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ABSTRACT

The conditions affecting the calcaneal tendon remain extreme-
ly prevalent in the clinical practice. The search for information
about these diseases in national and international scientific
databases are commonly hampered in the use of search tools,
requiring the use if an eponym in the strategy. Achilles, in ref-
erence to the hero of the Greek mythology, is often used by
several authors in scientific publications despite the new No-
mina Anatomica. Objective: This article intends to recover the
history behind the use of this term, which heroically resists in the
clinical discussions of everyday life in articles and textbooks.
Level of Evidence V, Literature Review.

Keywords: Achiles Tendon. History of Medicine. Terminology.
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RESUMO

As afecgbes que afetam o tenddo calcaneo permanecem extrema-
mente prevalentes na pratica clinica. A busca por informagées sobre
essas doencgas na produgéo cientifica nacional e internacional comu-
mente esbarra em uma dificuldade na utilizagao das ferramentas de
procura e na necessidade de acrescentar um epénimo na estratégia.
Aquiles, em referéncia ao herdi da mitologia grega, € frequentemente
empregado por diversos autores em suas publicagées cientificas a
despeito da nova némina anatémica. Objetivo: Esse artigo busca
resgatar a histdria da utilizagéo desse termo, que resiste heroicamente
tanto nas discussées clinicas do cotidiano quanto nos artigos e
livros-texto. Nivel de Evidéncia V, Revisao da Literatura.

Descritores: Tendao do Calcéneo. Histéria da Medicina. Termi-
nologia. Anatomia.
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Achilles turned his back to Troy and raised his hand in triumph.
Seeing his chance, Paris let fly his arrow. It flew as a hawk flies to
make its kill - remorseless, eager, unchangeable. Then, it began

to dip toward the ground and lose power. Yet, still flew straight
and deadly. Achilles had been protected from the weapons of men
since his mother dipped him in the dark waters of the River Styx.
Now, the arrow found the only place that Thetis' fingers covered,
letting it untouched by the turbulent waters.

The arrow stroked hard Achilles' heel, killing him.

lliad, Homer.

The calcaneal tendon is the strongest and thickest tendon unit in
the human body. It is also called Achilles in reference to the Greek
mythological hero who, according to the authors of antiquity, was
held by this anatomical region when being dipped in the River Styx.
Thetis, his mother, trying to make her son immortal by submerging
him, would have left that part vulnerable. Achilles was killed by
Paris with a poisoned arrow right at that region. This mythological
passage rose the expression “Achilles’ heel” widely used when
referring to the weak point of a person or object.?3

Homer, around the 8th century BC, writes lliad, one of the epic
poems of ancient Greece, in which he narrates the events of
the 51 last days of the Trojan War. In this part of the epic, he

introduces the warrior Achilles, Greek hero and protagonist of the play.
lliad deals with the wrath of Achilles. Such wrath is caused by a dispute
between him and Agamemnon, commander of the Greek armies in
Troy, and it is consummated with the death of the Trojan hero Hector.
Achilles, betrayed by Agamemnon, decides to abandon the war, but
returns to battle after his great friend Patroclus is killed by Hector.
The hero avenges his colleague by murdering Hector.

The word Achilles is originated from the combination of the ex-
pressions “grief or pain”(achos) and “people” (laos), which can be
interpreted as an embodiment of the suffering of people. It became
a common name in antiquity, frequent in mythological stories.
The hero Achilles appears in several literary works after the lliad,
mainly in later centuries, becoming a figure of numerous frescoes,
sculptures, and plastic productions in the three millennia following
his original appearance. Achilles is a character widely manifested
nowadays, as a highlight of ancestral and contemporary culture.*
Statius, around the year | AD, writes The Achilleid and addresses
the birth of the hero, giving rise to the myth of his vulnerable spot.
His mother, Thetis, shortly after the birth of her son, would have
plunged him into the River Styx in an attempt to make him immortal.
However, she had held the child by his heel, a region that was
not submerged, thus, this place became his zone of weakness.
According to Statius, the hero would later be killed with a poisoned
arrow thrown at his heel by Paris. The myth of the unbeatable warrior
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shot down with a vulnerable spot gained intensity over the course
of human history, classically referred to as the fragility zone of an
individual or item.5

The omnipresence of Achilles in popular folklore reached
medicine, and the warrior became eponymous of the posterior
and distal topography of the leg, particularly the tendon that
connects the calf muscle to the heel bone. This nickname was
attributed by Philip Verheyen, flamenco surgeon, who, in 1693,
published the book Corporis Humani Anatomia and associated
this structure with the mythological hero in the 13th chapter
of its second edition. Unofficial sources also indicate that this
attribution was carried out by Verheyen (1699) after dissecting his
own leg amputated due to gangrene. Jean-Louis Petit, in 1705,
connects the terms “tendon” and “Achilles” in his work Lart de
Guerir les Maladies des Os. Lorenz Heister, in his Compendium
Anatomicum, from 1717, uses the Latin expression tendo Achillis
for the first time in history when describing the insertion of the
calcaneal tendon. The author uses the term again in a case
report of an Achilles tendon suture.51°

Thus, this nomina was widely used in the 18th century by several
anatomists. In the subsequent century, virtually all previous de-
nominations were abandoned, increasing the use of tendo Achillis.
However, it was only after the creation of the Anatomical Society
in 1895 that this terminology was proclaimed at the Basiliensia
Nomina Anatomica congress. Following some minor changes
over the decades, the historical term was finally deconsecrated, in
1998, by the Anatomical Terminology, and it was replaced by tendo
calcaneus. According to the Committee, the use of the cultural
reference Achilles should be done exclusively on an unofficial

level. Despite the norm, the term “Achilles tendon” remains in the
modern medical and orthopedic literature, being found routinely
in scientific articles and books.®'"12

Hippocrates (460-377 BC) may have been the first in history to refer to
the calcaneal tendon as neura megala. Neuron was used to describe
both tendons and nerves as commonly occurred in ancient Greece.
The translation of Greek into Latin incorporated the concept of nervus,
and this tendon was described by Ruphus (60-120 AD) as nervus latus
or nervus crassus. Avicenna (980-1037 A.D.), by the translations of
Cremonensis (1114-1187 AD), uses the term chorda magna Hippoc-
ratis, an expression shared with the one from Ruphus in the following
centuries. It was only with Vesalius, in his work De Corporis Humani
Fabrica Libri Septern, 1543, that the term tendon (fendo) designates
tendon structures. Paré, in 1579, uses the term tendon du talon and
Verheyen in 1693, creates chorda Achillis, being followed by the others,
as previously reported in this chapter. The word calcaneal is originated
from the Latin word calx, which can be translated as limestone. It was
used for the probable similarity of the bone to this ore, sometimes being
designated as posterior projection or spur of the foot.%13-18
Although the term “calcaneal tendon” is supported by the official
anatomical norm, the official name of this structure is not the most
used either at the formal or informal level. This practice might be
attributed to the necessity professionals have to differentiate the
calcaneus bone from the Achilles tendon in daily practice. Still,
the tradition of using eponyms and the attractive historical rescue
brought by the use of this mythological reference still greatly influ-
ence its utilization. Nevertheless, it is still interesting to observe the
evolution of its nomenclature and how much it survives in modern
times. Achilles still lives.
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