
MEDICINA NEI SECOLI
Journal of History of Medicine 
and Medical Humanities

38/2 (2026) 117-128

© Author (s) 
E-ISSN 2531-7288
ISSN 0394/9001 4.0 INTERNATIONAL

Received: January 2026
Accepted: March 2026
DOI: 10.13133/2531-7288/3336

Corresponding author: 
fabiola@studiofirmano.net

The investigation on the remains of Christina  
of Sweden (1626-1689): rereading the report 
of the Swedish anthropologist Carl Herman 
Hjortsjö (1914-1978) for a new perspective  
in the Queen’s historiography

Fabiola Zurlini

Studio Firmano for the History of Medicine and Science, Fermo, Italy

Silvia Iorio 

Department of Medical-Surgical Sciences and Biotechnologies, 
University of Rome, Italy

Vera Nigrisoli Wärnhjelm 

Dalarna University, Sweden

Abstract 
The tomb of Queen Christina of Sweden (1626-1689), bur-
ied among the Popes at the Vatican Basilica, was reopened in 
1965. Her remains were examined by the Swedish anatomist 
and anthropologist Carl Herman Hjortsjö (1914-1978) from 
the University of Lund. In 1966 he published a detailed report 
on the medical-anthropological investigation where he denied 
the question of the Queen’s intersexuality, improperly theo-
rised by the gynaecologist Elis Essen-Moller and the literary 
critic Sven Stolpe, with the objective results of his investiga-
tions: the Queen’s remains were typically female in structure, 
features and size. The aim of this article is to restore the sci-
entific value of Hjortsjö’s study, rarely cited in the historiogra-
phy about the Queen, despite its importance.  The report re-es-
tablishes her female gender as an indisputable organic fact and 
suggests the formulation of other hypothesis on the Queen’s 
male behaviour as a modern attitude to managing power in a 
world dominated by males. 
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Introduction
The year 2026 marks the fourth centenary of the birth of Christina of Sweden 
(Stockholm, December 18th, 1626 - Rome, April 19th, 1689), which scholars are pre-
paring to celebrate at an international level, but few people know that 2026 marked 
another anniversary linked to the Queen, which is perhaps less known, but is im-
portant for historians of medicine and paleopathology and in general for historians 
involved in research on the Queen: the opening of Christina’s tomb at the crypt of St. 
Peter’s Basilica in Vatican City1 came in December 1965 and above all the first rig-
orous medical-anthropological study on her remains was carried out by the Swedish 
anatomist and anthropologist, Professor Carl-Herman Hjortsjö (1914-1978) from the 
University of Lund, and it was published in 1966.
The opening of the Queen’s tomb was contextualised in a climate of a renewed in-
terest in Queen Christina as an important European historical and cultural figure, 
which was favoured by the preparations for the great exhibition that the Council of 
Europe promoted at the National Museum in Stockholm in 1966 – between June 29th 
and October 16th. Twenty countries, including Italy and the Vatican City State, took 
part in the exhibition by sending documents, objects and iconographic materials. In 
addition to the exhibition, whose catalogue was published in 19662, conferences, 
publications and other exhibitions3 on the Queen were carried out in the same year4.
In this context, the Vatican wanted to contribute to the celebrations in honour of 
Christina, proposing the creation of a mould of her silver mask, which was laid on her 
face at the time of her burial.
Information regarding the arrangements of the Queen’s funeral ceremony and burial 
was provided by an anonymous pamphlet, which was published shortly after her 
death5. On December 19th, 1689, Christina died in her Roman residence of Palazzo 
Riario where her body was displayed for three days to be then moved to the Church 
of S. Maria in Vallicella on April 22nd where the funeral ceremony was held the 
following day. Her body was subsequently moved to the Vatican Basilica to be bur-
ied there, at the Pope’s request on April 23rd. Innocent XI had wanted her burial 
among, the popes to give eternal honour to the Queen, who had given so much hon-
our to the Roman Catholic Church with her conversion from Protestantism to Roman 
Catholicism in 1655. 
The Queen’s body was closed in a cypress coffin and, in turn, this was put into a lead 
coffin on the outside of which the Queen’s coat-of-arms and name were engraved; 
in turn, the lead coffin was also placed in another wooden coffin to be walled up 
in the tomb. Christina was buried with the symbols of her royalty: she was wear-
ing a gold-embroidered white dress, the royal purple coat with ermine trim, white 
gloves and white satin shoes; she had a royal crown on her head and a sceptre  
in her hands.
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Methods and Materials
The opening of the Queen’s tomb in 1965 and the report of Carl-Herman Hjortsjö
Having obtained papal permission in 1965 to open the sarcophagus in the Vatican 
crypt, the Swedish National Museum offered to send a well-known Swedish anatomist 
and anthropologist, Professor Carl-Herman Hjortsjö (1914-1978) from the University 
of Lund. He was entrusted with the important and delicate task of managing the exhu-
mation and carrying out the scientific examination of the Queen’s corpse. A photog-
rapher from the Anatomy Department at the same university was also sent to Rome 
with Hjortsjö. However, the Vatican stipulated that the content of the coffin must not 
be touched and, at most, they allowed the use of X-rays to study her remains, ordering 
that other invasive techniques had to be avoided. Later, Hjortsjö wrote a large report 
about this exhumation, which was accompanied by rich photographic documentation, 
published in 19676  and preceded by other minor articles in 19667.
However, this was not the first opening of the Queen’s tomb. Indeed, it had already 
been opened for the first time in 1943, after the new arrangement of the marble sar-
cophagi in the Vatican Grottoes. Some photographs of Christina’s body in her coffin, 
with a crown on her head and a sceptre in her hands, were taken on that occasion. Her 
face was covered by a thin silver mask. It was also found that her body was still in 
excellent condition. 
On April 10th, 1945, the news of the opening of Christina’s coffin was given in the 
Swedish newspaper Svenska Dagbladet, with an article including photographs and a 
cultural article Kring en drottnings grav (About a Queen’s tomb), which was written 
by the archivist and the first archive counsellor, L.M. Bååth8. In it, the author stated 
that the features of the silver mask belonged to a woman and impressively looked 
like the features of the Queen’s bronze bust, which was purchased by the National 
Museum in Stockholm in 1938. Bååth added that a Vatican report about the opening 
of the coffin was imminent, but Hjortsjö stated that there was still no trace of it in his 
work in 1967.
The detailed report, which was accompanied by a rich photographic documentation 
and published by Hjortsjö in 1966, is the only scientific medical-anthropological re-
port about the investigation of the Queen’s remains. 

