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Summary

Using the case of the vaccine against smallpox as an example,
this article explores how the attitude and the politics of the Vati-
can State towards vaccination changed between the 18" and 19"
century.

Despite some notable exceptions, the Catholic Church became
progressively involved in supporting vaccination in Italy, exerting
its temporal and spiritual authority to develop healthcare policies
and to convince a population that still considered the vaccine as
potentially harmful.

The brief historical overview on vaccine and vaccination shows
that during the XIX century the Catholic church and in particular,

In the 19" century, medicine was deeply influenced by
the introduction of vaccination in Europe. For the first
time in history, humanity could face infective mass
diseases. However, in the beginning, not everyone
shared this optimistic view on the efficacy of vaccination
in preventing the spread of infections.

In this article, we evaluate the attitudes and politics
adopted by the Vatican State on the vaccination against
smallpox.

In the 18" century, the Catholic Church, through his
chief Pope Benedetto XIV (1675-1758), indirectly
gave its support in the fight against smallpox by
promoting vaccinations through homilies at Mass,
aimed at convincing people to accept the inoculation.
However, in this period the Church generally showed
great caution and adhered slowly to the practice of
vaccination:

“The Popes are the last to innovate in these things. The
slowness of their steps must reflect their age alongside
their dignity. If I were an emperor or a king, because of
the advantages that I see, the inoculation would now be
allowed in my territories but I don’t want to alarm those
who are shy and weak” [1].

In the early 19" century, after the discovery of the
cowpox vaccine by Edward Jenner (1749-1823) [2],
the Vatican State became progressively involved with
vaccination [3].

In one of his letters to Jenner, Joseph Marshall, a medical
officer who had set up “Jennerian” institutes in Gibraltar

the political decision of the Pope, engaged temporal and spiritual
power, high authority and persuasive influence to encourage the
population, more than anyone the hesitant people, to get vaccine
against smallpox.

Although with the due differences determined by the path of time
and by the scientific, educational and social advances of modern-
day, this view from the past can provide us, with actual COVID
pandemic, a reason of deep thinking and also how to face the
present COVID-19 pandemic and to prepare for forcoming future.
Actually, it shows us how the terrible smallpox epidemic was han-
dled and finally overcome, thanks to vaccination.

and Malta [4], declared:

“It was not unusual to see in front of the hospital a
procession of men, women, and children, during the day
of public inoculation, conducted through the streets by a
priest carrying a cross” [5].

Not without irony, the author of this letter noted how
the population considered the vaccination “a blessing
sent from the Heaven, discovered by one heretic and
practiced by another”.

Even in the clergy, there were different attitudes towards
vaccination.

In 1808, the Archbishop of Turin Giacinto della Torre
(1747-1814) wrote a pastoral letter to warn against the
common belief that considered the inoculation of an
animal liquid in a man to be immoral and unnatural:

“Is it not true that men drink milk from cows and eat the
meat without considering these substances dangerous in
any way? There is, therefore, no risk of contamination
with cows using their pus to prevent the spread of
smallpox” [6].

In 1809, in Bari, the Superintendent of Calabria
Citeriore noticed the negative attitude of the clergy
towards vaccination; thus, he promised a reward to those
priests who had distinguished themselves in spreading
vaccination:

“The Government will always distinguish those priests,
who will demonstrate the utmost zeal and commitment to
the propagation of the vaccine inoculation. The official
praise of their conduct will bring their names to the ear
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Fig. 1. The portrait of Pope Benedetto XIV (1675-1758).

of His Majesty, which will be able to distinguish and
recompense them with his sovereign magnificence” [7].

In 1810, in Cerignola, Apulia, priests, and physicians
worked together in supporting the practice of vaccination,
emphasizing their advantages for the population: very
often, they personally inoculated the vaccines [8].

The collaboration between clergy and doctors reached its
peak in 1822 with the creation of the municipal councils
that included priests.

In 1824, Luigi Sacco (1769-1836) was awarded the
membership of the Golden Spur (conferred to those
who committed to spreading the message of the Church)
for his contribution to the mass vaccination that had
occurred the same year.

