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Girolamo Fracastoro’s Contagion Theory

by Kazuyuki ITO

Girolamo Fracastoro (ca. 1478-1553) is known in the history of medicine for his naming of syphilis. In
“De contagione et cotagiosis morbis et eorum curatione”, he presented his own contagion theory based on
the corpuscular theory.

He insisted that the putrefaction of humors caused the disease, and that this putrefaction is transmit-
ted by “seminaria”, which are insensible particles. By the mode of transmission of “seminaria” contagion
was classified into three types — contagion by contact, contagion by fomes, and contagion at a distance.

As for contagion at a distance, he completely denied the astrological theory, reducing it to the
influence of stars, and the magical explanation by the intervention of “spiritus” or supernatural beings.
He made a naturalistic approach of inquiring into the cause of contagion in the realm of nature.

His study was influenced by the philosophers of Paduan University where he had studied as a student.
The Paduan Aristotelians explained physical phenomena by means of the immanent principles of nature
and rationality. Their naturalism may have also influenced the method of Galileo’s new science.
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