The history
of syphilis

Lessons
learned?

No disease has been so hotly
debated as syphilis :
where it came from,
who gave it to whom,
how it evolved, and
what the distribution was
at various points in time.

Jean-Jacques Amy

Shakespeare - like his
contemporaries Spenser,
Marlowe, and Fletcher reflected the health knowledge
and concerns of their time, the
most frequently mentioned disease
being syphilis, “the infinite malady”
(Timon of Athens III. vi).
Lancet, Editorial, 23 April 2016.

Tabatha Anne Boekhout, 2009.
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Lesson 1
In every respect,
a fascinating disease !

The Treponema genus

Treppie
smaller
than
Nessie,
but
far more
dangerous

• Treponema pallidum
pallidum (syphilis):
universal distribution;
congenital form !

• Treponema pallidum
pertenue (yaws): trop.
& subtropical humid
areas

• Treponema pallidum
• Treponema carateum
endemecium (bejel):
(pinta): from Mexico
subtropical arid & dry
to Ecuador; does not
regions; poor hygiene
affect skeleton/organs;
& socioeconomic level
no case since 1979
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►

Advanced syphilis: ‘worm-eaten’ skull (18th c.)
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Congenital syphilis
Of pregnancies in untreated syphilitic
women, stillbirth will occur in 30%.
Of the infants born alive 70% are infected;
two-thirds of the latter are at first
asymptomatic.
Early CS: preterm birth, LBW,

The two stages (early- and late congenital
syphilis) are roughly similar to secondary
and tertiary Σ of the adult, respectively.

snuffles, maculopapular rash,
bullae, osteochondritis,
hepatosplenomegaly, …

Sir William Osler: Aphorism 301

Late CS: Hutchinson’s triad (interstitial keratitis,
deafness [lesions of nerve VIII] , and Hutchinson’s
teeth), symmetrical hydrarthrosis, saddle nose,

Syphilis simulates every other disease.
It is the only disease necessary to know.
One then becomes an expert
dermatologist, an expert laryngologist,
an expert alienist, an expert oculist, and
expert diagnostician.

saber shin, Higoumenakis sign, …

Lesson 2
As society changes and adapts,
so do diseases that affect us:

host and agent interact
12 Oct 1492, Columbus lands in
Guanahani (San Salvador)
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• 14 March 1493 Columbus has returned. The
Niña anchors in the Tagus. According to eye
witnesses some sailors have bubas.
• 01 Sept 1494 A French army, consisting
mainly of mercenaries of diverse nationalities
- among whom Spaniards - enters Italy. The
soldiers are followed by cooks, medical
attendants, and … myriads of prostitutes.
• Charles VIII intends to reconquer Naples that,
previously, had belonged to the Anjou.

Charles
VIII

On several occasions the ‘French’ army

Charles’ army experiences no opposition on
its way. It takes Naples in February 1495. The
soldiers indulge in a long bout of celebration
and debauchery.
Prostitutes go back and forth between both
armies, putting up good performances in
each.
The coalition formed against the French
invasion – which includes Spanish troops ! finally drives out Charles’ army.

►
must wage battle against the coalition

• 06 07 1495 In the aftermath of the battle
near Fornovo lesions of an unknown
disease are observed for the first time.
• Pustules often covering the entire body;
foul-smelling, purulent ulcers; loss of
flesh from parts of the body; unbearable
pain affecting muscles and bones.

Charles’ troops, once disbanded,
disperse across Europe, carrying
infection with them. The syphilis
pandemia has started.
In less than ten years, the disease
spreads to the entire continent.
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During the 50 years following its
appearance, syphilis had a
devastating course which led,
within a short time (often only a
few months), to the death of the
sick person. By 1546, the ailment
had evolved to the chronic pattern
currently known to us.

Woodcut, in Bartholomeus
Sterber, A mala frazos
Morbo galorrum, preservatio
ac cura, Vienna: Johann
Winterburg, probably 1498

Lesson 3
The controversy
concerning
the origin of syphilis
is still very much alive.

The pre-Columbian hypothesis holds
that syphilis in Europe predated
Columbus’s return. Syphilis may
previously not have been differentiated
from leprosy (cf. Job’s disease).
Carbon dated skeletons showed lesions
typical of venereal syphilis, but…
… the interpretation of the evidence
has been disputed.

