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Abstract. From the second half of the nineteenth century the anthropometric identification system has been 
used to analize not only the crime itself but also to investigate and to construct anthropological criminal 
categorization.

Key words: criminal anthropology, skull of criminals, anthropometry

Medicina Historica 2019; Vol. 3, N. 3: 219-220                      © Mattioli 1885

L e t t e r  t o  t h e  e d i t o r :  h i s t o r y  o f  m e d i c i n e

Criminal anthropology from the second half of 
the nineteenth century took the first steps towards the 
analysis of the criminal, reserving him the highest at-
tention. The focus to analyze not only the crime itself 
but also to investigate the kind of criminal, because 
the penalty should not be perceived as a means to fight 
crime but a means of defense against the real enemy, 
the criminal (1). 

In the chronicles of this period, as in all periods, 
even in the current one, an increase in criminality and 
in particular in recidivism was recorded. Not only 
the growth of the army of criminals was considered a 
threat to civil society but also the increase of resistance 
of the individual criminal.

For the followers of Criminal Anthropology, it 
was therefore necessary to proceed with the identifica-
tion of the criminal. From the anthropological point of 
view, morphological analysis of the physical anomalies 
could diagnose a particular psychiatric disorder es-
pecially if related to a criminal tendency (2). Among 
those who defended a rigorous scientific method at the 
service of identifying the criminal type was Raffaele de 
Notaristefani (Naples, 20th October 1861 - Rome, 13th  
December 1933), an Italian magistrate and deputy 
prosecutor of the King (3).

The author pronounced that already in his time 
there were sure, infallible, even if at the same time ex-
perimental, means to establish the identification of an 
individual with the one who had a conviction. With 

sure means, he referred to the anthropological meas-
ures. The author claimed, like so many others, that it 
was necessary to become familiar with these tools in 
order to create a public conscience.

Anthropometric measures had to fit within scien-
tific investigations and legislative provisions.

Many scholars of the time were not open to news. 
Others, on the other hand, confused the anthropologi-
cal measures aimed to identify the criminal with those 
anthropometric and physiognomic signs that Lombro-
so and his followers believed to be characteristic of the 
criminal. Others, as Luigi Lucchini and Enrico Ferri, 
wanted to introduce the application of Bertillonage in 
Italy.

The system planned by Alfonso Bertillon, pre-
sented at the Rome Penitentiary Congress, had been 
applied with great success in Paris since the year 1883. 
This system obtained very successful results that the 
American doctor Paolo Riccardo Brown enthusiasti-
cally exclaimed: 

“Quételet and Bertillon are among the great-
est benefactors of the human race and the jurists and 
criminologists of future centuries will be amazed when 
they read about the […] ignorance of those nations, 
which do not immediately adopt this wonderful an-
thropometric identification system. As recorded by 
Notaristefani, the Bertillonage system was based on 
the same way in which naturalists of the time classi-
fied the animal and plant kingdoms, or rather in iden-



S. Iorio220

tifying the characteristic elements of the specimen, 
considering that, in humans, bones which belonged to 
adult individuals, represent the maximum immutabil-
ity among the anatomical districts. 

Furthermore, Bertillon affirmed that within 
100,000 individuals only 10 might have the necessary 
similarity in the proportions of the principal measure-
ments of their body […].”

It is clear that anthropometry had to take this into 
consideration for the identification and recognition of 
criminals.

Brown also quotes Quételet, the Belgian scholar 
who also participated in the creation of a work on an-
thropometry. While trying to perfect the morpholog-
ical-anthropological and anthropometric investigative 
method, several objections were raised by a faction of 
the scientific community, in a specific psychiatric way 
of that time.

In particular, in the Experimental Journal of Phre-
niatry and Legal Medicine of 1901, we found an in-
teresting contribution by Professor Angelo Zuccarelli 
who defended Criminal Anthropology from several 
critics exposed by a part of psychiatry (4, 5). In par-
ticular, he reported that for Criminal Anthropology, 
through the discovery of degenerative features during 
the autopsies of criminals it was possible to counter 
the objections addressed to the discipline, but these 
degenerative features were also found in many socially 
normal individuals (6,7). The author also reported the 
work of Dr. Motti on the diagnoses (8) of the skulls of 
criminals, which clearly showed the degenerative evi-
dence expressed by Criminal Anthropology. In partic-
ular, the presence of the internal occipital or wormian 
dimple, enormous thickness of the cranial dimples and 
complete intraparietal parietal bones, were the features 
that better represented the criminal type.
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