In 1822, the smallpox vaccination became mandatory
in the papal territories following the law, promulgated
by Pope Pius VII (1742-1823), inspired by Cardinal
Consalvi (1757-1824), and supported by Monaldo
Leopardi (1776-1847) in the Recanati territories, central
Italy, over which the pope had sovereignty. By that
time, Leopardi, a philosopher, nobleman, politician,
and writer who was one of the main Italian intellectuals
of the counter-revolution, had already administered the
vaccine to his children, providing a detailed evaluation
of its usefulness. Monaldo Leopardi was the father
of the famous Italian poet Giacomo Leopardi (1798-
1837).

In 1823, after the death of Pius VII (1742-1823), Pope
Leo XII (1760-1829) rose to the papal throne: he was
nicknamed “the Pope of austerity” as he followed an
economic policy aimed to reduce expenses and prevent
the peculation in the Vatican State. On 15" of September
1824, after one year of the pontificate, he promulgated a
circular that repealed the mandatory vaccination, making
it optional (he was the first head of a state in Europe to
take such a decision):

“It remains the obligation of Doctors and Surgeons to
perform it free of charge [the smallpox vaccination],
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to those who wish to fight against it, since this is the
treatment and protection of a disease which, like all the
others, they are compelled to cure” [9].

Hence, despite making vaccination optional, he
prevented doctors from conscientious objection.

The possibility to choose whether to use vaccination or
not was also related to economic reasons, as healthcare
costs related to it were considerably high. In addition,
with this statement, the pope attempted to get along
with popular beliefs that were suspicious and skeptical
towards vaccination.

Doctor Giacomo Tommasini (1768-1846) was one of the
greatest opponents to this papal decision, following the
anticlerical attitude showed by Giovanni Rasori (1766-
1837), who in his Rapporto sullo stato dell’ Universita di
Pavia, 1797, had compared the illicit trade of graduations
to the sale of papal indulgences [10].

Giacomo Tommasini, who became director of the
vaccine grafting commission of the Dukedom of Parma,
Piacenza, and Guastalla, harshly criticized the Vatican’s
attitude towards vaccination. In 1836, Tommasini
claimed that the choice of Pope Leo XII had caused
two smallpox epidemics in 1828 and 1835 and that they
could have been prevented if vaccination had remained
mandatory [11].

Tommasini examined the cases of smallpox in the
Bolognese area between 1820 and 1828, discussing
the spread of the epidemic and its manifestation.
Specifically, his analysis emphasized that the smallpox
epidemic occurring in Bologna in 1828 had caused a
tremendous number of victims:

“In the year 1828, the course of the smallpox epidemic
had other and more deadly consequences. It is not
difficult to find the explanation for this, if we reflect
on what we have mentioned above, namely that from
the year 1822 to the year 1828 the vaccination was
neglected. It is a pity that there is no exact statistic to
reproach the unbelievers and the negligent, for which

Fig. 2. Portrait of Edward Jenner (1749-1823).
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Fig. 3. The portrait of Pope Pius VIl (1742-1823).
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it would be possible to demonstrate, clearly and at a
glance, how many deformed, how many blind, how
many lame and how many deaths were due to the flu
pox of that year. In the city of Bologna alone the deaths
of smallpox from January to December of the year
1828 were 553. More frightening and exemplary would
have been the figure of the sad consequences of having
neglected the preventative measure of the Vaccination, if
one had considered the massacre of the same epidemic in
villages, in small lands, and the free countryside” [12].
The accusation made by Tommasini had some
contradictory elements. Vaccination in the papal
territory had been mandatory between 1822 and 1824
and optional from 1824 to 1828: if the inoculation of
the smallpox vaccine had been neglected, there could be
no correlation with the shift from mandatory to optional
vaccination. In 1828 the number of deaths in the city of
Bologna, compared to the number of people living in the
city, remained low; moreover, Alfonso Corradi (1833-
1892) mentioned whooping cough and not smallpox as
one of the main causes of death [13]. Finally, concerning
mortality in the countryside, Tommasini himself referred
that vaccine inoculation was often poorly performed:
“And let’s say it exactly, as twice we visited the people
vaccinated by certain country health officials, of whom
we praise the zeal and deplore the ignorance, who -
not believing the vaccine matter was good unless the
suppuration of the pustules was not in an advanced
state - instead of grafting the vaccine pustule, produced
abnormal pustules, which sometimes degenerated into
sordid ulcers and very difficult healing” [14].

