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Abstract

Throughout history, infectious diseases have influenced fash-
ion trends by altering clothing styles, promoting safety meas-
ures, and shaping cultural norms regarding personal protec-
tive equipment and hygiene practices. In Venice, ceremonial 
masks were adopted in response to plague outbreaks. Men’s 
fashion underwent significant changes due to syphilis during 
the Renaissance, leading to the introduction of wigs and facial 
patches in the context of European courts. In the Victorian era, 
the concept of “consumptive chic” emerged, romanticising 
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tubercular beauty. Practices such as beard shaving and wearing face veils became common 
as measures to combat the threat of lice and influenza. Finally, the human immunodeficiency 
virus influenced the “heroin chic” trend in the late 1990s, before the recent pandemic had a 
massive impact on fashion. There is a recurring pattern in the history of medicine regarding the 
influence of infectious diseases on fashion. The imitation of certain responses to pathogens and 
the adaptation of fashion to mitigate the risk of infection persistently recur.
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The impact of infectious diseases in creative expressions
Human beings historically faced enormous environmental challenges such as infec-
tious diseases1, which have played a significant role in shaping creative expressions 
across various art forms throughout history. The recent pandemic has created a sense 
of urgency and fragility in people’s lives. Yet, at the same time infectious disease has 
offered artists a means to reflect on the human condition, and continue to raise aware-
ness, and provoke discussions about public health, mortality, and societal responses 
to crises. Many literary works have been inspired by or depict the impact of infectious 
diseases. For example, during the Black Death, authors such as Giovanni Boccaccio 
wrote stories that reflected the turmoil and fear created by the plague outbreak of the 
mid fourteenth century2. Several centuries later, John Keats’ poem “La Belle Dame 
sans Merci” captures the sense of impending death associated with tuberculosis2,3. 
Infectious diseases have influenced creative expression also in the visual arts as docu-
mented in paintings, sculptures, and other visual art forms. Artists such as Hieronymus 
Bosch depicted plague-infested landscapes in their works, showcasing the devastating 
effects of diseases on society2,3,4.
More recently, during the AIDS crisis of the 1980s, artists employed art as a means for 
raising awareness and addressing issues surrounding the disease, often in a provoca-
tive way2,3,4,5.
In contemporary times, musicians and bands contributed to fundraising efforts through 
aid concerts and songs addressing HIV/AIDS, such as “That’s What Friends Are For” 
by Dionne Warwick and Elton John6. In the present as in the past, the subject matter of 
various musical compositions was influenced by infectious diseases: in the 18th and 
19th centuries, for example, musicians such as Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Pyotr 
Ilyich Tchaikovsky composed pieces inspired by their experiences with illnesses such 
as smallpox and cholera7. 
Isadora Duncan, a pioneering dancer who contracted scarlet fever in the early 20th 
century, created a piece called “Mother” in response to losing her two children. This 
emotionally charged dance conveyed the pain and grief associated with the disease8.
Moreover, infectious diseases have been portrayed in films, plays, and, in recent de-
cades, in many video games, such as “The Last of Us”, that have gone viral in the 
current era, contributing to the creation of compelling narratives that help to imagine 
apocalyptic scenarios9. 
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Throughout history, infectious diseases have influenced also fashion trends by chang-
ing clothing styles, promoting safety measures, and shaping cultural norms surround-
ing personal protective equipment and hygiene practices. For thousands of years, cit-
ies confined sick people in specific quarters, and in older civilizations, lawmakers 
sometimes forced soldiers returning from military campaigns to burn their clothing 
and shields10. 
The relationship between fashion and medicine continues to evolve to the present day, 
each area impacting and inspiring the other. 
These social, economic, political, behavioral, artistic, and cultural phenomena have 
been considered by the social sciences, but so far they have not been addressed in 
relation to the life sciences11. We argue that a deep philosophical approach, blended 
with narrative medicine, would be a fruitful way to explore the intimate connection 
between infectious diseases and personal fashion. The ways in which people express 
themselves and how different forms of expression influence people are determined 
by assumptions about the self and its relationship to a given sociocultural context11,12. 
As the French philosopher Merleau-Ponty stated, “Our own body is in the world as 
the heart is in the organism: it keeps the visible spectacle constantly alive, it breathes 
life into it and sustains it inwardly, and with it forms a system”13. We cannot separate 
ourselves from the world around us, nor from what happens in it. 