Results
Nowadays, Hjortsjö’s report is still an important source for those who intend to study 
the Queen’s historical-medical and paleo-pathological profile.
The report was written in 1965, but it is still now the only study able to orient histor-
ical-medical research on the life and personality of Christina, strengthening new in-
formation emerging from the study of other documentary, archival and bibliographic 
sources. Despite its scientific importance, Hjortsjö’s report is little known and cited in 
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the historiography about the Queen so the aim of this article is to restore the scientific 
centrality this study deserves. 
But before examining the life and work of the anatomist Hjortsjö and his report on 
Christina’s remains it is essential to reconstruct a brief biography of the Queen’s to 
understand the controversial aspects of her figure.

A modern and eccentric Queen
Christina Vasa was born in the Royal Castle in Stockholm on December 18th, 1626, 
and her parents were King Gustav Adolphus (1594-1632) and Maria Eleonora of 
Brandenburg (1599-1655)9. Her father Gustav loved her so much that he ensured her 
succession to the throne in the absence of male heirs and was always admired and 
venerated by her. 
By contrast, Christina’s relationship with her mother was constantly conflictu-
al. Eleonora of Brandenburg was a beautiful woman, but fragile and weak-willed. 
Unfortunately, Gustav II Adolphus died in battle at Lützen, Germany, on November 
16th, 1632, and Christina, who was not six years old yet, found herself inheriting the 
crown under the regency of the Government until she came of age.  
Her mother, who was already mentally unstable, was unable to overcome her hus-
band’s death, withdrawing into a sort of eternal mourning so that in 1636 the Council 
of Regency decided to separate Christina from her mother both to safeguard her men-
tal balance and to exercise direct control over the young monarch. 
Christina lived in a process of continual identification with her paternal figure, be-
cause she was convinced that she was his natural continuation. Rejected by her moth-
er, who could not forgive herself for not having given a male heir to the throne, but 
an ugly female heiress, Christina reacted by taking refuge in her father’s masculinity 
and rejecting female appearance, such as manners, fickleness and purely womanly 
pursuits10.
The very young Queen’s education was entrusted to a group of statesmen, who were 
led by Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna. Christina was educated like a young crown 
prince in literature, arts, philosophy, science, law, military art and political strategy, 
everything which could be necessary for her to reign well. 
Christina showed vivid intelligence and  precocious political acumen. When she was 
only twenty-two years old, she played a leading role in the negotiations for the Peace 
of Westphalia in 1648. Christina had come of age in 1644 when the negotiations for 
the Peace of Westphalia, which was signed on October 24th, 1648, began in Munster 
and Osnabruk. With it, a new international order was inaugurated in which the states 
recognized each other, beyond the faith of various sovereigns, giving life to an inter-
national, secular and non-denominational community where the concept of state sov-
ereignty assumed importance. The first signs for the birth of a Europe of Nations can 
be seen in the Peace of Westphalia following the collapse of the Holy Roman Empire. 
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This is an extraordinarily modern operation where Cristina, who was strong in her 
European humanistic culture, played a leading role and was consecrated by her con-
temporaries as the queen of peace and by twentieth-century historians as a European 
political and cultural personality.
Christina made choices which would not only revolutionise her life and kingdom, but 
would also mark an important moment in Europe during the Counter-Reformation 
between 1644 and 1650: the abdication from the throne in 1654 in favour of Charles 
Gustav and the conversion to Roman Catholicism with an official ceremony in 
Innsbruck in 1655.
After her abdication, Christina left Sweden for the Netherlands, escaping on horse-
back with a small retinue, dressed like a man. Wearing men’s clothes while travelling 
was a common custom for women: in addition to reasons of comfort, there were safety 
reasons. Having shoulder-length hair, wearing men’s clothes and carrying a sword, as 
Christina did on the Swedish border, were not unusual habits for women, who were to 
ride a horse on a long journey to foreign countries. A denigrating pamphlet published 
after her abdication reports the opinions on her gender identity, which were expressed 
by the Jesuits: Christina sometimes appeared dressed as a man, sometimes as a wom-
an, to the point of generating uncertainty about her sexual identity, just as there was 
uncertainty about her religion and, not by chance, the pamphlet even goes as far as to 
advance the hypothesis of the Queen’s hermaphroditism11.
After a long journey through Northern Europe to the Papal State on 20th December 1655 
Christina officially entered Rome on 20th December, through the Porta del Popolo12. 

