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The Death of Alcathous in the Iliad: The First Verifiable Description

of Penetrating Cardiac Trauma

(A comment on the paper: Milo§ Velinovi¢*', Mile Vrane$*', Biljana Obrenovié¢-Kiréanski**,
Svetozar Putnik*', Aleksandar Miki¢*', Dragutin Savi¢*', Radmila Karan®', Natasa Kovacevié-
Kostic®'. Penetrating wound of the heart manifested with peripheral embolism — case report.
Vojnosanit Pregl 2012; 59(9): 803-5, and the author’s response)

Smrt Alkatoja u Ilijadi: Prvi verifikovani opis penetrantne trauma srca

(Komentar o ¢lanku: Milo§ Velinovi¢*', Mile Vrane$*', Biljana Obrenovié-Kiréanski**, Svetozar
Putnik*', Aleksandar Miki¢*", Dragutin Savié *I Radmila Karan®!, Natasa Kovacevié-Kostic®'.
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Comment

It is always important to expand knowledge related to the
fascinating subject of thoracic trauma. In this regard, the case
presented by Velinovi¢ and colleagues may be considered of
great value, as it reports an unusual peripheral embolism at the
level of the right common femoral artery resulting from a par-
adoxical embolism through an interatrial communication, sec-
ondary to an old penetrating thoracic trauma of the right he-
mithorax caused by a firearm .

However, in the aforementioned article, the authors state
that “the first described cardiac trauma was reported by the Egyp-
tians 5,000 years ago in the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus,” a
claim that is not entirely accurate. Although this document de-
scribes a total of 48 noteworthy cases demonstrating the medical
and surgical knowledge of ancient Egyptian civilization, includ-
ing both non-penetrating and penetrating thoracic injuries, none
of them involves the heart as a directly affected organ 2.

Following a meticulous study of the historical origins of
penetrating cardiac trauma (PCT), it can be concluded that
Homer, in his epic poem The Iliad, was the first to describe this
entity. In this classical Greek epic poem, dating to the 8th cen-
tury BC and translated into multiple languages according to the
interpretation and translational style of various authors, numer-
ous thoracic injuries sustained in battle are described. After
analyzing several of these translations and noting that they all
coincide in their account of Book XIIlI, it may be argued that
the death of Alcathous constitutes the first description of PCT
in history 3. This passage is rendered verbatim as follows:
“Aovrijoev 6¢ meawv, dopv 8’ &v kpadin éremiyer” (“He fell with
a dull thud, and the spear was driven into his heart”), in which
the phrase “&v xpadiy” (“in the heart”) is explicit *.

Furthermore, it should be noted that many authors cite
the death of Sarpedon, narrated in Book XVI, as the first his-

odgovor autora)

torical event alluding to PCT-a claim that is likewise not en-
tirely accurate. Some of the consulted translations mention the
heart as the directly affected anatomical structure, whereas
others describe different elements or fail to specify particular
organs, referring instead to structures such as the mid-
abdomen, the entrails, or simply the chest near the heart 3. Ac-
cording to Friedrich 5, the translation derived from the inter-
pretation of the Greek word gpévec does not provide an exact
explanation that allows precise identification of the anatomical
structure injured by the fatal wound sustained by Sarpedon in
battle, which could be related to structures such as the heart,
lung, diaphragm, liver, stomach, or spleen. In addition,
Gutiérres notes that the term gpéveg may be considered inde-
terminate or ambiguous and can be interpreted in various ways
from an anatomical as well as physiological, psychological,
and cognitive standpoint .

In conclusion, critical analysis of historical and philolog-
ical sources allows us to affirm that the death of Alcathous,
described in Book XIII of The lliad, constitutes the first ex-
plicit and verifiable reference to penetrating cardiac trauma, as
it unequivocally mentions direct involvement of the heart. This
finding not only corrects historical inaccuracies frequently re-
produced in medical literature but also underscores the value
of classical texts as primary sources for understanding the ear-
ly development of anatomical and traumatic knowledge, rein-
forcing the need for an interdisciplinary approach integrating
medicine, history, and philology.
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Author’s response

We thank the authors of the Letter to the Editor for their
interest in our article and for contributing to the discussion
on the historical origins of documented cardiac trauma.
Scholarly debate on the foundations of medical knowledge is
both welcome and necessary. However, we believe that the
central argument presented in the Letter conflates literary
narrative with scientific medical documentation, a distinction
that requires clarification.

The Letter contends that Homer’s lliad contains the earli-
est reference to heart wounds and should therefore replace the
source cited in our article. While this claim may be significant in
a literary or cultural-historical context, it is methodologically
unsound within the framework of medical historiography.

In epic literature-most notably in Homer’s Iliad-
descriptions of bodily injury function primarily as narrative
devices serving poetic, symbolic, and dramatic purposes 1.
Although such passages refer to anatomical structures, in-
cluding the heart, they lack diagnostic intent, systematic ob-
servation, therapeutic reasoning, and clinical applicability.

By contrast, the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus 2 % is a
medical-surgical treatise. Its cases follow a structured format
that includes examination, diagnosis, prognosis, and man-
agement, reflecting empirical clinical reasoning rather than
metaphor or allegory.

This distinction between narrative descriptions of violence
and analytical medical documentation of trauma is fundamental.
As a scientific discipline, medical history does not establish his-
torical “firsts” on the basis of mere narrative mention, but on
methodology, intent, and epistemological framework *”.