The Invention of Cloth and the Adoption of Fashion
Animal hides were among the first articles of clothing worn by humans. Nevertheless, 
humans also started making clothing from plant fibers, such as flax and cotton. A 
major transition occurred with the invention of woven fabrics. Fabric is a two-dimen-
sional plane-like structure made of fibrous materials created through weaving, knit-
ting, felting or the bonding of fibers. Archaeological evidence suggests that humans 
wove plant materials together into garments at least 23,000 years ago. Since then, 
the technology associated with fabric production has developed and diversified14. 
Tailoring dates back to the early Middle Ages and, nowadays, the fashion industry is a 
worldwide industry worth 1.3 trillion dollars that gives work to more than 300 million 
people and constitutes a substantial driver for the global economy15.

Aims of the study
It is not the aim of this paper to provide a systematic review of the impact of infectious 
diseases on shaping Western fashion. The scope of this work is to propose a narrative 
review of the field since the advent of tailoring through a scholarly literature review. 
As argued by some authors, the appearance of fashion can be traced to the 14th cen-
tury when the gender diversification of dress manifested itself in urban centres, most 
especially in Europe16. 
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The Early Middle Ages. Plagues and fabrics
During the Middle Ages the tailor’s occupation and guild system became firmly es-
tablished in Europe together with those of weavers and cloth merchants17. The first 
mention of the word “tailor” to be found in the Oxford English Dictionary dates to 
1297. Interestingly, about fifty years later, the Black Death or bubonic plague (c. 
1347-1351), caused by Yersinia pestis, killed more than 25 million people in Europe 
and many millions more in Asia. This event was crucial in transforming the European 
society and economy leading to severe labor shortages in both agriculture and skilled 
crafts18. It has long been argued that the mid-fourteenth century plague not only had 
a huge impact on the local population, but also had a positive effect on the economy, 
leading to the emergence of luxury spending19. Indeed, those who survived the dis-
ease were able to gain great wealth from inheritance, which led to an increase in 
spending in luxury goods, especially clothing17. The rising urban bourgeois classes 
started to spend a portion of their new wealth on sartorial goods. As a result, in many 
cities around Europe the wages of textile workers increased in the decades following 
the Black Death20.
At this time, the cause of the infection was perceived as the wrath of God and the dis-
ease a kind of punishment. The pathogenic causal agent was the miasma, a term from 
Greek Hippocratic–Galenic medicine that denoted the corruption or pollution of the 
air by noxious vapours containing poisonous and putrid elements21. An idea developed 
that certain items should be considered more contagious than others. The dangerous 
materials considered included animal skins, feathers, silk, linen and wool. Cotton, be-
ing porous and rough, but scarce in Europe, joined this group of materials only in 
subsequent centuries22. In the Middle Ages, clothes became associated with disease.

Beyond the celebrative masks of the Venice Carnival
During the aforementioned bubonic plague, it was assumed that infection was caused 
by poisonous air, the miasma, and the humoral imbalance of the patients. The result 
was the adoption of a very well-known ceremonial mask that has been produced and 
can still be found in many shops in Italy and around the world. The mask had a nose 
“about twenty centimetres long, in the shape of a beak, full of perfume and with only 
two holes - one on each side next to each nostril - but sufficient for breathing and which, 
together with the air, transmitted the scent of the herbs contained in the beak”23,24.
It seems that this mask was invented by Charles de Lorme, a famous French doctor, 
who used mixtures of garlic and incense to cover his mouth, nose and ears as a pre-
caution during the plague in Paris in 1619. This headdress was combined with a black 
tunic, gloves and a stick to visit the sick25.
The plague struck Venice at various times, one of the most intense waves being that 
of 1630, during which around a third of the population died. The plague doctor thus 
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became a recurring figure in Venice and found its way into the repertoire of carnival 
masks with the aim of banishing this calamity. However, it never became an official 
figure of the Commedia dell’Arte (Fig. 1)25,26.

