Hormones (2018) 17:595-596
https://doi.org/10.1007/542000-018-0060-2

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

@ CrossMark

Further data corroborating a pituitary contribution to the genesis

of the Cyclopean myth

Elena Varotto' - Emanuele Armocida?

Received: 22 July 2018 / Accepted: 4 September 2018 /Published online: 18 September 2018

© Hellenic Endocrine Society 2018

Sir,
Several theories have been put forward to explain the myth of
the Cyclops, encompassing the fields of genetics, teratology,
and palacontology. Endocrinologically, a diagnosis of acro-
megalic gigantism was proposed by Denko, who based his
opinion on his observation of the reconstructed ancient sculp-
tural group “The Blinding of Polyphemus” (Archaeological
Museum of Sperlonga, Latina, Italy) [1]. A similar suggestion
was offered by Papavramidou and colleagues, who noted
characteristics of gigantism and acromegaly in a 650 BC
Proto-Attic amphora (Eleusis Archaeological Museum,
Greece), hence, much closer to the age during which “The
Odyssey” was composed (ca. end of the eighth century BC)
[2]. Later, Martino and Macri further corroborated this inter-
pretation of acromegalic gigantism by stressing the fact that
the single eye, rather than being an actual physical trait or
deformity, should instead be regarded as a figure of speech:
since in acromegaly the expansion of the pituitary gland
causes a compression of the optic chiasm with bilateral
hemianopia, causing the preservation of only central vision,
this could account for the metaphorical description of the
Cyclopes as being “one-eyed” [3]. Finally, Markantes and
colleagues also supported this latter explanation, although
they considered Cyclopean gigantism to be associated with
familial isolated pituitary adenoma (FIPA) or X-linked acro-
gigantism (X-LAG), which would explain Homer’s reference
to a family of Cyclopes [4].

Polyphemus’ depression, polydipsia, alcoholism, and poly-
phagia could be also explained as symptoms of type 2 diabetes
mellitus developing in this endocrinological setting, though, once
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again, given the poetical nature of the story, one should avoid
interpreting these traits strictly from the medical point of view.

Anatomically speaking, there are definitely much clearer
indications to be found in “The Odyssey” [IX.257; X.372],
where Polyphemus is described as having a “deep voice”
[@B6yYOoVv Te Papvv] and a “stout neck” [moaxULVv
atxéva]. A low-pitched voice has indeed been documented
in modern acromegalic patients [5]. Cervical thickness seems
to indicate generalized fat deposits and redundant skin rather
than a ventral mass (e.g., hypothyroideal goiter), and cervical
fat reduction following adenomectomy has been reported [6].
In addition, acromegalic gigantism has been shown to have
existed long before the days of Homer, for example, in around
2700 BC, as is evident from the alleged remains of the ancient
Egyptian Pharaoh Sa-Nakht [7].

In conclusion, the collected evidence supporting a retro-
spective diagnosis of acromegalic gigantism certainly appears
substantial, while, as often occurred in ancient societies, many
aspects of the physical appearance could have been, due to
superstitious beliefs, amplified and embroidered upon. Thus,
such pathological elements as described above could well
have contributed to the birth of this myth (as well as of other
analogous myths round the world). Meanwhile, one cannot
exclude a priori that the gigantic body size of the Cyclopes
could also partially stem from the discovery in that age of
palaeontological remains. Such a misinterpretation recently
occurred in Sicily (Avola, Syracuse) when a molar belonging
to an approximately 150,000-year-old pygmy elephant was
thought to be a human thorax, a gross error corrected only
by the application of osteological techniques [8].

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s42000-018-0060-2&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3780-055X
mailto:emanuele.armocida@studio.unibo.it

596

Hormones (2018) 17:595-596

Compliance with ethical standards

Conflict of interest

The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

Denko CW (1995) Did the model for Polyphemus have acromegalic
arthritis? J Rheumatol 22(11):2191-2192

Papavramidou N, Christopoulou-Aletra H, Pozzilli P (2007)
Polyphemus: a giant with pituitary microadenoma. J Endocrinol
Investig 30:83

Martino E, Macri, 2012 Endocrinology and art. Polyphemus. J
Endocrinol Investig 35(7):710

Markantes GK, Theodoropoulou A, Armeni AK, Vasileiou V,
Stratakis CA, Georgopoulos NA (2016) Cyclopes and giants: from

@ Springer

Homer’s odyssey to contemporary genetic diagnosis. Hormones
(Athens) 15(3):459-463

Bogazzi F, Nacci A, Campomori A, La Vela R, Rossi G, Lombardi
M, Fattori B, Bartalena L, Ursino F, Martino E (2010) Analysis of
voice in patients with untreated active acromegaly. J Endocrinol
Investig 33(3):178-185

Brummer RJ, Lonn L, Kvist H, Grangard U, Bengtsson BA,
Sjostrom L (1993) Adipose tissue and muscle volume determination
by computed tomography in acromegaly, before and 1 year after
adenomectomy. Eur J Clin Investig 23(4):199-205

Galassi FM, Henneberg M, de Herder W, Riihli F, Habicht ME
(2017) Oldest case of gigantism? Assessment of the alleged remains
of Sa-Nakht, king of ancient Egypt. Lancet Diabetes Endocrinol
5(8):580-581

Avola, Le ossa di un elefante nano di circa 200.000 anni fa trovate
sulla spiaggia di viale Aldo Moro. Online: http://www.avolanews.it/
avola-le-ossa-di-un-elefante-nano-di-circa-200-000-anni-fa-trovate-
sulla-spiaggia-di-viale-aldo-moro/ (accessed on 5™ July, 2018)


http://www.avolanews.it/avola-le-ossa-di-un-elefante-nano-di-circa-200-000-anni-fa-trovate-sulla-spiaggia-di-viale-aldo-moro/
http://www.avolanews.it/avola-le-ossa-di-un-elefante-nano-di-circa-200-000-anni-fa-trovate-sulla-spiaggia-di-viale-aldo-moro/
http://www.avolanews.it/avola-le-ossa-di-un-elefante-nano-di-circa-200-000-anni-fa-trovate-sulla-spiaggia-di-viale-aldo-moro/

	Further data corroborating a pituitary contribution to the genesis of the Cyclopean myth
	References