Although the number of rural deaths could not be a
direct consequence of optional vaccination, at that time,
especially in the abovementioned areas, people frowned
upon the vaccination.

In 1819 the Duchess Maria Luigia (1791-1847), ruler of
the territories of Parma, Piacenza, and Guastalla, where
Giacomo Tommasini held the position of protomedic,

expressly requested the collaboration of the clergy with
a decree:

“At the same time and immediately having begun the
operations necessary to carry out the vaccination,
you will write a circular letter to the Most Illustrious
and Reverend Bishops of Parma, Piacenza, Borgo
San Donnino, and Abbot of Guastalla, to participate
in these My Dispositions, to assure them in My Name
of the full confidence that I place in them, so that for
their part, and with the voices of persuasion, and with
the commandment if necessary, by their subordinate
Archpriests, Provosts, Parish Priests, Parish Rectors,
etc. they explain to the parishioners the good of these
dispositions, and inspire in their obedience to the orders
given to them only for their own advantage, to which aim
all the aims of My Ordinations tend. These parish priests
will also advise the people about the days, hours, and
places of vaccination. I know that many of them have
lent themselves with true Christian charity in the other
periods of vaccination in this State; I, therefore, reserve
the right to send some proof of My Sovereign gratitude
to any of them, who will be worthily distinguished with
this activity” [15].

In addition, the decree considered ten thousand
vaccinated individuals as the goal of a vaccination
campaign throughout the duchy: “Calculating
approximately 500 per 10,000, that would be forty times
that amount, namely 20,000, the vaccinated people of
the State, but I would rather believe in less than more. If
half of them could be vaccinated in this year it would be
a great advantage to the population of My Duchies, and
it is My firm intention to bring this to effect” [16].
Vaccinationcampaignsintheterritories where vaccination
was mandatory were so difficult to carry out that the four
doctors who had performed more inoculations received
a reward: “The four Doctors or Surgeons, one for each
Duchy, and one for the Valtarese region, who will have
distinguished themselves more in this operation, and

Fig. 4. The portrait of Pope Leone XII (1760-1829).




will have vaccinated more individuals (according to the
country they had to travel, and the locality) will receive
a check, as an extraordinary gratification from My
Treasure, for this good duty that they exercised above
the others” [17].

In this complex context, Tommasini’s attack against
the Pope is of particular interest and may have different
reasons. In 1828, while holding the teaching chair in
Bologna (at the time under papal control), Tommasini
was accused of being a Carbonaro by the Vatican; during
the legal process Tommasini succeeded in proving his
innocence, but this incident led him to move away
from the Bolognese territories. Furthermore, his strong
friendship with the Italian writer Giacomo Leopardi
(DATE), Monaldo’s son, may have led Tommasini to
clash with the Pope, as he had removed the previous
promulgation long supported by Monaldo himself.

In conclusion, this brief historical overview shows
that throughout the 19™ century the Catholic Church
employed its temporal and spiritual authority to convince
the population to accept inoculation and to develop
vaccination politics.
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luoghi della vaccinazione. So che molti di essi si sono prestati
con vera carita cristiana nelle altre epoche della vaccinazione
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sarebbero quaranta volte tanto, ossia 20.000 I vaccinandi dello
Stato, ma crederei piuttosto in meno che di piu. Se in qust’anno
si potesse vaccinarne la meta sarebbe un gran vantaggio alla

[17]

popolazione de’ Miei Ducati, ed é Mia ferma intenzione di por-
tare cio ad effetto”.
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operazione, ed avranno vaccinati pin individui (proporzione
fatta per paese da percorrere, e della localita) riceveranno un
assegno, come gratificazione straordinaria per una volta dal
Mio Tesoro, per questa loro bene esercitata incombenza al di
sopra degli altri”.
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