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Sir, 
In western democracies, individual behaviour will 

be crucial to control the spread of COVID-19, as well 
as government actions (1) that unfortunately, except 
China, South Korea and Italy, followed by others,  
seems to be generally unconvinced and, speculatively, 
late. Indeed human history has been marked by epi-
demics/pandemics which have affected, more or less, 
large geographical areas (2). Italy, as well as the rest 
of Europe, has often been affected by these phenom-
ena and, Lombardy, due to his position, was, as today 
by COVID-19, severely stroked in Italy that is, after 
China, the second most affected country (3). This is 
also linked to the position of Lombardy and its capital, 
Milan, but this is beyond this brief comment. There are 
several differences between the past plagues and the 
actual COVID-19 pandemic and these must be sought 
in the increased ability to transmit diseases at-distance 
through the mobility of humans and goods (4), and 
in the catastrophic consequences of the breakdown of 
ecosystems, as told, a few years ago, by David Quam-
men in the book “Spillover” (5).

Several literary descriptions of the past plagues in 
Italy are known, one of the most interesting,  by anal-
ogy with current outbreak in Lombardy, is the plague 
of 1630 in Milan described by Agostino Lampugnano 
(6) who was, possibly, the source for Alessandro Man-
zoni’s description of the plague in Milan in the novel “ 
I promessi sposi”  (The betrothed) of 1840.

What I want to emphasize is that the initial reac-
tion of “humans” to the emergence of COVID-19 has 
remained, substantially, the same as told by Lampugna-
no in 1634: “..and if the beginning plague contagion were 
other?” that is to say “The plague grew by unbelief…” and 

“stubbornness in bad doing…”; and, again, on the con-
sequences: “Therefore, the little belief on the beginning of 
the plague, meant that the disease was estimated less than 
reasonable...and this was the bellows, blowing in the mind 
of the little shrewd, made to neglect the appropriate rem-
edies”. This is the reason why, even today, despite the or-
dinance to stay at home, people are seen on the streets in 
Milan. And the role of physicians? Hard, even in those 

Figure 1. Lampugnano’s book cover.
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days, Lampugnano reports that the first physicians who 
reported the danger of the plague were “insulted on the 
street” while, possibly today, are considered prophets.

Psychologists may say that this is a predictable hu-
man reaction, but given that history is studded with these 
episodes, it would be desirable to reach a general consen-
sus on public health guidelines during pandemics.

Note: in quotes the sentences taken from Lampugna-
no’s book and translated from seventeenth-century Italian.
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