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Tale of Two Kings

IT WAS A PLEASURE TO READ GRETCHEN
Vogel’s News Focus article about the liv-
er enzyme CYP3A and its possible role
in physiology, and historically as a poi-
son resistance mechanism for legendary
rulers such as King Mithridates (“How
the body’s ‘garbage disposal’ may inacti-
vate drugs,” 5 Jan., p. 35). Accompany-
ing the article was a picture of a stone
carving of “King Mithridates” shaking
hands with Hercules; however, the
Mithridates in the carving is not the King
Mithridates of Pontus (Mithridates Eupa-
tor/Euergetes VI “the Great,” 120 to 63
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B.C.) featured in the article and in A. E.
Housman’s poem (LXII in “A Shropshire
Lad) for having built up his poison resis-
tance by ingesting small amounts
throughout his lifetime.

The famous stone carving pictured was
located in ancient Arsameia in what is
now southeastern Turkey. In the first cen-
tury B.C., the area belonged to the king-
dom of Commogene and was referred to
by the Romans as Cappadocia. The region
of Pontus, on the other
hand, was located to
the north, bordering

The two Kings Mithridates, of Commagene
at left with Hercules, and of Pontus at right
(coin ~3 cm in diameter).

the Black Sea. The carving was erected
around 50 B.C. by King Antiochus I
Theos in the memory of his father, King
Mithridates I Callinicus, son of Samus I
and King of Independent Commagene,
who reigned from 96 to 70 B.C. These
two “Mithridati” are separate historical
rulers whose lives and names nevertheless
overlapped, with King Mithridates of Pon-
tus admittedly gaining more historical
clout and the ever-coveted title “the
Great” by defeating some of Rome’s best
generals of the day such as Pompey, Lu-
cullus, and Sulla, and resisting assassina-
tion attempts by poison—apparently by
priming his CYP3A enzyme—to feature
in a Housman poem.
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Editors’ Note

Science regrets the error, which John
Spitzer of the Peabody Conservatory in
Baltimore, Maryland, also brought to our
attention. As Spitzer noted, “With friends
like Hercules, [Mithridates of Comma-
gene] didn’t need any CYP3A enzymes to
protect him against his enemies.”
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