From the Late Middle Ages to The Renaissance and Rococo: syphilis, wigs, face 
stickers and codpieces
Italy led the way in many new types of fashion during the Renaissance, a period that 
spanned the 15th and 16th centuries and brought the Middle Ages to a close. Queens 
such as Beatrice II d’Este (1475 - 1497) and Eleanor of Toledo (1522 - 1562) were 
key figures in the promotion of Italian fashion. Among the favorite accessories of 
ladies in the 15th and 16th centuries was the pelliccia da pulci (flea fur) or zibel-
lino (Fig. 2). This was a dissected animal with the head covered in gold and pre-
cious stones worn on the shoulders to attract parasites and fleas27. Interestingly, this 
garment was invented for hygiene and prevention purposes in an era of pandemics 
driven by fleas or lice28. This was a fashionable garment worn as a personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE).

Fig. 1. Traditional Venetian Carnival masks, including the “plague doctor’s” mask, in the window of the 
Ca’ del Sol mask shop in the Sestiere di Castello. Flickr: Tracy. Work in the public domain
(https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Beak_doctor_mask.jpg).
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When syphilis first appeared in Europe in 1495, it was an acute and extremely un-
pleasant sexually-transmitted disease which progressively evolved to a less virulent 
form29. Many works report symptoms that are not seen nowadays such as bone necro-
sis in the site of inoculation and the rapid onset of gummas30. 
The spread of syphilis in Europe meant that male genitals had to be treated with a va-
riety of ointments or topical therapies for sores. As a consequence, there was a need to 
adapt men’s fashion. Something had to be invented to collect purulent secretions from the 
wounds and to accommodate gauzes and oils. As a result, the male dress style of the high-
er classes of European society was revolutionized with the introduction of the codpiece 
as part of men’s attire and knight’s armour31,32,33. Renaissance portraits show the wearing 
of conspicuous codpieces as in Fig. 3. Alessandro Farnese (1545-1592) is an example of 
the use of the codpiece: it is unknown whether he died because of a gunshot wound or 
from cirrhosis, yet his clothing testifies to the widespread use of this fashion accessory 
regardless of syphilis infection31,34. Interestingly, examples of codpiece persisted - with a 
little more refinement - in the flap of the trousers of the Bavarian lederhosen31,34.

Fig. 2. A classical example of zibellino. Portrait of Antea, by Parmigianino (1503–1540). Part of Farnese
collection. Work in the public domain. Wikimedia Commons
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In the 17th century, the hairline was an important aspect of fashion, as it was a sign 
of a well-bred man. Syphilis was on the rise in Europe and people who contracted the 
disease suffered from hair loss. Baldness and hair loss therefore increased the shame 
of suffering from syphilis. Wigs were often used to cover up hair loss, and their use 
spread as two key European rulers adopted them. King Louis XIV of France (1643-
1715) suffered from hair loss from the age of 17 and his English cousin, King Charles 
II (1630-1685), began to turn grey prematurely, allegedly because of syphilis, at least 
according to some authors35. Ironically, in some European courts the salary of the coif-
feur was higher than that of the royal physician36.
The use of wigs, which were notoriously infested with parasites such as lice, was 
abandoned after the French Revolution (1789–1799). Heads fell down from guillo-
tines with their anchored wigs. As a consequence, other future threats related to the 
hairline such as rickettsiosis were paused.
During the Rococo period, which began in the 1730s and was characterized by lav-
ish ornamentation, many artificial black spots were also used on the faces of nobles 
to denote their fashionably pale skin (Fig. 4). The French called them “flies” while in 
England they were called “plasters” or “patches”. Interestingly, someone claimed that 
their use served not only an aesthetic purpose, but also to cover facial scars or imper-
fections caused by sexually transmitted diseases such as syphilis or herpes zoster36,37.

