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Gaspare Aselli’s serendipity
Alberto Macciò
President of LymphoLab, Genova, Italy

The strange and incredible histo-
ry of the discovery of lymphatic
circulation

We can define the history of Gaspare
Aselli, an Italian surgeon and anatomist of
the 17th century, as a history of love for sci-
ence and research, but also as a history of
friendship and respect between a Master
and his Students.

Aselli was born in Cremona in 1581
into a noble and wealthy family. He soon
discovered his love for the natural sciences
and, after studying letters and philosophy in
his hometown, he graduated in Medicine at
the University of Pavia when still very
young (Figure 1).

He then moved to Milan, where he also
received the honorary citizenship, and, by
the will of the then Spanish Governor
Hutardo de Mendoza, was appointed First
Surgeon of the Spanish Armies in Italy
(1612-1620).

In 1624, when his work had spread in
the scientific community of the time, he was
appointed Professor at the University of
Pavia.

He became famous for his text De
Lactibus sive Lacteis Venis Quarto Vasorum
Mesaraicorum genere - Novo Invento
(1627),1 where he described his experience
on the anatomical dissection of lacteal ves-
sels in the intestines of a dog (Figure 2).

In fact, these anatomical structures had
already been widely described before him.
Hippocrates is said to have mentioned them
(R. Kapferer, 1951 - F. Perazzi, 1961)2,3 and
then certainly Erasistratus, who lived in the
3rd century BC, briefly but precisely
described them (C. Singer, 1959),4 while
other important names in the history of
medicine, such as Pliny the Elder, Galenus,
etc., also dedicated some of their studies
and reflections to these strange anatomical
structures.

But why then should we refer to Aselli
as the father of lymphology? Because it
was, in fact, with his text that gave rise to a
real movement of criticism and anatomo-
functional debate began on circulation.

That is how, at the beginning of the 17th
century, a new way was opened towards a
correct understanding of the physiology of
lymphatic vessels.

I am now going to talk to you, in a few
but significant words, about the extraordi-

nary testimony given by Aselli’s students
(Senatore Settala and Alessandro Tadino) in
a hot July 23, 1622, in Milan, where the
Master wrote the opening words of Modern
Lymphology.

I would like to remind you the meaning
of the word serendipity that I used in the
title of this article of mine, because we can
undoubtedly maintain that Aselli was a
clear example of this in his historical
account.

If you are not a researcher or expert in
the 18th century English literature, it is
indeed difficult to know the precise mean-
ing of the term serendipity. The Italian lan-
guage encyclopedia Treccani defines it as
the capacity or fortune to make unexpected
and happy discoveries, perhaps by correctly
interpreting a phenomenon, while you are
looking for something else.

When it happens, this is considered
such a positive sign that the same term also
describes the pleasant sensation that is cre-
ated by this circumstance. The biomedical
researcher Julius H. Comroe gave an appro-
priate definition of the term: Serendipity is
looking in a haystack for a needle and dis-
covering a farmer’s daughter (1976).

Originally, the term was coined by the
writer Horace Walpole, who used it in a let-
ter written on 28 January 1754 to Horace
Mann, an English friend who lived in
Florence. He said he had been inspired by
the reading of the Persian fairy-tale The tree
princes of Serendip of the Italian Cristoforo
Armeno. Serendip was the ancient name of
Ceylon (the current Sri Lanka). In the fairy-
tale, the three characters overcome several

adversities with intuitions due to chance,
but correctly interpreted thanks to their wit
and spirit of observation.

They set out looking for gold, but
found, for example, a very high-quality tea
with a much greater value than the precious
metal.

Another historical example of serendip-
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Figure 1. Gaspare Aselli (1581-1625).
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ity is that of Christopher Columbus, who
sailed out in search of a route to the west to
reach the Indies and discovered the
Americas (which had already been visited
by many explorers, but it was the Ligurian
navigator’s well-known voyage of 1492
that opened the doors to a new era).

Similarly, when Gaspare Aselli came
across lacteal veins, he was actually study-
ing the liver and blood circulation, but his
talent helped him not to underestimate the
observations he made on that occasion and
this, through critical reasoning, gave birth
to a scientific intellectual movement that
eventually shed light on the anatomy and
function of lymphatic circulation.

