Monstrosity or Disability?  Ancient Accounts of Accelerated Aging


Bizarre tribes of monstrous peoples appear frequently in Greek and Roman literature.  From Herodotus on, we find descriptions of races of one-eyed men, dog-headed men, and so on.  The authors Ctesias, Megasthenes, and Pliny the Elder comprise only a few of the many interested in hybrid races and other humanoid deviations. But whereas the Greeks tended to keep the monstrous at arms' length, attributing unusual features to races living on the fringes of the civilized world, the Romans embraced the monstrous, allowing the grotesque and bizarre to"spill over into every aspect of Roman life" (Barton, 85). The Romans were, in short, interested in "freaks", which included not only monsters of myth and fantastic races, but what the Romans considered deformed humans, such as dwarfs and hunchbacks (Barton, 86). Plutarch describes (and, it should be added, deplores) a "monstrosities market" frequented by the Romans, who would browse for such oddities as persons without calves, with unusually short arms, with three eyes, with ostrich heads, and in general for creatures of mixed form (De Curiositate 10, Moralia 520c; Barton, 86, Hansen, 150).  It is unclear from Plutarch's description "whether the Monstrosities Market was an actual market-place for the buying and selling of human curiosities or a place for viewing them for a fee," much as we might view freaks at a circus (Hansen, 150).  But clearly the Romans didn't think of such physical deformities as having medical origins. Based on various details in the ancient descriptions, however, modern scholars have been able to identify certain specific deformities. For example, various conditions of the eye, such as double pupils or a concealing membrane (described by Pliny the Elder), were probably various types of congenital defects known as colobomas (Beagon, 142-3).  Rare pituitary disorders can cause acromegaly and gigantism, deformities described by ancient authors.  But ancient accounts of accelerated aging have not yet been discussed in detail, and this paper suggests that the ancient authors who mention this deviation are describing the genetic mutations known as progeria and progeria-related aging diseases.


Accounts of accelerated aging appear in two different ways.  Several authors mention tribes whose children's hair starts turning grey at birth, and perhaps the most well-known metaphorical account of early aging in antiquity is Hesiod's speculation, in the Works and Days, about the fate of his own generation, the race of iron. According to Hesiod, Zeus will destroy this race when babies are born with grey hair on their heads (181). But the detailed accounts of early aging describe children who look completely like old men.  Phlegon of Tralles, whose 2nd-century A.D. Mirabilia was the Ripley's "Believe It or Not" of antiquity, records the case of a person who, in the space of seven years, "was a child, a youth, a man and an old man, and then died" (32).  Such ancient accounts are not highly detailed, but clearly describe the basic manifestations of progerias.  The case Phlegon describes, for example, exhibits several major symptoms of a kind of segmental progeria known as Cockayne Syndrome Type II. Children stricken with this disease age prematurely and rarely live longer than seven years (Brown, 157-8). Pliny the Elder describes the case of a boy who had trouble walking, was mentally very slow, and who apparently reached adulthood and old age by three years, when he died of convulsions (NH 7.16). Mental deficiency and other neurological problems, including an unsteady gait, are typical of Cockayne Syndrome Type II, along with premature aging and an abbreviated lifespan (Brown, 158-62).  Some of the ancient accounts also claim that these rapidly aging individuals bore children; fertility is rare in such diseases, but has been demonstrated (Lahiri and Davies).


Eberly, discussing the folklore of disability, explains that  congenital disorders have produced feelings of fear and awe since earliest times (58-9). Eberly's study focuses on changelings and fairies in European folktales,  suggesting that various medical explanations such as dwarfism, phenylketonuria, and progeria informed the descriptions of such creatures, who never reach true adulthood.  The ancient Greeks, too, probably disguised various unknown congenital diseases as mythical monsters.  The Romans, though, put them on display, P.T. Barnum-like.
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