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The know ledge of the afterbirth goes far back into antiquity and
consequently, m any references are found in m any ancient texts and
draw ings and in the Old Testament. Early Egyptians considered the placenta
as the seat of the external soul. Hippocrates states that the em bryo is
nourished by m aternal blood and Aristotle supported this theory, w hich
rem ained the accepted doctrine in Europe into the Middle Ages.
The know ledge of the placenta evolved throught four periods:
1)The gross anatom ical studies of the Renaissance (1453-1628), as show n
by w ritings and draw ings of Leonardo da Vinci, Vesalius, Arantius and
others.
2) The discovery of the utero-placental circulation by Harvey and his
follow ers (1628-1750)
3) Under the Enlightm ent and Rationalistic period, John and William Hunter
and m any others (1750-1850) described the placental circulation and the
nature of intervillous space, as well as important breakthroughts in the
histology, cytology, em briology and physiology of the hum an placenta.
4) From the second half of the 19th century to the present the intim ate
functional knowledge of the com plex placental functions has been its m ain
scope.

The placenta is a highly vascularized m amm alian foetalm aternal organ and m ajor site of transport of oxygen, nutrients
and foetal w aste products. It includes a foetal portion, the
chorionic villi, derived from trophoblast and a m aternal portion,
the decidua, derived from uterine endometrium . The placenta
produces an array of steroid, protein, and peptide hormones.

Many authors studied, in the years, the placenta and its
abnorm alities as: placenta accreta, abruptio placentae, bilobed
placenta, placental insufficiency, placental retained w ith m anual
rem oval, cord loops and knots and so on.
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Secundina, from Latin secundina-ae (partes secundae), is the popular term used in some
romance speaking countries (Italy and Spain) to define the placenta and foetal adnexa.

The term placenta w as first used in 1559 by Italian anatom ist and surgeon
Realdus Colum bus w ho succeeded Andreas Vesalius as professor of surgery
at the University of Padova, in his work “De Re Anatom ica”.
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Also in italian the words: secondamento and secondare are used to indicate the
expulsion of the placenta, as a second, mysterious birth that completes the first and keeps
Its own life.
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N.B. Realdus Columbus has been the Teacher of
Anatomy of Michelangelo. He also has been his
personal Physician.
The hidden placenta: an homage to Realdus
Columbus?
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