Not everyone believes that the
microorganism responsible was
brought back from the New World by
Colombus’s fleet. Many consider that
the ailment always existed in Europe.

The Columbian hypothesis holds that
syphilis was a New World disease brought
back by Columbus and Martin Alonzo
Pinzon.
Documentary evidence links crewmen of
Columbus’s voyages to the Naples
outbreak of 1494. Until then, nothing like
syphilis had been recorded in Europe.
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The extreme virulence shown during
the first 50 years could reflect the lack
of previous contact and of immunity
in the European population.
There is no definitive skeletal evidence
of syphilis in pre-Columbian remains
in the Old World, whereas many
compatible lesions dating back to
those times have been found in the
New World.

Limitations of paleopathology

Addendum: Since no evidence
of congenital syphilis was found
in the New World, it has been
suggested that endemic syphilis
was prevalent there and that it
mutated after it reached Europe.

If so … which discipline?

v Skeletal lesions of syphilis, bejel and yaws

are nearly identical.

v Their severity depends on the subspecies of
T. pallidum involved and the duration of
survival with the disease.
v Descriptive terms are not standardised.
v Radiocarbon dating is fallible.
v Interdisciplinary research is superior to
purely descriptive studies.

One is unable to distinguish
histologically, microbiologically,
immunologically, biochemically,
between yaws, bejel, and syphilis.
Sophisticated DNA techniques
may be more promising.

Lesson 4
Quackery is a
lethal disease
afflicting Medicine

►
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One night
with Venus,
A lifetime
with Mercury

Scientific medicine, …
where hast thou been, sister?
(Macbeth I,3)

Mercury was administered
for treatment of syphilis…
under various forms,
via every possible route,
without any discernible proof of efficacy,
with innumerable severe adverse effects,

from c. 1495 until… 1910 !!!

At long last,
the breakthrough
The barrel contains mercuric sulphide which is then heated

Experimental medicine
To investigate the mode of transmission of
gonorrhoea, John Hunter, a surgeon to King
George III and medical teacher, took pus from
an infected patient and injected it into his
penis. After two days, the injected areas began
to itch, redden, and become moist. A week
later pus formed. There was irritation on
urinating. The experiment had been successful.

Experimental medicine (2)
Some weeks later, characteristic sores of
syphilis developed. Hunter treated himself
with calomel ointment and other standard but
useless remedies. The sores healed and
reappeared a number of times. A
lymphadenopathy in his right groin was
treated by rubbing mercury on the leg. Hunter
died 26 years later, at the age of 65. The
autopsy revealed an aneurysma of the aorta.
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From 1891 until 1929 more than 2400
people with syphilis were followed in
the Dept. of Dermatology of the
University of Oslo. They were left
untreated.

1905 !

Our knowledge of the course of the
disease is based on the data that were
then gathered.

Fritz Richard
Schaudinn
1871-1906

1906-1909

1906 !

August von
Wassermann
1866-1925

Paul
Ehrlich
1854-1915

After 605 experiments, Paul Ehrlich in 1906
finally synthesised diaminodihydroarsenobenzene,
better known as ‘Ehrlich-Hata 606’.
•

• In 1910 Hoechst began the production of
Salvarsan, as ‘606’ now had been named.
• It was the first really effective medicine against
syphilis, but it had toxic side effects which
necessitated a modification of the molecule.
• Neosalvarsan (Ehrlich 914) was produced from
1912 onwards.

1943 !

Sir Alexander Fleming
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• With penicillin the STI can now be
cured.
• And… unlike many other infectious
diseases, the treponematoses have not
become drug-resistant.

Lesson 5
Syphilis
influenced
morality
and fashion

The meaning of illness

The impact on hygiene and fashion

• God had been seen as having inflicted
bubonic plague upon mankind, like He had
done with leprosy.
• When syphilis struck, similar interpretations
were aired. But it affected sexual organs,
thus implying that lechery was punished.
• The interpretation of disease changed, from
a phenomenon under divine control, to one
resulting from man’s conduct !

v Public baths were closed. Individual
cleanliness regressed considerably. Perfumes
were needed to conceal the stench emanating
from never washed bodies.

Wigs were used
to hide syphilitic
alopecia.
Women covered
facial lesions with
‘beauty spots’
made of black
velvet or mouse
skin.

v Condoms were developped to protect... men.
v Prostitutes – not their clients ! - were
subjected to compulsory checks for VD.

Thank
You
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