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Editorial Opinion



Thyroid swellings in the art of the Italian Renaissance Antonio V. Sterpetti, M.D., F.A.C.S., F.R.C.S.*, Giorgio De Toma, M.D., Alessandro De Cesare, M.D. Policlinico Umberto I, University of Rome Sapienza, Rome, Italy KEYWORDS: Italian Renaissance; Art; Thyroid swellings



Abstract BACKGROUND: Thyroid swellings in the art of the Italian Renaissance are sporadically reported in the medical literature. METHODS: Six hundred paintings and sculptures from the Italian Renaissance, randomly selected, were analyzed to determine the prevalence of personages with thyroid swellings and its meaning. RESULTS: The prevalence of personages with thyroid swellings in the art of Italian Renaissance is much higher than previously thought. This phenomenon was probably secondary to iodine deficiency. The presence of personages with thyroid swelling was related to specific meanings the artists wanted to show in their works. CONCLUSIONS: Even if the function and the role of the thyroid were discovered only after thyroidectomy was started to be performed, at the beginning of the 19th century, artists of the Italian Renaissance had the intuition that thyroid swellings were related to specific psychological conditions. Artistic intuition and sensibility often comes before scientific demonstration, and it should be a guide for science development. Ó 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.



The Italian Renaissance The Italian Renaissance1–4 (French term for rebirth) was a period of great cultural achievements that started in the middle of the 14th century, lasting until the end of the 16th century. The Italian Renaissance started in Florence and Siena and spread very soon to Venice, Rome, Genoa, and Milan. Among the many factors contributing to this phenomenon, we should include the economic prosperity, which



There were no relevant financial relationships or any sources of support in the form of grants, equipment, or drugs. The authors declare no conflicts of interest. * Corresponding author. Tel.: 139-6-49972188; fax: 139-6-49972245. E-mail address: [email protected] Manuscript received August 26, 2014; revised manuscript January 15, 2015 0002-9610/$ - see front matter Ó 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amjsurg.2015.01.027



characterized the city-states of North and Center Italy, among the wealthiest in Europe. This prosperity was based on the active trade that extended all over the areas surrounding the Mediterranean. The Italian trade routes were also significant conduits of culture. In all city-states of North and Center Italy, local Princes gave a strong impulse to the development of almost any form of culture. The Renaissance, soon, spread all over Northern Europe, which was experiencing strong economic growth, thanks to the commercial routes created by the Italian city-states.



Prevalence of Thyroid Swellings in the Renaissance In contemporary days, there is a high prevalence of goiter, and in general of thyroid diseases, in many areas of
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Figure 1 The Crucifixion of Saint Andrew (Caravaggio 1607)d Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, OH. In the left lower part of the oil, an old lady is shown. She has a neck swelling. In this case, the lady in sufferance dresses poorly. She comes from a low class society. Iodine deficiency was common among poor people, who are not well nourished. The lady is thin.



Italy, as a consequence of iodine deficiency. It is logical to assume than in the 14th century, thyroid swellings were common in the local population.5



How Was It Considered Thyroid Swelling in the Renaissance? It is quite difficult to determine how the scientists of those days considered a thyroid swelling.6 We should underline that the function of the thyroid gland was not known. The thyroid gland (which was named in this way only in the 18th century) was considered before as a gland devoted to the production of fluids to humidify the larynx; later, when a duct connecting the thyroid to the larynx was not found in anatomic dissections, it was consider a ‘‘protection’’ for the larynx; finally, many scientists considering the thyroid too soft to represent a defensive mechanism, it was considered to have only an esthetic reason to make the neck more balanced. Very rarely a neck swelling was attributed as deriving from the thyroid. Swellings or enlargement of the neck were very common and considered as a ‘‘normal variant.’’



Figure 2 Judith and her Maidservant (Artemisia Gentileschi 1613)dMuseo Pitti, Florence, Italy. In the oil, Judith (a selfportrait of the artist) has a goiter. The oil was made 1 year after the following one in which Judith (Artemisia) kills Holofernes (Agostino Tassi, who raped her).



Reports of Thyroid Swellings in the Renaissance Art in Contemporary Surgical Journals Many articles have been published, describing isolated reports of personages with thyroid swellings or goiter in paintings and sculptures of the Renaissances, assuming this to be a curiosity or an unusual case.7 However, the presence of personages with thyroid abnormalities in the Italian Renaissance Art is much more common than that previously described.8–11 Sena9,10 was able to collect more than 400 paintings or sculptures with personages with a thyroid swelling. In their outstanding textbook ‘‘The remarkable: Endocrine abnormalities in art,’’11 Clark and Clark showed more than 200 paintings in which personages with a thyroid swelling were present: the authors tried to find and explain the reasons why those personages were present in the paintings.



