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Abstract: 

The Italian masterpiece “Triumph of Death”, a big fresco of the Monumental Cemetery of Pisa 

dating back to the years 1336-1341, shows the first realistic representation of leprosy of Western 

art. In this note, we discuss the iconography of the disease and its meaning.  
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In current times leprosy is a disease widespread especially in the tropical and sub-tropical 

environments of developing countries (Suzuki et al. 2012), where it still represents a relevant public 

health problem. However, in the past this disease also involved the European territory. During the 

12-14th centuries, leprosy had a remarkable diffusion in the Western World at the time of Crusades. 

The large number of leprosaria founded almost all over Europe, and the osteoarchaeological cases of 

leprosy, are eloquent evidences of the well-established presence of the disease in late Medieval 

Europe (Larsen 2015). Although leprosy is characterised by a low grade of infectivity, in Medieval 

collective imagery its deforming impact on the body raised terror and repugnance towards the patients 

affected. Lepers were a sort of living dead, considered unclean or morally corrupt by Medieval 

society. They had to wear special clothes, to carry a bell announcing their presence, and they were 

segregated in lazar houses outside the urban centres (Covey 2001).  

Leprosy, or Hansen's disease, is a chronic infection caused by Mycobacterium leprae, characterised 

by involvement of skin, mucous membranes, and nerves. The disease has been classified into a 

number of clinical types, the most severe of which is its lepromatous form, in which the immune 

response is poor. Transmission occurs through the airborne spread of nasal secretion.  

The organism has a predilection for the cooler parts of the body and, therefore, the most affected 

regions are the nose and the extremities. The result is deformity of the face with resorption of the 

nasal cartilage and loss of sensory perception in the fingers and toes. Peripheral anaesthesia can lead 

to the atrophy of muscle activity with resorption of the tubular bones of hands and feet, which can 

eventually fall off for secondary infections or involuntary trauma. Lesions can also affect the 

conjunctivae, causing keratitis, iridocyclitis, up to blindness (Ridley, Jopling 1966). 

Medieval iconography is not exempt from representations of lepers which, even so, are generally very 

stereotyped, with the disease simply symbolised through dots spread over the body (Boeckl 2011). 

However, a famous Tuscan fresco of the first half of the 14th century offers the first realistic 

representation of the disease (Fig. 1).  



The “Triumph of Death” of the Monumental Cemetery of Pisa, a pictorial masterpiece of Italian 

Medieval art dated back to the years 1336-1341, is attributed to Buonamico Buffalmacco (Bellosi 

1974). In the fresco, which occupyies a wall of 5.6 x 15 m, the author follows a pictorial address 

characterised by expressionist realism. In the centre of the scene Death, personified in a sort of winged 

demon with bat wings and sickle, and about to invest a group of wealthy young people on the right, 

totally ignores a bunch of beggars on the left of the fresco, who invoke her as the liberation of their 

sorrows. A cartouche, almost a comic, gives voice to the group of beggars, who thus reproach the 

Grim Reaper: “As prosperity has left us, oh Death, medicine of all evil, come and give us the last 

supper”. 

Among the group of beggars who invoke death as extreme consolation to their disasters, the figure of 

a leper is clearly defined, appearing as an individual with the typical facies leprosa. The man shows 

atrophy of the nasal region where the nasal cartilage is totally lacking, and probably blindness, since 

the eye is without the pupil and seems obscured. The upper limbs, stretched towards Death, appear 

as two stumps totally deprived of the hands at the level of the wrists. Another beggar in the group 

appears blind, with his eyes covered by a bandage, and his right hand reduced to a stump, wrapped 

in a rag closed by a string at the wrist. It is in both cases the iconographic description of a rather 

typical and advanced stage of the pathology. 

Leprosy constitutes a sort of archetypal disease for the Medieval world; the leper is seen as a shameful 

being, struck by a disease that is a kind of divine curse. In the case of Pisa, we observe a didascalic 

representation, like a figurative sermon that fits well with the search for greater realism aimed at 

impressing the observer: in the fresco the leper is the exemplar model of the sinner (Frugoni 1988).  

The remarkable fact that distinguishes the lepers of the cemetery of Pisa is, indeed, the highly realistic 

style of representation for the first time so accentuated in Western art, as the result of a probably 

direct observation of the disease, and not a stereotyped figuration, as Medieval art has usually been 

up to that time. 
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Figure captions 

Fig. 1: “The Triumph of Death” of Buonamico Buffalmacco  in the Monumetal Cemetery of Pisa 

(years 1336-1441). Particular of the group of beggars with two lepers [The photographic reproduction 

is taken from the photo library of the Federico Zeri Foundation].  