Fig. 3. An example of codpiece. Detail of The Portrait of Guidobaldo II della Rovere, by Bronzino 
(1503–1572). Work in the public domain. Wikimedia Commons
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The tubercular beauty. How Tuberculosis Shaped Victorian style
Many authors believe that fashion as we know it today was born in the 18th century, the 
age of the consumer revolution. At that time, it was no longer the courts but the streets 
and urban centres that dictated fashion38. As the English style started to challenge Italian 
and French fashion, rich adornments came to be seen as less suitable to urban life. 
Tuberculosis is an airborne disease that has plagued mankind since antiquity; its ef-
fects can also be found in Egyptian mummies from 5000 BCE 39. 
A new interest for such a disease arose at the end of the 17th century because of the 
increasing number of cases, probably due to the booming migration to urban centers.
Interestingly, between 1780 and 1850, tuberculosis also became a source of inspira-
tion among English women, influencing fashion and hairstyles. The concept of “con-
sumptive chic” was born. While in the less affluent classes the disease was seen as the 
result of poor hygienic working conditions, among the elites it was perceived as a sign 
of both sentimental and intellectual sensibility40,41.
“Consumption” – to denote the illness as well as the act of consuming commodi-
ties - was important for the great Romantics such as the well-known poet John Keats 
(1795-1821). Yet, it also informed Puritanical virtues such as the acceptance of suf-

Fig. 4. An example of wig. An artificial black spot or a real syphilitic ulcer is also depicted. Detail of Ex-voto 
à sainte Geneviève, by Nicolas de Largillierre. 1695-1696. Work in the public domain. Wikimedia Commons
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fering and its inevitability42. The most receptive gender was the female one. Indeed, 
the romantic female heroine became a young woman, plagued by both tuberculosis 
and lovesickness. Female incarnations of tuberculosis victims include Sarah Martha 
“Sally” Siddons, the daughter of a famous British actress who was known in the news 
of her time for her love troubles, which led to her death from consumption in 1803 at 
the age of just 2843.
The features of beauty in tuberculosis were to be found in thinness and pallor that 
emphasized the swollen lips and bright eyes, which were enhanced by the use of 
nightshade-based eye drops and bismuth-based makeup44,45.
In addition, around 1840, hairstyles were also changed in favor of the short haircut, 
as it was known that diseases made hair brittle and therefore less susceptible to the 
elaborate hairstyles of previous centuries. 

Infections and fashion during 19th and 20th centuries
In the mid decades of the 19th century, beards were fashionable among men. The 
style of wearing facial hair was introduced by veterans at the end of the Crimean War 
(1854-56). Until then, beards had been banned in the British Army; in Britain, the full 
beard had last been fashionable during the Tudor period while in the rest of Europe 
they had been in vogue in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, the freez-
ing temperatures of the Crimean winters and the impossibility of obtaining shaving 
soap made beards a necessary46.
While many people emphasised the health benefits o f a  h airy f ace, g eneral opin-
ion began to change around the turn of the twentieth century. As the germ theory of 
Robert Koch (1843-1910) was gaining acceptance, the First World War broke out from 
Sarajevo (28 June 1914). Research showed that beards could harbour bacteria that 
could lead to the spread of infectious diseases. For example, saliva caught in beard 
hair could contain tuberculosis, which could be transmitted from person to person47. 
Moreover, from 1914 onwards, the terrible and deadly increase in typhus was recorded 
among troops stationed in the Balkans and in the eastern regions of the continent47,48. 
During the First World War (1914-1918), the removal of facial hair became again 
common practice. With the popularisation and mass production of the disposable 
Gillette® razor and the military requirement that every man have a shaving kit and a 
hair-free face, the popularity of the beard declined49.
Another impact on fashion in this decade was the introduction of “flu veils” for wom-
en during the Spanish influenza pandemic (1918-1919) 50. “I heartily favour a woman 
wearing a heavy chiffon veil all the time she is on the street. […] These veils are 
very thick and would serve as an almost absolute preventative. Let’s forget style and 
stop this epidemic,” said New York City Health Commissioner Royal S. Copeland, 
in October 1918 issue of Women’s Wear Daily. “The veils being chosen take on the 
colour of the hat”50,51.
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So, the beauty ideal of the man with a shaved face and the elegance of young ladies 
with lips covered by chiffon veils are the result of new attitudes to risk in the prob-
lematic first decades of the 20th century. Interestingly, we have to wait for the second 
great pandemic of the 20th century to find new infectious disease-driven arrangements 
in social behaviour and fashion culture. Yet this is a recent chapter in fashion’s history 
that is still too painful for many to deal with.
In the 1990s, models and supermodels became much more visible than the clothes 
they wore at fashion shows; “Heroin Chic”, a new type of model, emerged. A new 
kind of model - fragile, individual-looking, and often young - conquered the fashion 
shoots presented in magazines (Figure 5). “Heroin Chic” shamelessly appropriated the 
stereotypical appearance of individuals with substance use disorders and commonly 
occurring comorbidities, such as human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)52. That decade 
was characterized by the last striking pandemic of the 20th century, AIDS, acquired 
immunodeficiency syndrome. AIDS is a chronic, potentially life-threatening disease 
caused by prolonged infection with the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). The 
fear aroused by the syndrome was so great that its name was used by some brands to 
advertise their products, supposed to protect against this disease. One iconic TV advert 
states: “The best protection against AIDS is to keep your [brand name] on”53. The HIV/
AIDS pandemic is often perceived as a historic period that occurred since the 1980s 
with a peak of AIDS-related deaths in the United States in 199554.