Historians of medicine commonly apply several criteria
when defining early scientific medical documents:

1. Systematic case presentation,

2. Anatomical specificity grounded in observation,

3. Prognostic reasoning based on outcomes,

4. Therapeutic or management intent,

5. Didactic purpose for medical practice.

The Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus # ® meets all of
these criteria. Its trauma cases—particularly those involving
the head, neck, and thorax—demonstrate an awareness of the
lethality of chest injuries and implicitly recognize the heart
as a vital organ whose damage is incompatible with survival.

4. Gaga T. Iliad of Homer. Paraphrase in Attic Koine Greek by The-
odorus Gaza (1415-1475) [Internet]. Florence: Printing House of
Nikolaos Karlis; 1812 [cited on 2026 Jan 3]. Available from:
https:/ /archive.org/details/Iliad. KoineGreckParaphraseBook13N
19T TheodorusGazamissingPag.224240 (Greek)

5. Friedrich WH. Wounding and death in the Iliad: Homeric tech-
niques and description [Internet]. London: Gerald Duckworth
& Co. Ltd.; 2003 [cited on 2026 Jan 3]. Available from:
https://dokumen.pub/qdownload/wounding-and-death-in-
the-iliad-homeric-techniques-of-desctiption-0715629832-
9780715629833.html

6. Gutiérres D. Ipamic in Homer: a proposal of semantic clarification.
Argos 2015; 38(2): 84-93. DOI: 10.14409/argos.v2i38.9206.

The Homeric epics, by contrast, meet none of these
standards *. Their anatomical references are incidental to nar-
rative aims and cannot be retroactively classified as medical
documentation without eroding the epistemological bounda-
ries of medical science.

Our wording is also consistent with contemporary car-
diology and trauma literature. Authoritative modern text-
books explicitly identify the Edwin Smith Surgical Papy-
rus 2 as the earliest medical description of traumatic cardiac
injury. In the cardiac trauma chapter of Moss & Adams’
Heart Disease in Infants, Children, and Adolescents 8, the
papyrus is cited as the first description of penetrating cardi-
ac wounds, whereas Homer’s lliad is mentioned only as a
later literary source. Jagelavi€ius et al. %, in a 28-year series
of penetrating cardiac injuries, describe the papyrus as
providing “the most ancient data about cardiac injuries”.
Major reviews of penetrating cardiac and thoracic trauma
likewise begin their historical overviews with the Edwin
Smith Surgical Papyrus as the earliest written description
of cardiac or intrathoracic injury, even when they also men-
tion Homeric passages, thereby treating the papyrus as the
foundational medical source.

Coming from a cultural tradition rich in mythology and
epic literature, we recognize the historical and symbolic im-
portance of such works. From a scientific standpoint, howev-
er, we maintain that the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus re-
mains the earliest extant medical-surgical document to ad-
dress traumatic injuries of the chest—and, by implication, the
heart-using empirical observation and clinical reasoning * *.
Earlier literary texts, including Homer’s lliad !, despite their
vivid depictions of fatal chest wounds, remain literary rather
than scientific and cannot be treated as medical sources with-
in the discipline of medical history.

Accordingly, the source cited in our article remains ap-
propriate, methodologically robust, and consistent with es-
tablished historiographical standards.

Sincerely,

Milo§$ Velinovi¢

University of Belgrade, Faculty of Medicine, Belgrade,
Serbia; University Clinical Center of Serbia, Clinic for
Vascular and Endovascular Surgery, Belgrade, Serbia.
E-mail: velinovicsurg@gmail.com

Plana YM, Hernandez Borroto CH. Vojnosanit Pregl 2026; 83(4): 249-251.


mailto:velinovicsurg@gmail.com

Vol. 83, No. 4

VOJNOSANITETSKI PREGLED

Page 251

6.

REFERENCES

Homer. The liad. Lattimore R, translator. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press; 1951. p. 527.

Breasted JH. The Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus. Vols 1-2.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press; 1930. p. 107.

Nunn JF. Ancient Egyptian Medicine. Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press; 1996. p. 240.

Porter R. The greatest benefit to mankind: a medical history of
humanity. London: HarperCollins; 1997. p. 870.

Von Staden H. Herophilus: The Art of Medicine in Early Al-
exandria. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 1989. p.
666.

Longrigg ]. Greek Rational Medicine: Philosophy and Medicine
from Alcmacon to the Alexandrians. London: Routledge;
1993. p. 308. DOI: 10.4324/9780203033449.

7.

8.

Jouanna |. Greek Medicine from Hippocrates to Galen. Vol
40. Leiden: Brill; 2012. p. 385.

Swith GA, Feltes TF. Cardiac trauma. In: Alen HD, Shaddy RE,
Penny D], Feltes TF, Cetta F, editors. Moss & Adams’ heart discase
in infants, children, and adolescents: Including the fetus and young
adult. 9th ed. Philadelphia: Wolters Kluwer; 2016. p. 730-8.
Jagelavicius Z, Budra M, Jovaisas V', Kiskis G, Kybartas A, Zilin-
skas A, et al. Penetrating cardiac injuries: 28-year data analy-
sis. Kardiochir Torakochirurgia Pol 2013; 10(1): 1-7. DOI:
10.5114/kitp.2013.34296.

Received on January 4, 2026
Accepted on March 11, 2026
Online First March 2026

Plana YM, Hernandez Borroto CH. Vojnosanit Pregl 2026; 83(4): 249-251.