Discussion
Carl-Herman Hjortsjö (1914-1978), a pioneer of Swedish anatomy and historical 
osteology
Hjortsjö was certainly one of the most important figures in Swedish anatomy and 
paleopathology. He was born in Malmö in 1914 and continued his medical career in 
his father’s footsteps, graduating in Lund in 1945 and obtaining the chair of anatomy 
at the same university in 1948. Hjortsjö had been a student of Carl Fürst, a pioneer of 
historical osteology and palaeo-pathology in Sweden13. Consequently, Hjortsjö soon 
developed an interest in biological anthropology, especially bio-archaeology, publish-
ing his research data on skeletal remains he collected after the international Swedish 
scientific expeditions to Bolivia, China and Cyprus. Together with the zoologist and 
osteologist Nils-Gustaf Gejvall, he carried out a series of anthropological and palaeo-
pathological studies on illustrious figures in Swedish history, such as King Erik XIV14, 
Bridget of Sweden and King Karl XII, for whom he put forward the causes of their 
death on the basis of his discoveries, respectively by arsenic poisoning, meningioma 
and tuberculosis. The study of Queen Christina’s remains was included in this con-
text. The choice of famous figures in Swedish history, which could appear elitist at 
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first sight, was actually driven by opposite scientific intentions: it was functional for 
Hjortsjö and Gejvall to convey their scientific results to the general public, arousing 
media impact and consensus. The final goal was to consolidate a new field of scientific 
investigation in history of osteology in Sweden, by attracting funding for research 
projects. Before their pioneering activities and Professor Carl Fürst’s action, biologi-
cal anthropology was not rooted in the Swedish academic reality, while it had taken 
on at the Anatomy Department in the University of Lund, which was distinguished by 
the excellent scientific results achieved. Hjortsjö was recognized as the father of ana-
tomical liver surgery and for his publication in 1951, which was introduced in Oxford 
the year before and where he clearly described fissures, sectors and segments of the 
liver15. The anatomists at the department in Lund worked in an interdisciplinary way 
and showed a strong interest in cultural history. 
Queen Christina of Sweden was a controversial figure in Swedish history for her 
choices – abdication from the throne and conversion to Roman Catholicism – so she 
was able to attract the attention of the Swedish public – for nationalistic reasons – 
and, more in general, the European public, too. In 1966, the preparations for the great 
exhibition and her consecration by the Council of Europe as a historical figure in 
European culture had attracted the scholars’ international attention and, therefore, the 
assignment given by the Swedish National Museum to Hjortsjö to examine Queen 
Christina’s remains in 1965 after the opening of her tomb became an important occa-
sion for many reasons: it was functional in contributing to the cause of consolidating 
and spreading history of osteology and palaeo-pathology in Sweden and, at the same 
time, it gave the new Swedish school international importance. 

