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Dear Editor:
In a recent issue of this journal, Leite dos Santos et al.

communicated their thoughts about an historical mistake
—the aqueduct of Sylvius—to the editor [1]. They were
surprised that neither of the two anatomists named Sylvius
[Jacobus Sylvius (1478–1555) and Franciscus Sylvius
(François de le Boe; 1614–1672)] had originally described
the cerebral aqueduct and made note of the controversy in
the initial description of the aqueduct. It was not clear to
the authors when the term, “aqueductus sylvii,” first
appeared in the literature. Some additions, however, can be
made.

Among 16th century Italian pre-Vesalian anatomists,
Nicolo Massa (1485–1569) described the aqueduct more
accurately than others, such as Andreas Vesalius and
Jacopo Berengario Da Carpi, in his Liber introductorius
anatomiae (1536), chapter XXXVIII (“On the method of
cutting the substance of the brain so that you may see all
the ventricles and other parts”): “You will see a passage
descending to a cavity toward the space which is in the
middle of the anterior brain and the posterior, or cerebel-
lum. Many people have believed that this space is the
posterior ventricle. This is not reasonable for if you
carefully inspect the region you will find another passage
also proceeding to the posterior cerebellum. Although this
passage is small and not to be found except by a very
skilled anatomist yet it exists in all bodies and leads to the
last ventricle.”... (English translation by Lind [2].)

Franciscus Sylvius, in his Disputationum Medicarum
(1663), chapter IV (“De Spirituum Animalium in Cerebro,
Cerbelloque Consectione, per Nervos Distributione, atque
Usu Vario”), correctly described and named the aqueduc-
tus: “Ab hoc Tertio inter coadunatus Spinalis Medullae
Radices conformato Ventriculo sub Ponte nostro, Testibus

et Natibus in quatuor ipsius extremis eminentibus ornato,
Canalis vel Aquae-ductus est versus Quartum Cerebelli
Ventriculum” [3]. This description of the anatomical
position of the Canalis vel aquae-ductus by Sylvius
(“running from the third into the fourth ventricle under the
corpora quadrigemina, crowned by the testes and the
nates”) is correct, and more accurate than the descriptions
of his predecessors.

Sylvius was the teacher of, among others, the Dane,
Niels Stensen (1638–1686), who conjoined the name of
Sylvius with the aqueduct in his most noted medical
publication, Discours sur l’anatomie du cerveau (1669):
“Aussi la situation de ce Canal de Monsieur Sylvius...”
[4]. Stensen’s text is also incorporated in the famous and
influential anatomical handbook, the Exposition Anatomi-
que De La Structure Du Corps Humain (1732) by the
Danish physician and anatomist Jakob Beningnus Win-
slow (1669–1760). This work was reprinted in several
editions and translated from French into German, English,
Dutch, Italian and Latin, spreading Winslow’s reputation
throughout the whole of Europe, and it served as a widely
used text for nearly a century after its publication [5].
Another admirer of Sylvius, Thomas Bartholinus (Bertel-
sen; 1616–1680), also a native from Denmark, described
the anatomy of the third ventricle and aqueduct based on
Sylvius’ neuro-anatomical work and on the teachings he
followed in Leiden in 1640 [6]. In an earlier edition of this
work (Institutiones anatomicae, 1641), Sylvius provided
the neuro-anatomical text in Notae de cerebro, signing the
text with the initials F.S. These two anatomical works had
a considerable influence on 18th century anatomy.
Albertus von Haller (1708–1777) in his outstanding
Bibliotheca Anatomica (1774) gave Sylvius credit: “Ce-
rebrum describit et aquaeductum, qui etiam nunc Sylvia-
nus dicitur” [7].

Sylvius described that the aqueduct passed through the
substance of the mid-brain, and his Danish admirers
honored the anatomist for his exceptional neuro-anatom-
ical work by conjoining the aqueduct and his name and the
use of his scientific findings in their widely used
anatomical texts. These texts are most probably causal to
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the birth of the eponym, aqueductus sylvii. In natural
history it was, and still is, common practice to name a new
species in honor of someone who had done much to
further the study and appreciation of zoology or botany.
We have to value the eponym aqueductus sylvii in the
same way. It is not an historical mistake, but an historical
homage: the aqueduct of Sylvius.
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