Fig. 5. A depiction of Kate Moss, the heroin chic. Work in the public domain (https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Kate_moss_6.JPG).
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The victims of such infection confronted the general positive mood of the 1990s, which 
was carried instead the idea of peace and happiness for everyone. As a consequence, 
the “New Age” phenomenon appeared in fashion and haute couture. Introspection, se-
riousness, a return to nature and a more relaxed and healthy lives were the milestones 
of the minimalist style of the late 1990s. Formal purity was the concept on the line27.

The century of pandemics and COVID-19 influences
In the whirlwind of the COVID-19 pandemic, masks emerged as a defining accessory 
and transitioned from shields against the virus to mundane accessories and potent 
symbols, embodying a complex fusion of functionality and symbolism. Beyond their 
utilitarian function, face coverings underwent a metamorphosis becoming canvases 
for personal expression55.
A fascinating aspect of wearing masks has been the realisation that the personaliza-
tion of masks increased adherence to wearing them. The innate human desire for self-
expression turned them from simple PPE to emblematic symbols of individuality and 
communal responsibility. From a psychological point of view, face masks evolved 
into symbols of societal unity and resilience against a pandemic-stricken world 25,26.
In the global response to COVID-19, a new fashion came into existence. The so-
called ”slob chic” born from the necessity of social isolation, mask-wearing and 
safety. Fashion forged an unexpected alliance incorporating face coverings into daily 
attire and transcending the boundary between safety and fashion57.
The clear influence that the COVID-19 pandemic had on fashion can be seen even 
in pop icons such as Barbie®. In fact, in 2021, the iconic doll was designed and 
dressed as five different fashionable healthcare workers. The aim was to support col-
lapsing healthcare systems by portraying frontline workers without losing feminist 
empowerment. The impact of this type of marketing should not go unmentioned, as 
some authors have recently shown that these popular dolls are able to influence the 
body image experiences and potential purchasing decisions of young adult female 
consumers58.

Conclusion
As shown above, epidemics and pandemics could unexpectedly rearrange fashion. 
Microbes are not interested in either geography or social classes as demonstrated by 
Sir Robert Peel, a Victorian prime minister whose daughter contracted typhus from a 
contaminated garment59. Pathogens can leave traces in the cyclicity of fashion, which 
some authors like Kroeber recall in explaining the trends in beauty and fashion over 
the past centuries60. The medical uniform too has not been unaffected by changes 
in the long history of medicine61. History is always about the present as well as the 
past62.



Omar Simonetti et al.222

A repeating pattern is visible in history concerning the influence of infectious diseases 
on fashion. Imitation and avoidance repeat themselves. Imitation, when certain be-
haviours or pathological trends are reused in fashion (e.g codpieces and heroin chic). 
Avoidance, when attitudes and certain items such as PPE are reused in fashion (e.g face 
masks). Moreover, we challenge the classical idea that fashion stands for morality and 
health, while the demodè corresponds with disease and unhealthiness63. The influence 
of infectious diseases in shaping fashion through the ages clearly suggests that fashion 
is a mirror of past and present infectious diseases64. Our ancestors were forced to think 
of and respond to the dangers lurking in their clothes. Could future syndemics impact 
on infectious disease transmission and shape fashion trends more than in the past?
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