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Abstract. The present note revisits six works that the pioneer neurologist Constantin von Economo published

in Italian press media between 1920 and 1931. The topics dealt with include encephalitis lethargica, the sleep

regulatory centers of the brain, and the cellular architecture of the adult human cerebral cortex.
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To the Editor,

Constantin (Costantino) von Economo (1876-1931)
stands as a brain scientist par excellence of the
twentieth century, eponymously remembered in “von
Economo encephalitis” (encephalitis lethargica) (1)
and “von Economo neurons” (spindle cells of deep
cortical layers) (2). A polyglot of Greek descent,
Economo was born in Briila (modern Romania), grew
up in multicultural Trieste, and spent most of his life
in cosmopolitan Vienna. During his life, he authored
more than 160 works, the majority of them published
in German, with a small number written in French,
English, Spanish, and Italian (3). Economo con-
ducted pioneering research in human and comparative
neuroanatomy, neuropathology, and evolutionary neu-
roscience. The present note highlights his six Italian
publications which appeared between 1920 and 1931
in Rome, Milano, Parma, and Bologna (Figure 1).

The first of these papers was an extended mono-
graph on encephalitis lethargica (4). Richly illustrated,
it contains 20 figure plates depicting the histopathol-
ogy of the disease largely based on his first German
monograph, Die Encephalitis lethargica (Deuticke,
1918). Three years earlier, in April 1917, Economo
had officially presented his discovery of “encephalitis
lethargica” before the Viennese Society for Psychia-
try and Neurology (5). The next Italian paper, titled
“epidemic lethargic encephalitis” (6), was a shortened

transcript of a platform presentation made during the
Congress of German Internists at Vienna in
April 1923, translated by A. Neumann and authorized
by Economo. In his third Italian paper on encepha-
litis lethargica (7), Economo provided the historical
and clinico—pathoanatomical background, and also
referred to the clinical description of a similar entity
under the term “diffuse subacute encephalomyelitis” by
the French physician René Cruchet (1875-1959).

Economo penned a further two Italian papers
dealing with the sleep centers of the brain and sleep
regulation by the human hypothalamus. The first of
these was actually printed in German with a summary
in Italian (8) as part of the “Festschrift” for Umberto
Gabbi (1860-1933), edited by Edoardo Maragliano
(1849-1940); it was followed by a sequel chapter on
“the diencephalic sleep regulatory center” by neuro-
pathologist Alberto Salmon (1868-1954) of the Uni-
versity of Florence. Economo’s second paper on the
sleep center appeared in the June issue of Giornale di
Clinica Medica (9), four months before his death in
October 1931. On the basis of the insomnia or somno-
lence and the corresponding neuropathological lesions,
Economo postulated the existence of a “sleep regula-
tory center” at the borderzone between the midbrain
and the diencephalon, rostrally to the oculomotor nu-
cleus, with distinct parts for wakefulness and for sleep.
These predictions were experimentally confirmed in
the 1990s (10).
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La ricerca di un cosidetto centro del 30080 pub sembrare 3 prima vista
una Impresa paradossale poiché proprio come 1o stato di veglia, anche il
somno i presenta uma condizione biologica tanto complessa che il quesito
della sua localizzazione ci dovrebbe recar meraviglia. Tutta la nostra vita si
svolge anzi In un mutamento alternativo di questi due stati blologici, delia
veglia ¢ del s0nmo, ¢ cosl Questo problema potrebbe esser press'a poco
identificato con quello del centro della vita stessa. Sappiamo anzi che questo

lema d'sn centro vitale pel sistema mervoso & stato posto nel secolo
passato. Perd da lungo tempo non s'¢ pié comsidersto questo problems,
essendosi riconosciuto che 1a vita rappresenta un processo biokogico troppo
complesso da poterlo localizzare in qualche parte del sistema nervoso. Lo
Messo avviene anche per quanto riguarda il sonso, Noi siamo tettavia defla
opimione che, s¢ non il sonmo, almeno il mutamento fra Ia veglia ed il sonno
potrebbe avere qualche correlazione mel sistema nervoso centrale. Questo
quesito, come quello del centro della vita o del centro del sonso o della
veglia, non deve venir rigettato a priori come impostazione falsa del pro-
blema. Questo problema ¢ stato discusso ripetutamente anche negli anni
Passati; se noi non vogliamo attribuire una cosi stretta defiaizione alla parols
+centro », ma stabillamo che I'espressione + centro nervoso » significhi
solamente un accumulo i sostanza pervosa grigia la cul azione biologica
sia di importanza diretta per la prodazione d'una determinata funziose, pos-
siamo anche oggl discutere la possibilith In base a questa definizione, di
localizzare in una parte del sistema nervoso se aon Il sonmo, futtavia Ia
regolazione del sonno, vale a dire la mutazione fra 1o stato letargico ¢ quello
della veglia come anche alcune diverse componesti dello stato letargico. Noi
sappiamo anzi con tetta certezza in base a molti studi esatti che anche altre
proprieta biologiche, noa complicate, per esempio la regolazione della nostra
temperatura del corpo sono localizzate in wn determinato centro nell'encefalo.
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Figure 1. Six works by Constantin von Economo published in Italian.

lécorce cérébrale, Masson, 1927, edited by the Belgian
neuropathologist Ludo van Bogaert). The Italian edi-

Two years after the joint publication with Georg
N. Koskinas (1885-1975) of the landmark At/as and
Textbook of cytoarchitectonics of the adult human cer-
ebral cortex (Die Cytoarchitektonik der Hirnrinde des
erwachsenen Menschen, Springer, 1925), Economo an-

tion (11) appeared in print the following year under
the supervision of the renowned Italian neurologist
Giovanni Mingazzini (1859-1929) in a translation by
his assistant, neuropsychiatrist Carlo Arturo Enderle
(i.e. Ali Ibn Giafar/Ja'far).

Between 1926 and 1931, Economo was nomi-
nated for the Nobel Prize in physiology or medicine

notated his views in “ten lectures” organized for neurol-
ogy residents and simultaneously published in German
(Zellaufbau der Grosshirnrinde des Menschen, Springer,
1927) and French (L’architecture cellulaire normale de
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three times for his work on encephalitis lethargica,
but his premature death at the age of 55 years pre-
vented him from winning the prestigious award of
the Swedish Academy. Economo’s achievements were
nonetheless recognized through the christening of Via
Giovanni e Demetrio Economo in Trieste in honor of his
father and uncle as community benefactors, and the
dedication in 1932 of the Economogasse, located in
Vienna’s 10th district, as a homage to “the greatest
Austrian neuroscientist” (12).
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