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Costanzo Varolio (1543–1575), who named the Bpons^
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His life

Costanzo Varolio (sometimes spelled Constanzo Varolio)
(latinised as Constantinus Varolius) (Fig. 1), son of
Sebastiano Varolio, is a Renaissance neuroanatomist who
lived in the sixteenth century. Varolio was an Italian citizen,
born in 1543 in Bologna and died in Rome in 1575 [1–5].
Varolio studied philosophy at a local university and then grad-
uated in 1567 with medical education at the University of
Bologna (MD and PhD) [2, 6]. During his medical education,
he took lessons from Julio Caesar Aranzio (1530–1589), who
was a student of Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564) [3]. In 1569,
he undertook the responsibility of teaching anatomy at the
University of Bologna [6, 7]. In 1572, he went to Rome and
it is thought that he lectured at Sapienza University. However,
there is no record of this [4]. At the same time, he was the
doctor of Pope Gregory XIII during this period. He died in
Rome in 1575 [3, 4, 7].

His books

In 1573, Varolio published a book, which was entitled De
Nervis Opticis nonnullisque aliis praeter communem
opinioneu in Humano capite observatis (On the optic nerves
observed in the human brain and a few other particulars ad-
verse to the common opinion) in Padua (Fig. 2) [8]. There are
three illustrations in this book (Fig. 3 and cover image, 4). The
inferior view of the brain was drawn in the first two illustra-
tions (Fig. 3 and cover image). The formations were numbered
in these illustrations and the names of these numbers were given
in the book. A piece of cerebrum was drawn in the third illus-
tration (Fig. 4). After his death in 1591, another book of him,
which was entitled Anatomiae sive de resolutione corporis
humani ad CaesaremMediovillanum libri IV (Fig. 5) with only
one illustration (Fig. 6), was published [9]. In this illustration,

Fig. 1 Costanzo Varolio (1543–1575), which can be found at http://
www.wikiwand.com/it/Costanzo_Varolio. Accessed 1 May 2017 [5]
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an eye globe was depicted and the formations including pupilla
and cornea were shown. Also, it was thought that the book
entitled De Cerebro (The Brain), which was published at
Frankfurt in 1591, might have been written by Varolio [7].

In his books, Varolio has given various information about
cranial nerves, cerebellum, brain hemispheres, ileocecal valve,
pons and the connection of optic nerve with occipital lobe. He
stated that there are four tracts in the spinal cord. He pointed
out that the two tracts in front were related to the senses and

Fig. 2 Title page of De Nervis Opticis nonnullisque aliis praeter
communem opinioneu in Humano capite observatis written by
Costanzo Varolio [8]

Fig. 3 and cover image The first
two illustrations in De Nervis
Opticis nonnullisque aliis praeter
communem opinioneu in Humano
capite observatis [8]

Fig. 4 The third illustration in De Nervis Opticis nonnullisque aliis
praeter communem opinioneu in Humano capite observatis [8]
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other two tracts at the back carried fibers from the cerebellum.
It is also noted that Galen, Hippocrates and Aristotle were
mentioned in his works [3, 8, 9].

The naming of pons

Since the Galen period, brain has been dissected from superior
to inferior as in the horizontal sections [7]. Varolio, who de-
scribed this method as unusual and difficult, is considered to
be the first anatomist to dissect human brain from the inferior
to superior [3, 7, 10]. He removed the brain from cranium and
then went on to dissection starting from the inferior. Thanks to
this method; he had observed cranial nerves in a goodway and
first identified the pons. Italian anatomist Varolio thought that
pons was a part of the cerebellum and was located between the
hemispheres of the cerebellum, so he described this formation
as pons cerebelli (which means bridge of cerebellum). Varolio
named this formation as pons, because the word Bpons^

means bridge in Latin, and he resembled the pons to a bridge
on the Venice Canal because of its shape. For this reason, this
formation was later called pons Varolii (bridge of Varolius) [7,
8, 10].

The pons was resembled to a bridge connecting the hemi-
spheres of the cerebellum because of its macroscopic shape by
Varolio. It is a very interesting coincidence in terms of naming
the pons that according to current knowledge has a function as
a bridge between the cerebral cortex and the cerebellum via
the corticopontocerebellar pathway. Because of this coinci-
dence, the naming of pons which originally means a bridge
still maintains its validity today.

Conclusion

Even though we do not have much information about his life,
Costanzo Varolio, who died at the age of 32, has a quite high
contribution in neuroanatomy.

Fig. 6 A single illustration in Anatomiae sive de resolutione corporis
humani ad Caesarem Mediovillanum libri IV [9]

Fig. 5 Title page of Anatomiae sive de resolutione corporis humani ad
Caesarem Mediovillanum libri IV written by Costanzo Varolio [9]
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