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Abstract
Dengue fever (DF) is a globally significant infection which causes a range of  severe and non-severe clinical 
manifestations. It is transmitted by mosquitoes of  the Aedes genus (primarily Aedes aegypti, but also Aedes al-
bopictus). In this letter, a possible DF epidemic on Thasos Island in Greece, which is described in the Book of  
Epidemics I of  the Corpus Hippocraticum, is presented and analyzed. To my knowledge, it is the first report of  
DF in the history of  medicine.
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Dengue fever (DF) is a globally significant arboviral in-
fection which causes a range of  severe to non-severe 
clinical manifestations.1,2 It is transmitted by mosquitoes 
of  the Aedes genus (primarily Aedes aegypti, but also Ae-
des albopictus), an insect found in tropical and subtropical 
regions.1,2 The DF epidemic of  1927-1928 in Greece, 
which first affected the Athens area, was the most re-
cent DF epidemic in Europe transmitted by Aedes aegyp-
ti mosquitoes.3 However, in my opinion, an epidemic of  
DF in Greece was probably described, centuries before, 
in the Corpus Hippocraticum, a compilation of  works 
written by various authors throughout the 5th and 4th 
centuries BC and was subsequently associated with the 
renowned physician Hippocrates of  Cos (c. 460–c. 370 
BC). To my knowledge, it is the first report of  DF in 
the history of  medicine. In particular, this DF epidemic 
is described in the Book of  Epidemics I (third state) of  
the Corpus Hippocraticum.4 According to the author 
of  the Book, after the intense storms that broke out 
in the March equinox, an epidemic of  fever accompa-

nied by shivering and sweating, nose bleeds (epistaxis) 
and vaginal bleeding (in women of  childbearing age), 
appeared in most of  the residents of  Thasos Island, 
Greece, from the beginning of  the spring until the 
September equinox. Some of  these patients had also 
jaundice. The febrile patients, who had epistaxis, also 
exhibited dysentery (hemorrhagic diarrhea) and at the 
same time acute renal failure (oliguria alternating with 
polyuria). The febrile patients who did not have epistax-
is experienced “edema in the ears and weight sensation 
in the left flank to the top of  the hip” (probably cervical 
lymphadenopathy and splenomegaly). Also, some of  
the febrile patients, mainly children, fell into lethargy, 
while pregnant women either miscarried or died. Ac-
cording to the author, the outcome of  febrile patients 
was almost good. Based on the pre-mentioned clinical 
features and the outcome of  patients, we can consid-
er viral hemorrhagic fever as the most likely cause of  
the epidemic on Thasos Island. The exclusion of  other 
diseases characterized by fever, hemorrhagic manifes-
tations (due to thrombocytopenia), dysentery and renal 
insufficiency, such as leptospirosis (Weil’s disease) and 
uremic hemolytic syndrome by enteropathogenic mi-
crobes (E. coli O157:H7, Shigella dysenteriae), was mainly 
based on the seasonal outbreak of  the epidemic, the 
absence of  jaundice in most patients, the simultaneous 
onset of  dysentery with acute renal failure, the involve-
ment of  all ages and the good outcome for most pa-
tients. It is my firm belief  that among the RNA viruses 
which have been recognized as being able to cause hem-
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orrhagic fevers in Greece, the most likely is the dengue 
virus belonging to the Flavivirus genus/Flaviviridae 
family.1,2 The patients in the Thasos Island epidemic 
probably experienced the main symptoms of  either DF 
(two phases: febrile and convalescent) or dengue hem-
orrhagic fever/dengue shock syndrome (three phases 
(febrile, critical, and convalescent).1,2 Considering that 
ancient Thasos was a trading center with two harbors, 
famous for its wine and marbles in the known world 
at that time (Europe, Asia and Africa), and the spring 
was the starting point for commerce, it is possible that 
harbors were the entrance gates for the transmitter 
mosquito of  DF. Moreover, the described weather con-
ditions in the Book of  Epidemics I were ideal for a high 
oviposition activity of  mosquitoes. It is very difficult to 
prove if  Aedes aegypti or Aedes albopictus was the transmit-
ter mosquito of  DF in the epidemic of  Thasos Island. 
To my mind, Aedes aegypti was probably the transmitter 
mosquito of  DF, considering that Aedes albopictus is a 
recent invader in Europe5 and the record of  its occur-
rence in many Regional Units of  our country (as Tha-
sos Island which belongs to the Regional Unit of  Kava-
la) the last years,6 does not prove its existence in Greece 
thousands years ago.
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