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Overview

Aims

1.) to present impact of tuberculosis on various situations in history: 

Politics, 

History of art, 

literature, 

music etc.,

History of medicine

2.) to present contemporary efforts for diagnostics, therapy and 

prevention, 

3.) ranging from ancient Egypt to the times of microbiology in the 

19th century.



Workers on pyramid construction sites: coughers

Ancient Egypt



Gold mines in Nubia: silico-tuberculosis

Text of Cheti: ĂBeware of professions with heavy physical workload: 

better become a scripturer!ñ

Isolation of mycobacterial DNA from mummies: 

mostly M. africanum, 

mainly bone tuberculosis 

(Pottós disease)

Ancient Egypt



Tuberculous lesions in mummies of the Middle Kingdom:

Ancient Egypt



New Kingdom:

Amenophis IV. (Echnaton): TB patient (often ill, acromegalic, 

kachectic);

died of TB, together with his daughters: end of the first monotheism 

in human history

Ancient Egypt



Hippokrates:

It was known that tuberculosis was contagious.

Auscultation:

Ăboiling vinegarñ: pleuritic exsudates

Ăcreaky leather bandñ: dry pleuritis

Ăsuccusio Hippokratisñ: ripple noise

Ancient Greece

Hippokrates bust, Ufficii, Florence



Urbanization:

lead to increase in tuberculosis numbers

Ancient Rome

Model of ancient Rome, at the times of the emperors, Museo della Civiltà Romana, Roma



Ways of treatment:

climate change (mutatio coeli)

hospitals especially for slaves (valetudinaria)

Ancient Rome



Faith in healing forces of wonders, 

especially in application of saliva (favors transmission of 

tuberculosis):

e.g. wonder of healing a blind

Early christianity

Duccio, Jesus 

opens the eyes of a 

blind, National 

Gallery, London



Other ways of transmission 

Spit on someone (protection against the evil, mal occhio)

Kissing of relics

Mouth-to-ear confession

Christianity

Dutch caricature of ear 

confession,1600

Shrine of the Holy Kings, bones 

were transferred from Milano to 

Cologne by Rainald von Dassel, 

12th century



Urbanization 

And bad hygienic living conditions further the spread of tuberculosis:

Middle Ages and later

Nuremberg, in the Middle Ages



Skin tuberculosis 

Seen as punishment by God, like leprosy: Lupus vulgaris

Middle Ages and later

Healing of the 10 leprous, illustration of ĂLudolfus de Saxoniañ



Skin tuberculosis 

Potential example 1: San Francesco di Assisi (wounds of Christ = 

tuberculous skin lesions)

Middle Ages and later

San Francesco in Assisi, Lower 

Church, fresco by Cimabue, 1278-

1280



Tuberculosis 

Potential example 2: St. Elisabeth von Thüringen (1207-1231)

Middle Ages and later

Elisabethkirche, Marburg/Lahn

St. Elisabeth, Hans Holbein the 

Elder, early 19th century



Scrofulosis: tuberculosis of the neck lymph nodes 

In childhood: Ăkingós evilñ, Ămal du roiñ

Healing by the hands of kings in France and the United Kingdom

Middle Ages and later

Henry IV. touches scrofulotic children



Tuberculosis of the kings 

(probably not transmitted by healing of scrofulosis: not contagious)

Middle Ages and later

Henry IV. (1553-1610, 

king of France 1589-1610)
Charles IX. (1550-1574), 

king of France 1560-74)

Louis XIII. (1601-1643, 

king of France 1610-1643)



Treatment of tuberculosis 

Tuberculosis symptoms like effects of evil demons;

Thus, TB-treatment can be reached by defeating the demons using 

Ăvanishing wordsñ (ĂSchwindwºrterñ)

ABRACADABRA

ABRACADABR

ABRACADAB

ABRACADA

ABRACAD

ABRACA

ABRAC

ABRA

ABR

AB

A

Counter magic words, amuletts

Middle Ages and later



Tuberculosis in Florence

1476, Simonetta Vespucci À, girl friend of Guilano de´ Medici 

He asked Botticelli to make Simonetta immortal..

Renaissance



Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus (1485/86), Uffizii, Florence

Renaissance



Botticelliós La Primavera, Venus: 

Ăof fragile, melancholic beautyñ

typus of the beautiful tuberculous female = new ideal of beauty

Successors of Botticelli imitated 

this typus in their female models: 

tuberculous beauty.

Renaissance

Ideal of female 

beauty: pale and 

very thin;

Picture of the magic 

of love, unknown 

artist, lower Rhine, 

ca. 1470


