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Dear Sir,

Trimarchi et al. propose an insightful medical interpretation 
of the portrait the “Flea Catcher” by Georges de la Tour: they 
propose a novel diagnosis explaining the generalized edema 
and prominent abdomen of the young woman depicted as 
possible signs of myxedema [1]. The previous thesis based 
upon the presence of rounded abdomen assumed that the 
portrait represented a case of pre-eclampsia [1], which was 
a common complication of pregnancies and still is highly 
prevalent in developing countries, for instance, in Andean 
regions of South America. Possibly, both interpretations 
are legitimate; in fact a common causative factor of both 
pre-eclampsia and hypothyroidism can be the infection by 
pathogenic strains of Helicobacter pylori, i.e., those carry-
ing the pathogenicity island, characterized by the presence 
of the cytotoxin-associated gene A (cagA) [2, 3]. Several 
mechanisms can explain H. pylori-related thyroid damage: 
one is the mimicry between bacterial and human antigens; in 
fact, antibodies raised against the bacterium reacted against 
human tissues. Specifically, the anti-thyroid peroxidase anti-
body (TPO Ab) directed against the bacterial peroxidase 
does cross-react with the human TPO. Lastly, the cure of H. 
pylori was shown to be followed by decreased circulating 
levels of thyroid autoantibodies. Moreover, Bartalena et al. 
reported that the proinflammatory cytokines, in particular 
interleukin-6 (IL-6), are a marker of thyroid-destructive pro-
cesses, and it is well known that IL-6 systemic levels are 
increased several times following the infection by pathogenic 
(CagA positive) strains of H.pylori. As regards the paintings 

depicting thyroid diseases, Mehra and Campbell (Mayo Clin-
ics Proc 2018) presented the interesting case of the portrait 
by Leonardo da Vinci of Mona Lisa, in whom they diagnosed 
post-partum hypothyroidism. Again, in this case, H. pylori 
infection could also have been involved. In conclusion, we 
agree with Trimarchi et al. [1] that the most likely explana-
tion for the inspiration of this picture is a thyroid disease.

Author contributions AP conceived the writing, all authors contributed 
to the drafting, completing, and approval of the letter.

Funding No grants were involved.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest The authors declare they have no conflict of inter-
est.

Ethical approval This article does not contain any studies with human 
participants or animals performed by any of the authors.

Informed consent For this type of study informed consent is not 
required.

References

 1. Trimarchi F, Martino E, Bartalena L (2019) The clinical enigma 
of the “Flea catcher” by Georges de La Tour: a pregnant sinner 
with pre-eclampsia or a hypothyroid girl? J Endocrinol Invest 
42:995–996. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s4061 8-019-01017 -6

 2. Cardaropoli S, Rolfo A, Piazzese A, Ponzetto A, Todros T (2011) 
Helicobacter pylori’s virulence and infection persistence define pre-
eclampsia complicated by fetal growth retardation. World J Gastro-
enterol 17:5156–5165. https ://doi.org/10.3748/wjg.v17.i47.5156

 3. Figura N, Di Cairano G, Lorè F, Guarino E, Gragnoli A et al 
(1999) The infection by Helicobacter pylori strains expressing 
CagA is highly prevalent in women with autoimmune thyroid 
disorders. J Physiol Pharmacol 50:817–826

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

 * A. Ponzetto 
 antonio.ponzetto@unito.it; ponzettoa@yahoo.it

 N. Figura 
 natale.figura@unisi.it

1 Department of Medical Sciences, University of Turin, Corso 
AM Dogliotti 14, 10126 Turin, Italy

2 Department of Biotechnology Chemistry and Pharmacy, 
University of Siena, Via A. Moro, 53100 Siena, Italy

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40618-019-01017-6
https://doi.org/10.3748/wjg.v17.i47.5156
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s40618-019-01095-6&domain=pdf

	“The Flea Catcher” portrait: does it image pre-eclampsia or hypothyroidism?
	References