The medical-anthropological investigation of Queen Christina’s remains
Beyond the renewed fervour of studies on the figure of Christina characterizing sev-
eral cultural initiatives, which were devoted to her between 1965 and 1966, it is le-
gitimate to wonder which were the real motivations to reopen her sarcophagus and to 
study her remains. Starting from Hjortsjö, some scholars tried to answer this question.
In the introduction to the report, Hjortsjö highlighted that the examination of 
Christina’s skeletal remains made it possible to compare them with the remains 
belonging to other members of her family at an anthropological and osteological 
level. In 1956, the Swedish anatomist Ingelmark Bo, a Professor at the University of 
Göteborg from 1949 to 1972, had started anthropological studies on Gustav I Vasa’s 
remains16. In the final tables of his report, Hjortsjö provided a comparison of the 
measurements between some bones of Christina’s skeleton – skull, mandible, hu-
merus, radius, ulna, femur and pelvis – and the bones belonging to other members of 
the Vasa family, Christina’s ancestors, of whom he also reconstructed a short family 
tree. This was a motivation which could mainly interest experts, anthropologists and 
historians of osteology.
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According to Hjortsjö, the palaeo-pathological purpose could not even sufficiently 
justify this renewed interest in examination of Christina’s remains since the post-
mortem report about the examination of the Queen’s corpse, which is preserved at 
the State Archive in Vienna17 provided evidence for the cause of her death among the 
known sources: a – probably lung – severe systemic infection had caused a heart at-
tack or death by choking on her vomit. This cause has been also confirmed by a new 
archival source, which has been recently discovered, such as the post-mortem report 
on the Queen’s corpse by the Roman court surgeon Alessio Spalla18. 
Both reports pointed out the asymmetry of her chest, the right side being larger than 
the left one, but, while the Viennese report identified this anomaly as the site of the 
problem, the surgeon Spalla did not assert anything about it, limiting himself to an 
objective description. Hjortsjö traced this small deformity in Christina back to an 
accident  which had occurred in her childhood. In her autobiography – in one of 
the handwritten versions, which are preserved in Stockholm– Christina accused her 
mother of having ordered her wet nurses to harm her, making her fall since her mother 
hated her because she was female and unattractive19. Indeed, Hjortsjö’s clarification 
on the asymmetry of her chest - like all the report - intended to dispel scientifically 
unfounded hypotheses on the Queen’s intersexuality, which had been previously ad-
vanced by scholars. The Queen’s supposed intersexuality was the most debated issue 
at that time: this thesis was supported in the essay Drottning Kristina – En männis-
kostudie ur läkaresynpunk20, which was published in Swedish and French in 1937 by 
Elis Essen-Möller (1870-1956), a full professor of gynaecology and obstetrics at the 
University of Lund.
According to Essen-Moller, body asymmetry could be found in people with inter-
sexual anomalies. The gynaecologist supported this statement with a case studied by 
the German pathologist Rudolf Virchow, who linked the asymmetry of a part of a 
woman’s body with her intersexuality21, but Hjortsjö also rebutted Essen-Moller’s 
thesis at this level: asymmetry was not mentioned as an index of intersexuality in 
Overzier’s rich monograph devoted to this topic22.
However, this was a question to which Hjortsjö returned in the final part of the report, 
devoting a paragraph to the Queen’s sexual constitution. According to Hjortsjö, this 
was the main reason which had led the Swedish museum and the Vatican to promote 
the reopening of Christina’s tomb and the examination of her remains. Marie-Louise 
Rodén, a well-known scholar on Queen Christina, also agreed with this motivation ac-
cording to which the decision to exhume the Queen’s remains was probably vigorous-
ly influenced by all the theories about a hermaphroditic Christina23 spreading in those 
last years after the biography24, written by the literary critic Sven Stolpe in 196025.
Hjortsjö described the state of the Queen’s body in detail in his report: her body did 
not appear to have been embalmed in an effective way. The external parts were com-
