
Leonardo da Vinci’s early years
Da Vinci was born on 15 April 1452 in Mount Albano,
Florence. He was the son of Sar Pierro da Vinci, a lawyer.
Her mother was a peasant woman. Due to the requirements
of that period, her parents never got married. Leonardo’s
father married to a noble woman and Leonardo had to live
with his grandparents who raised him well.[1] 

Leonardo da Vinci’s Interest in Anatomy
Leonardo da Vinci’s interest in anatomy began in Milan
when he was working for Ludovico Maria Sforza. Da
Vinci’s favorite tools were sharp knives, chisels and bone
saws. He had no assistant at that time. That’s why he had
to transcribe quickly his observation right after each dissec-
tion section. It is still not known how he preserved the
cadavers.[2] He performed approximately 30 cadaver dissec-
tions.[3] After 1510, he collaborated with a young professor
named Marcantonio della Torre. Later on, with the
advance of science, dissection studies increased. In this way,
the accuracy of the teachings of the previous period began
to be questioned, and it was then found that Leonardo da
Vinci’s work had some mistakes.[4–7] For example, his work
“The anatomy of a foot” is confusing like “Mona Lisa”.

“The Anatomy of a Foot”
At a quick glance to the illustration, to the alignment of
the metatarsal bones and phalanges, we can say this is the

lateral side of the foot. Also, the phalanges are gradually
becoming smaller. So, the illustrated tendons in this
work probably belong to the peroneus brevis and per-
oneus longus muscles. In addition, the location of the
nerve lying from the back of the leg to dorsum of the
foot implies this is the superficial peroneal nerve. This
nerve becomes superficial by penetrating the deep fascia
in the junction between upper 2/3 and lower 1/3 of the
posterior leg. It’s divided into two branches at the dor-
sum of the foot: the dorsal medial cutaneous nerve and
the dorsal intermedial cutaneous nerve.[8] It’s not possible
to say this is the peroneus tertius muscle (Figure 1a),
because the tendon of the peroneus tertius muscle pass-
es under the extensor retinaculum.

However, there is another tendon in the drawing
(marked in Figure 1a). This also refutes the idea of
being the lateral side of the foot. If it’s the medial side, it
can be assumed that the tibialis posterior, flexor digito-
rum longus and flexor hallucis longus muscles are
observed behind the medial malleolus. On the medial
side, we should clearly see the extensor hallucis longus
muscle with a thick tendon. Also, the structure with the
question mark can be assumed as the great saphenous
vein (Figure 1b). However, this structure goes to the
posterior of the leg, and therefore, does not suit with the
path of the great saphenous vein. It’s not possible to say
this is the tibialis anterior muscle, because the muscle
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passes under the extensor retinaculum. So, we could not
come to a decision on which side this may be.

Jastifer et al. [10] examined another drawing of foot by
Leonardo da Vinci. In this work, the anatomical struc-
tures supporting the medial arch of the foot are clearly
seen. Compared to the work studied in this article, the
two drawings look quite different from each other. The
work we studied can be one of his early works. In this
respect, this piece reminded us Mona Lisa’s face. 

Conclusion
Leonardo da Vinci has been influencing people for cen-
turies with his magnificent intelligence. His anatomical
work presented new details for the surgical treatment of
previously unexplored areas. Therefore, surgeons and
anatomists owe him as his works facilitated and improved
their practice. We can understand his respect for his work

from his words before his death: “I have offended God and
mankind because my work did not reach the quality it
should have”.[1] 
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Figure 1. . Lateral (a) and medial (b) views of the human foot showing tendons which support the foot, respectively.[9] [Color figure can be viewed
in the online issue, which is available at www.anatomy.org.tr]
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