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Background

The extensor cutaneous plantar reflex is one of the most im-
portant signs in clinical neurology. Also known as Babinski
sign, from the name of the French neurologist who first de-
scribed it in 1896 (Joseph Jules François Félix Babinski,
1857–1932), it refers to the extension (dorsiflexion) of the
big toe following stimulation of the sole of the foot in patients
with damage to the central nervous system motor pathways
[1]. In newborns and infants, the Babinski sign is considered a
normal finding. However, with the maturation of the infant’s
nervous system, it disappears [1].

Several eminent painters of the past depicted this phenom-
enon in infants and young children [2], including the
Florentine Sandro Botticelli (1445–1510) [3]. However, only
two artists represented the Babinski sign involving both feet.
The first was the Florentine Andrea del Verrocchio (1435 c.-
88) in his painting of “The Virgin and Child with TwoAngels”
(c. 1470) at the National Gallery, London. The other was
Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), pupil of Verrocchio, in the
“Madonna of the Carnation” (c. 1478) displayed at the Alte
Pinakothek in Munich. In both paintings the Baby Jesus,
seated on the Virgin’s lap, has a bilateral extensor plantar
reflex.

Very recently, a terracotta statuette representing the “Virgin
with the Laughing Child” (c. 1472), belonging to the Victoria
and Albert Museum in London (Fig. 1), has been fully

attributed to Leonardo da Vinci [4, 5]. In the London museum
and in art historical literature, it has been constantly labelled,
without the help of any comparison whatever, as a work of the
15th-Century Florentine sculptor Antonio Rossellino
(1427/28–1479 c.), although some distinguished experts be-
tween 1899 and 1959 already realized that it should have been
by Leonardo’s hand. This rediscovery is indeed of outstanding
relevance, as it makes this work the only surviving sculpture
by Leonardo (not only a painter, but also a sculptor, like his
master). Striking similarities between features of this statuette
and many paintings and drawings by this much celebrated
artist definitely dispel any doubts regarding the attribution [5].

Curiously, in this statuette the Baby Jesus shows a bilateral
Babinski sign (Fig. 2 and Cover). This feature, so far
overlooked, provides further evidence supporting the new at-
tribution to Leonardo, since a bilateral Babinski sign is typi-
cally and exclusively encountered in the works of Verrocchio
and Leonardo himself.

It might be tempting to speculate that Leonardo was aware
of the dorsiflexion of the big toe as the physiological response
of an infant to the stimulation of the sole. However, although
this detail denotes an outstanding attention to natural phenom-
ena, it does not mean that Leonardo understood its real mean-
ing, as in the statuette the dorsiflexion of the great toes occurs
without any foot sole stimulation. Hence, as observed in paint-
ings by Botticelli, this anatomical detail “should be interpreted
as a stylistic mannerism to which the artist liked to indulge”
[3], with the aim of infusing a greater sense of vividness into
the portrait of this laughing infant.

Conclusion

The depiction of a bilateral Babinski sign in this sculpture and
in the other works mentioned above undoubtedly demon-
strates the increasing interest of Renaissance artists towards
a natural representation of the human body and their attempt
to humanize sacred subjects, breaking away from the conven-
tional human forms of the Middle Ages.
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Fig. 1 Leonardo da Vinci:
“Virgin with the Laughing Child”
(c. 1472). Victoria and Albert
Museum, London. © Victoria and
Albert Museum, London
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Fig. 2 and Cover Close-up of bilateral Babinski sign in the Baby Jesus. Victoria and Albert Museum, London. © Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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