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Letter to the editor

Think and rethink Lombroso
Ilaria Gorini
Department of Biotechnology and Life Sciences, University of Insubria

Abstract. From the centenary of the celebration of the death of Cesare Lombroso, it is necessary to have an
up-to-date look at the his figure and to analyze also other academics who have followed his teaching over the
course of time.
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In the last few years, a significant amount has
been written about Lombroso. Even we, medical historians, have contributed something. Through the jagged chorus of many voices we understand, however,
that Lombroso represented a certain conformist vision,
while different aspects of his life and work will always
remain in the background of the dominant questions
for which man is known.
Here we see some of the other topics of interest
to us.
An up-to-date look at the figure of Cesare Lombroso in 2009, in the centenary celebrations of his
death, made it necessary to consider also those who
had immediately and confidently continued his teaching.
And if the most important students were already well known, we saw the emergence of the hidden wounds of the history of Abel De Blasio (1-2)or
Pasquale Penta, which also had a notable importance
in scientific literature between the late nineteenth and
the middle of the twentieth century (3). But, in 2009
we had to consider the circumstances of two other important anniversaries: two hundred years of Darwin’s
birth and fifty years since the death of Agostino Gemelli, on which there were no opportunities for meetings and studies in recent months. We certainly can

not afford to say with superficial simplicity that the life
and work of Lombroso the physician has been placed
between those of Gemelli the doctor and Darwin who
trained in medicine. But, we suggest that, in a certain
speech, the figure of the man who brought his criminal
anthropology to the attention of science could almost
assume a centrality between the other two, both in what
Darwin can be seen in the Lombrosian poligrafia, and
in the decidedly dry and perhaps unpleasant judgment
of Gemelli who, in the aftermath of the funeral, gave
the pages of the severe libellus Cesare Lombroso to
the press. The funeral of a man and a doctrine (Monza,
Tipografia Artigianelli 1910). Funeral of man and also
of his doctrine? When, in 1911, he published the expanded third edition in a volume of almost 200 pages,
the good friar Agostino Gemelli was certainly not yet
a celebrity, but compared to the first edition, keeping
his negative judgment unchanged, he nourished the
already thriving band of detractors of Lombroso (4-5).
He did so in the light of a new spiritual flourish, but
also in the face of advances in science, chemistry and
genetics, or mechanistic medicine. The early twentieth century mechanism in medicine certainly resulted
from the positivism that had dominated much of the
medical biology of the second half of the nineteenth
century, but it differed from it in some cardinal points.
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So much so that a certain scientific orientation proposed to break away from the statements of Darwinism to return to the root of an evolutionary thought
that originated from Lamarck. Thus, we were witnessing the integration of new and old ideas. In historiographical terms, we must reflect on the title of the initial libel and the subsequent large volume of Gemelli
and ask how to evaluate them. Do we have to consider
that the funeral of the man did not correspond to the
funeral or the definitive burial of his doctrine? Then we
must also look into the history of medicine. A certain
lombrosianism continued to flourish and if this is quite
evident in the superficial layers of a culture we would
say “spreading” on large issues of problematic impact
that are always present and persistent in society, even
within a part of medicine the quotations of Lombroso
continued, as authoritative and convincing (6).
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