pletely decomposed; there were only friable black-brown remains of the internal or-
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gans, which were originally kept in a separate sarcophagus and then had been replaced 
inside her body. It is likely that this had happened in 1945, on the occasion of the first 
opening. Taking X-rays of the coffin and the remains of her skeleton and skull was not 
possible. The lack of light made photographs of her remains unsatisfactory; the photo-
graphs of the extremities were especially unsatisfactory. Her skull was aristencephalic 
in type – relatively large in volume to have belonged to a woman, but its structure was 
slight and delicate. The Queen had lost most of her teeth during her lifetime; those 
which had remained after her death had come out of their sockets, except one. The 
surviving teeth were quite eroded and covered with a considerable layer of tartar. Her 
jaws appeared atrophic and lowered due to the loss of her teeth. Therefore, her mandi-
ble appeared to belong to an older person. Her nasal skeleton looked quite prominent.
Several parts of her skeleton were well preserved with the exception of tibia and fibu-
la, which were decomposed. Examining the bones of her hands and feet was also not 
possible. Her clavicles were slight and small. There was a tubercle on the anterior part 
of the left clavicle. Her shoulder blades were uniform and slight, just as her cervical 
vertebrae were typically female in size. Her right ribs were considerably smaller than 
the left ones: her chest left little room for internal organs, as observed in post-mortem 
reports. Her humeri were symmetrical and short. The sturdiness index was typically 
female. The femur was prominent with a rather heavy structure and clearly visible 
muscles and ligaments for having belonged to a woman. It should not be forgotten that 
the Queen was a skilled equestrian and constantly practised. The size and structure of 
her pelvis were typically female. The extremity bones were relatively short. Her body 
was 1.55 m long.
In the final paragraph, Hjortsjö returned to the question of the Queen’s sexual con-
stitution, well arguing Christina’s physical-anatomical normality with objective data, 
as mentioned. The Swedish anatomist stated that an anthropologist was already able 
to express an opinion on the subject of sex with certainty after the first inspection 
of the skeletal bones, since it was known that hormones influenced the creation of 
the skeleton. The structure of a male skeleton is more massive and prominent with 
stronger muscles and ligaments, while a female structure is slighter and more deli-
cate with less developed muscles and ligaments, and the conformation of the pelvis 
provides a reasonable basis of certainty in determining sex, although it may happen 
that female-shaped pelvises are sometimes found in men and vice versa. However, it 
rarely happens that a female-shaped pelvis is found in a real hermaphrodite – that is, 
one who has both ovaries and testicles. Hjortsjö also pointed out that there were no 
investigations regarding the frequency of pelvises with a male conformation in real or 
pseudo-hermaphrodites with a female habitus.
The real scientific diagnosis of intersexuality is based on the morphological and phys-
iological anomalies in genital organs. No diagnosis of intersexuality can only be made 
on the basis of appearance, voice, way of dressing or sexual behaviours, which deviate 
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from normality. Hjortsjö went further, stating that the imperfect scientific knowledge 
of that time did not make it posible to understand the effects of intersexuality on the 
creation of a skeleton, making it impossible to decide which features were significant 
in skeletal remains for a diagnosis of intersexuality. In his opinion in support of the di-
agnosis of intersexuality in the Queen, he also added that it would have had a scientific 
meaning if male features had been found in the examination of the Queen’s skeleton, 
which was not the case since the Queen’s skull and skeleton showed typically female 
features and her pelvis showed a perfectly regular structure for birth. There were no 
impediments from this point of view. In further support of the organic regularity in 
the Queen’s genitals, the Swedish scholar adduced the documentary testimonies of the 
Queen’s personal doctors, who attested her menstrual cycle and a prolapsed uterus.26

