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“Royal” pediculosis in Renaissance Italy: lice in the mummy of the 
King of Naples Ferdinand II of Aragon (1467-1496)
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Pediculosis seems to have afflicted humans since the most ancient times and lice have been found in several an-
cient human remains. Examination of the head hair and pubic hair of the artificial mummy of Ferdinand II of Aragon 
(1467-1496), King of Naples, revealed a double infestation with two different species of lice, Pediculus capitis, the head 
louse, and Pthirus pubis, the pubic louse. The hair samples were also positive for the presence of mercury, probably 
applied as an anti-pediculosis therapy. This is the first time that these parasites have been found in the hair of a king, 
demonstrating that even members of the wealthy classes in the Renaissance were subject to louse infestation.
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Louse infestation has probably existed in humans 
since ancient times. The oldest intact head louse egg was 
found on a hair from an archaeological site in North-
Eastern Brazil and dated to 8000 BC (Araujo et al. 2000); 
the oldest such finding in the Old World is 9,000 years 
old, from a cave in Israel (Zias & Mumcuoglu 1991). The 
oldest known pubic lice are from the Roman period in 
Britain (Kenward 2001) and from a 2,000-year-old South 
American mummy (Rick et al. 2002). These archaeolog-
ical findings clearly indicate that lice were distributed 
worldwide (Mumcuoglu 2008).

However, this report regards a unique case of lice on 
the artificial mummy of a XV century Italian king, dem-
onstrating that even wealthy social classes were subject 
to louse infestation.

The impressive Sacristy of the Basilica of San Do-
menico Maggiore in Naples houses 38 wooden sarcoph-
agi containing the bodies of 10 Aragonese princes and 
other Neapolitan nobles who died in the XV and XVI 

centuries. The collection includes artificial as well as 
natural mummies (Fornaciari 1998).

Ferdinand II of Aragon (1467-1496), known as “Fer-
randino” (little Ferdinand), was the first son of Alfonso 
II and Ippolita Maria Sforza. In 1494, he was designated 
by his father as head of the army against Charles VIII, 
King of France, but he was defeated in 1495. In the same 
year, at the age of 28, he ascended to the throne and, 
following a military campaign, he re-conquered almost 
all of the Kingdom of Naples. He married his aunt Gio-
vanna of Aragon, the half-sister of his father Alfonso, 
and died of malignant tertian malaria a few months later, 
on October 7, 1496 (Brunelli 1996).

The mummy of Ferdinand II was badly preserved. 
Nevertheless, it was possible to sample some locks of 
hair and pubic hairs still present on the body.

Stereomicroscopic examination of the hair samples 
revealed the presence of the terminal part of the leg of 
an adult head louse (Fig. 1A). The terminal parts of two 
adult abdomens were also found, with the rounded ends 
clearly showing that the abdominal fragments belonged 
to a male louse (Fig. 1B). Seven incomplete nits attached 
to the hair, and another five fragments of nits not ce-
mented to the hair were also detected and observed by 
Scanning Electron Microscopy (Fig. 2). The same ex-
amination carried out on the pubic hairs of Ferdinand II 
revealed two attached louse nit fragments.

On the basis of the morphology and distribution of 
the insect fragments observed, it is possible to infer 
that the king was affected by a double infestation with 
two different species of lice, Pediculus capitis, the head 
louse, and Pthirus pubis, the pubic or crab louse.

Furthermore, the hair samples were submitted to a 
specific procedure in order to verify the concentration of 
mercury. The mummy of King Ferdinand II of Aragon 
tested positive for mercury in the hair, at a concentration 
of 827 ppm. The presence of the metal in the hair washing 
liquid as well confirmed its possible external application.

The high concentration of mercury can be linked to 
the pediculosis that affected the king and that has been 
widespread since antiquity. The books of “Secrets”, cir-
culating from the end of the XV century, confirm the 
use of mercury solutions and ointments for the hair, both 
for aesthetic and therapeutic purposes, during the era of 
Ferdinand II (Fioravanti 1561).

Furthermore, Byzantine, Arabic (Avicenna 1608) 
and medieval (Trotula 1856) authors frequently report 
the use of mercury in anti-pediculosis therapy and the 
pharmacological practices and therapies aimed at elimi-
nating or preventing infestation by lice.
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Fig. 2: scanning electron microscopy image of an incomplete nit attached to a hair.

Fig. 1: lice in the hair of Ferdinand II. A: the terminal part of the adult abdomen of a male louse at the stereomicroscope; B: the terminal part of 
the adult leg of a head louse at the stereomicroscope.
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