Aims of Our Study In our report, we aimed to analyze the significance related to the presence of personages with thyroid swellings in the Italian Renaissance Art. In particular, we were interested to determine why well-known artists included
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593 included in the art support the hypothesis that in the common knowledge, neck swellings could be related to particular psychological or behavioral conditions and that a specific meaning was given to a swelling in the neck. There is also the possibility that thyroid swellings were much more common and that the artists tried to hide this fact, making the neck of his/her models more slender.



Materials of the Study We reviewed 600 paintings and sculptures of the Italian Renaissance Art. In this review, well known and less known artists were included. Some forms of bias were present in selecting the 600 works of art, because well-known paintings or sculptures with personages with thyroid swellings were inevitably included.



Prevalence of Thyroid Swellings in the Italian Renaissance Art



Figure 3 Judith beheading Holofernes (1612)dMuseo di Capodimonte, Naples, Italy.



in their art personages a thyroid swelling and why this phenomenon was so common, much more common than previously thought. However, the fact that in specific scenarios personages with neck swelling are constantly



We were able to find 70 paintings and 10 sculptures with personages with a thyroid swelling. Two considerations can be made: (1) thyroid swellings were very common in the population, and models with thyroid swellings were included in the scenario as part of the daily life, like an obligation to respect reality (neoclassicism). Michelangelo Merisi (called Caravaggio) (Milan 1571 to Porto d’Ercole 1610) is well known to include in his paintings common people. He represented often saints and Madonna as common people, the ones animating the ‘‘tavernas’’ and the streets of the Rome where low class people went, and



Figure 4 (A) The Transfiguration of Christ (Raffaello 1516–1520)dPinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican City, Rome. In the right lower part of the oil (B), a boy ‘‘possessed by Satan’’ is shown.
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Figure 5 Christ is flagellated by 2 men with a goiter. Gaudenzio Ferrari (Valdeggia 1480–Milan 1546). Sculpture on wood (Sacro Monte di Varallo 1525).



Caravaggio loved to go. In his Crucifixion of Saint Andrew (Fig. 1), he included in the painting a lady in sufferance under the crux: she has a swelling in the neck, with enlarged cervical lymph nodes, probably a thyroid cancer. In his first



Figure 7 The Creator separates Light from Darkness (Michelangelo 1512)dSistine Chapel, Vatican City, Rome.



‘‘Judith and Holofernes,’’ he represented a woman with a multinodular goiter. The painting was destroyed. Another painter, Louis Finson (Bruges 1580 to Amsterdam 1617), made a copy of the original work (Private Collection Banca Intesa, Naples, Italy). Caravaggio made the 2 works in Naples, after he had to leave Rome because he killed a man, probably for a woman. In the mountains and hills around Naples, goiter was endemic.1 Artemisia Gentileschi (Roma 1593 to Napoli 1653), in her ‘‘Judith and her Maidservant’’ (Fig. 2), shows Judith with the head of Holofernes she had killed (Fig. 3). Judith has clearly a goiter. This is a self-portrait of the artist, who did not hide her problem, which probably in those times was something normal. Artemisia Gentileschi was raped by her colleague Agostino Tassi, who despite found guilty, had a very mild punishment. Artemisia Gentileschi paints herself as Judith and Agostino Tassi as Holofernes, as a revenge to the justice she did not receive. (2) We hypothesize some correlations between personages in specific scenarios and peculiar psychological and symptomatic situations.



Hyperthyroidism



Figure 6 Christ after flagellation (1626)dNational Art Gallery, London. The young boy has a goiter. The Angel seems to say ‘‘Christ has done this for you’’.