Hjortsjö concluded his report with a peremptory statement: the investigation of her 
skeletal remains did not find any objective criteria which could support a diagnosis of 
intersexuality in the Queen.
The results of Hjortsjö’s report exclude an organic anomaly in the Queen’s sexual-
ity and for this reason it has to be reread very carefully by scholars, since it opens a 
new research trend on the Queen’s sexual orientation. The approach to the question’ 
of the Queen’s sexuality changes completely from an organic point of view to other 
possible scientific hypotheses. Her male behaviour could be traced back to different 
causes. She was given a male upbringing for a virile role, that is to say, Christina was 
brought up like a young crown prince to be prepared to reign, and wanted an escape 
from femininity. Then she identified with the paternal model and rejected the maternal 
figure Last but not least Christina had an astute and innovative way to manage her 
royalty status, which she continued to express freely, demonstrating modernity in self-
determining as a woman in a world dominated by male rules27.

Conclusions
The medical-anthropological investigation on the remains of Christina of Sweden, 
carried out by the Swedish anatomist Hjortsjö in December 1965, and its resulting 
report  published in 1966, represent a valuable source of informationfor historians of 
medicine and anthropologists. By scientifically affirming the absolute normality of 
the Queen’s skeleton with typical female features, Hjortsjö demonstrated the ground-
lessness of the thesis of Christina’s intersexuality. The asymmetry of her chest, which 
was revealed by both post-mortem reports, is confirmed by Hjortsjö’s investigation, 
which excluded its relation to the hypothesis of intersexuality, linking it with scien-
tific objectivity to an accident, which the Queen had in her childhood and she herself 
described in her autobiography. The report also confirmed that her chest was small 
and her build was typically female. Hjortsjö’s investigation also disproved the theory 
according to which the Queen would have abdicated because she was unable to give 
birth due to genital anomalies and therefore was unable to produce an heir to the 
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throne: her pelvis was perfectly regular and free of impediments in this respect. In 
the ongoing search for archival, handwritten and iconographic sources, which can 
shed new light on the historical-medical aspects of the Queen – illnesses, doctors, 
therapies, temperament, habits – the report is becoming an essential tool for critically 
comparing the new documentation found.
Since 1965 Christina’s tomb has not been reopened again. While waiting for further 
anthropological and paleo-pathological studies to be carried out on Queen Christina’s 
remains with modern investigative techniques, Hjortsjö’s report is the most authoritative 
source in this sense, still deserving scientific attention, as it is able to dispel any doubts 
about Christina’s presumed sexual anomaly at an organic level and to suggest effective 
ideas for new research correctly oriented towards the Queen’s historical-medical profile.
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