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Introduction: A Scandal Before the Eyes of the World

On October 9, 1958, the Catholic world mourned the death of a spiritual giant: Pope Pius XII.
The Pastor Angelicus, as he was called, had led the Church through the darkest years of the
20th century, facing World War II, Nazism, Communism, and the early challenges of modern
secularism. But what should have been a solemn, dignified, and holy farewell… turned into a
grotesque and painful spectacle: the terrible burial of Pius XII remains one of the most
shameful episodes in recent Vatican history.

What happened to his body after death shocked not only Rome but offers today—more than
half a century later—a profound lesson about human fragility, the dangers of pride, respect
for the mystery of death, and the value of true sanctity.

I. The Pope of Silence… and Suffering

To understand the magnitude of the scandal, we must first know the man who was Pius XII.
Eugenio Pacelli was born in 1876 and was elected Pope in 1939. His pontificate was marked
by extraordinary diplomatic wisdom, a prophetic vision of modern times, and a deep love for
Christ and the Church. His supposed “neutrality” during World War II has been unjustly
criticized, yet many testimonies from that time—even from rescued
Jews—acknowledge Pius XII as a silent but effective defender of the persecuted.

This Pope lived with admirable austerity. He fasted rigorously, slept little, and spent long
hours in prayer. He died at Castel Gandolfo, like a true servant of God. But neither he nor
anyone could have foreseen the tragedy that would come next.

II. The Man Behind the Travesty: The Doctor Who Played Embalmer

The protagonist of this tragedy was not an external enemy, but his own personal
physician, the controversial Riccardo Galeazzi-Lisi. This man, whose ego was as large as his
recklessness, considered himself an indispensable figure in the Vatican. Not content with his
role as a doctor, he wanted to shine—even after the Pope’s death.

Against all warnings and protocols, Galeazzi-Lisi decided to experiment with a “natural”
embalming method, which, according to him, would respect the body’s integrity and
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preserve it without disembowelment or chemicals. His recipe included vinegar, aromatic
herbs, resin, and a hermetically sealed glass chamber. In his theory, it would be a sort
of homage to ancient Egyptian techniques blended with modern medicine.

But the reality was a disaster.

III. A Decomposing Body… Before the Eyes of the World

Instead of preserving the body, Galeazzi-Lisi’s “technique” dramatically accelerated
the decomposition process. Very quickly, the corpse of Pope Pius XII began to swell
and emit a nauseating stench, even before reaching Rome for the funeral rites. His face
became disfigured. His skin cracked and blackened. During the public display of the body in
St. Peter’s, witnesses described how the corpse “burst” due to the buildup of
internal gases.

There were even reports—though debated—that emergency intervention was needed to seal
parts of the body. The glass chamber meant to protect his dignity instead turned his
posthumous suffering into a grotesque spectacle. An Italian journalist wrote: “A Pope had
never died twice… first in the flesh, and then in memory.”

The outrage was so great that the Vatican immediately dismissed Galeazzi-Lisi and
expelled him from the pontifical environment. His attempt to publish photos of the Pope’s
body before decomposition made the scandal even worse. It was an unprecedented disgrace.

IV. Theological and Spiritual Lessons from a Humiliating Burial

Why recall something so dark? What purpose does it serve to remember this undignified
burial?

The answer lies in the pedagogy of Providence. The story of this burial is like a living
parable that confronts us with our own misery and invites us to look beyond appearances.
Death—even the death of a holy Pope—can be grotesque if there is no humility,
obedience, and respect for the mystery.
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“For you are dust, and to dust you shall return.” (Genesis 3:19)
This truth is not just a physical reminder, but a spiritual one: man’s
glory lies in his soul, not in his appearance.

Vanity of vanities: Galeazzi-Lisi represents the modern vanity that wants to1.
experiment, stand out, and dominate. In his thirst to innovate, he humiliated the Pope.
Don’t we do something similar when we strive to appear good, without truly living in
grace?
The dignity of death: The human body is a temple of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 6:19),2.
even after death. Respect for the corpse is a corporal work of mercy. This tragedy
reminds us of the importance of funeral liturgy, ritual, silence, and prayer for the souls.
Scandal as purification: Pius XII suffered in life and in death. His final humiliation3.
speaks of the purification that many holy souls undergo to attain glory. It’s not
that “God failed to protect” the Pope, but that He allowed one final humiliation to exalt
his soul.

V. Practical Applications for Daily Life

This episode should not remain a macabre anecdote. It speaks to us, today, in a world that
idolizes appearances, despises death, and flees from suffering:

Revalue the dignity of the body: In today’s culture that promotes euthanasia and
abortion, this story calls us to defend the sacredness of the human body from
conception to the final breath.
Prepare for death with faith: Am I in a state of grace? Have I thought about how I
want to die, what kind of funeral I wish for, what spiritual legacy I will leave behind?
Humility even after death: Many plan mausoleums, tributes, and posthumous
applause. But the truly Christian way is to embrace the Cross—without spectacle,
without vanity. Like Christ, who was taken down from the wood, wrapped in a shroud,
and buried in silence.
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VI. A Pope Who Rises in the Memory of the Faithful

Despite the horrific burial, the memory of Pius XII has risen with renewed strength.
Many faithful consider him a saint. His cause for beatification is ongoing, and testimonies of
miracles and favors through his intercession continue to be recorded.

The horror of his burial did not erase his legacy—it purified it. For saints do not shine because
of how they die, but because of how they live. And Eugenio Pacelli offered his life with love,
intelligence, fidelity, and heroism. His final humiliation is a new chapter in the history of
spiritual martyrs.

Conclusion: From Scandal to Testimony

The terrible burial of Pope Pius XII is not a dark footnote in Vatican history. It is a spiritual
mirror. It shows us how God can draw good from evil, how suffering can be redemptive,
and how true Christian glory is not found in an incorrupt body, but in a soul that
burns with love for Christ.

“Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.”
(Matthew 5:4)

May the silent testimony of Pius XII, even in his grotesque death, inspire us to live humbly,
die in grace, and seek the eternal over the apparent. His story is a cry against vanity and a
hymn to authentic holiness.