Today the symptoms of hyperthyroidism are well known. Psychiatric symptoms which accompany hyperthyroidism include emotional mood swings, excitability, tremors, and agitation. Psychiatric symptoms, if untreated, can lead to continuous aggressiveness. Most cases of
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Figure 8 The Resurrection (Piero della Francesca 1460)dMuseo Civico, San Sepolcro, Italy. In this fresco (A), the artist used himself as model for one of the soldiers who are sleeping. The soldier (the artist) (B) has clearly a neck swelling, probably a thyroglossal cyst.



hyperthyroidism are caused by Graves’ disease (diffuse toxic goiter). In severe cases, a patient, in those days, could be defined as ‘‘possessed by Satan.’’ In the Transfiguration of Christ by Raffaello Sanzio (Urbino 1483 to Roma 1520) (Fig. 4), the painting is dominated by the splendor of Christ. In the lower left part, there is a boy ‘‘possessed by Satan’’ with his parents, waiting for a miracle from Jesus that He will do very soon. The boy has an enlarged neck, exophthalmos, weight loss, agitation: signs and symptoms that lead to the suspicion of a toxic goiter.9–11 Aggressiveness and neck swelling are also present in many paintings and sculptures describing the crucifixion of Jesus. Many soldiers and people who participated actively in offending and crucifying Jesus have a goiter, prominent eyes, and aggressive behavior (Agostino Da Silva: sculpture in Sacro Monte di Osuccio; Gaudenzio Ferrari: sculptures in Sacro Monte di Varallo (Fig. 5); Dionigi da Monte: fresco in Santa Maria delle Grazie). In 2 frescos (by Francesco Prota 1531, and by Giacomo Jacquerio 1440), a soldier with a large goiter offers a sponge soaked in vinegar to help Jesus to alleviate His sufferance: both soldiers have a flat face and unexpressive eyes, like they were affected by cretinism.10 In a fresco by Giovanni Martino Spanzotti (Casale 1455 to Chivasso 1528), a man with goiter, nude, with the eyes covered and hand tied is in hell.



Hypothyroidism Hypothyroidism, if present in childhood, can lead to cretinism with mental retardation, poor growth, and dwarfism. In adulthood, hypothyroidism determines physical and mental fatigue and weight gain. In the Renaissance, many paintings and sculptures were commissioned by local churches, and, inevitably, the message of the art was supposed to be also a religious message to those who attended the Mass. In times when the majority of the people



could neither write nor read, the visual communication through figures could easily bring the message of the Church to the people, including the message to care of the less lucky persons, like the ones with cretinism. We were able to find at least 10 paintings and sculptures describing a lovely attitude of saints, angels, and the Holy Mary to people with goiter and cretinism. Velasquez (Siviglia 1599 to Madrid 1660), one of the greatest European and Spanish painters, spent some time in Italy. In his Christ after flagellation (1628), he shows a young boy with a large goiter, praying Jesus for what He has gone been through for him (Fig. 6).



A Sign of Beauty: a Small Goiter In those years, an enlarged or fat neck was considered a sign of beauty and prosperity, as testified by the fact that in many portraits commissioned by rich families, noble young ladies have often an enlarged, fat neck, almost a small goiter. It is interesting to note that 2 major painters, Raffaello and Caravaggio, painted their favorite models with a ‘‘fat neck.’’



Thyroid Swelling in Self-portraits It is probable that in those times, a swelling in the neck or a goiter was so common in the general population that it did not represent an esthetic problem. Maria dei Medici, born in Florence, Italy, married the king of France and at his death, she become regent of France for his young son, the future Louis XIII. Rubens painted a portrait of her in which she clearly has a goiter and probably initial signs of exophthalmos. Michelangelo in 1512 painted a fresco in the Sistine Chapel, in which the Creator separates the Light from Darkness. The Creator has a multinodular goiter (Fig. 7).
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Michelangelo had a goiter and he wanted in someway to be the model for the Creator. Piero della Francesca (Borgo San Sepolcro, Italy 1412 to 1492) in 2 of his most famous frescos ‘‘The Resurrection’’ and ‘‘The Polyptych of the Misericordia’’ used himself as a model: in both frescos it is evident that a lemon-shaped lump in the middle of the anterior region of the neck, well above the thyroid cartilage (Fig. 8), is present. Because of its position, probably the swelling represents a thyroglossal duct cyst.



Scientific Paintings Leonardo (Vinci 1452 to Ambroise 1519) often painted women with a fat neck. However, his scientific mentality is evident in many drawings in which people with an enormous thyroid swelling are shown. Probably, Leonardo made these drawings to remember the peculiar aspects of these grotesque people he met in his life, to study the details of these deformities afterwards, in his laboratory.



Conclusions Art has been always involved in the description of everyday life, often making unconscious interpretations and not voluntary suggestions that very often precede scientific



validation. A good scientist should be above all an artist, at least in his/her soul.
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