But let’s go back to that hot July in
Milan (the notes collected by Aselli himself
are offered below) and to how the discovery
took place (Quod ad historia attinte, res
hunc in modem acta est):

On July 23 of that year (1622) I had
obtained a dog, in good conditions and well
fed; I had to cut him alive for the request of
some friends of mine who were eager to
observe recurrent nerves (Alessandro
Tadini, Senatore Settala).

After giving that demonstration, I also
wanted to observe and demonstrate the
movements of the diaphragm in that same
dog (opera diaphragmatis).

So I opened the abdomen for that pur-
pose and meanwhile, with one hand, I
pushed down (deorsum) the intestines
together with the stomach, and I immediate-
ly noticed, scattered in the mesentery (per
omne mesenteri dispersos) and on the intes-
tines (per intestina) like endless ramifica-
tions (infinitis propemodum propaginibus),
numberless fine candid white cords (pluri-
mos tenuissimo candidissimosque funicolo).

Careful and perplexed, at first I thought
they were nerves (eos primo aspetto ner-
voso esse raptus sum.

But soon I realized that I was in error,
when I saw that the nerves to the intestines
were very different in appearance and
direction.

However, struck by such an unusual
finding, I remained silent and absent-mind-
ed for a while, but feeling inside the memo-
ry of the many bitter controversies among
anatomists regarding the function of mesen-
teric veins (demesaraicarum venarum usu).

In this passage Aselli referred to a book-
let in defence of the hepatic sanguification
of the chyle by Giovanni Costeo (1528-
1603, former Professor of Practical
Medicine at the University of Bologna)5
(Figure 3).

With a very sharp knife (adacto acutis-
simo scalpello), I made a hole in one of the
cords, the largest (unum ex illusi et
maiorem funiculum pertundo). And I hit the

mark, because as soon as I injured that
small cord, I immediately saw a white fluid
flowing out like milk and cream (vix ferier-
am et confestim liquorem album lactis aut
cremoris instar prosilire video). At that
sight, unable to contain my joy, I turned to
those present, and exclaimed: EUREKA (…
quo viso, cum tenere laetitiam non pos-

sem…).
So I looked for another dog and opened

it on July 24 without wasting time (nulla
interposta mora).

But my hope was disappointed: not even
the smallest white vessel (nullum vel minimum
album vasculum) appeared to my sight, in spite
of the most meticulous investigation.

Figure 2. Lacteis Venis (1627).

Figure 3. Professor G. Costeo (1528-1603).
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So I thought that I had opened this sec-
ond dog before it had had any food, and I
suspected, which was true, that the obliter-
ation of the vessels was due to the starva-
tion of the intestines.

To understand how much the fuse ignit-
ed by Aselli could be the starting point for
many other scholars, just think that in
Experimenta nova anatomica (1651)6 Jean
Pecquet described the cisterna chyli in dogs
and the thoracic duct that was later also doc-
umented in humans by Thomas Bartholin in
his De lacteis thoracis in homine (1652)7 by
dissecting two convicts (in hominibus quar-
ta ante strangulationem hora cibo potuque
satiatis) who, having had their last meal
before capital punishment, had dilated
lacteal vessels exactly like the well-fed dog
of Aselli’s experiment. In fact, they both
mentioned this in their publications.

In 1625, at the age of 44, Aselli died and
was buried in the church of St. Peter
Celestine (in Milan).

This was written on his tombstone: To
the late lamented Gaspare Aselli, an incom-
parable man for the gentleness of his habits,
citizen of Cremona, public professor of
anatomy and surgery at the University of

Pavia and, during the Cisalpine war, proto-
surgeon of the (Spanish) Royal Army, who
died in the XLV year, Alessandro Tadini and
Senatore Settala of the College of the
Nobles of Milan, philosophers and physi-
cians, to the excellent friend, very sad, they
laid this stone (XXIV April MDCXXVI).

And it is precisely in memory of these
illustrious Colleagues, passionate and affec-
tionate students of the Master, that I con-
clude my brief memory of the Father of
Lymphology. 

Indeed, it was them who had Aselli’s
observations published in 1627 in De
Lacteis Venis; without their gesture and
without their unconditional recognition, we
would have lost the memory of it and we
would have probably had to wait before
reaching the same level of knowledge.

May this be a warning for the Masters
of Science and Life, who shall therefore
have to keep their Students in the utmost
consideration, because it will be through
them that the passion and accurate scientific
work will be handed down to future and
therefore indelible memory.
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