsy, almost an
expert opinion. [9]

The man wearing a red lucco (a long hooded sur-
coat) can be identified with the physician intent on dis-
secting the miser’s body.

Details such as the coins in the strongbox, the physi-
cian’s robe, and the hat are painted accurately; everything
converges everything converges toward the vanishing
point, located at the anatomist’s position, in order to give
credibility to the miraculous, visibly significant event.

The central figure of the young doctor, assisted by
an older male figure with a red cap, fits in the typical
Renaissance iconography of doctors, the only ones able
to wear a lucco as a symbol of their rank, according to
Florentine sumptuary laws. [10]

In fact, the physician saints Cosmas and Damian are
usually represented with this clothing.

In Pesellino’s painting, St. Anthony encourages the
opening of the body, documenting a practice that had
already partially established itself but was still far from
the High Renaissance revolution, which would be spear-
headed by Jacopo Berengario da Carpi and Andreas
Vesalius in the sixteenth century. [11]

Dissection of the human body as a teaching tool to
show its anatomy to medical students began to be prac-
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ticed in the Christian West between the late thirteenth
and early fourteenth centuries. Mondino de’ Liuzzi per-
formed the first public autopsy in Bologna in 1315: he
opened the corpses of two women fifteen years after the
promulgation of Boniface VIIT’s bull Detestandae feritatis,
published in 1299. [12] This bull has often been interpret-
ed as an explicit ban by the Church on the dismember-
ment of corpses and, therefore, on dissection. Actually, it
was directed against the custom of separating the bones
from the soft parts of corpses to bring back the remains
of people who had died abroad to their homeland.

Anatomical dissection represented a sector in which
different attitudes clashed, from prohibition to regula-
tion and institutional control of anatomical practice,
from rhetorical procedures to the norms with which the
manipulation and opening of cadavers was progressive-
ly authorized. [13] Only thanks to the decision of Pope
Sixtus IV, who authorized anatomical practice in 1472
because it was useful for medicine and art, it was pos-
sible to begin the systematic study of the human body.

In the late Middle Ages, dissection involved three
people: the reader (lector), a custodian of knowledge,
who read Galen’s texts; the anathomist (dissector) who
cut the corpse; and the commentator (ostensor) who
indicated the bodily parts as the reader mentioned them.

The reader, however, was far from the corpse and
restricted himself to explaining what Galen had written
without verifying the truthfulness of Galen’s words.

In fact, Galen had conducted animal anatomies,
managing to build a system that brought medicine and
religion together, remaining valid until well into the
Renaissance. [14]

In this scene, St. Anthony represents the lector, who
preaches from the height of his role and his seat.

The opening of the corpse of the miser painted by
Pesellino is far from the dramatic depiction of the same
subject by Donatello by Donatello in the altar of the
Basilica del Santo in Padua, but it looks like the ‘unbut-
toning of a doublet’. [9]

The precision and specificity of the gesture leave no
doubt about the fact that the painter wanted to represent
an anatomical dissection, according to a well-known
compositional scheme, with the aligned and foreshort-
ened disposition of the bystanders and the chest with the
miser’s heart above the pile of coins on the left, almost
modestly preserved in another room.

The exploration is exclusively aimed at identifying
the heart in situ and avoids the first part of the canoni-
cal dissection, which, in this period, would have started
from the abdominal cavity, which contained less noble
and more easily deteriorated organs, and was dissected
first, followed by the thorax, head, and extremities.

A true revolution only took place thanks to Vesalius,
because Vesalius came down from the lector’s throne and
no longer needed a dissector and an ostensor, as he car-
ried out all the three functions himself. At that point, he
saw Galen’s mistakes and he was able to correct them.

But by now, times had changed.
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