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I n t r o d u c t I o n  7I N T R O D U C T I O N 7

turned up [in Sicily] in the 5th century b.c., Empedocles inter-
preted them as cyclops-bones. . . . In the 14th century a.d., Boc-
caccio repeated the identification, citing Empedocles.”5

It is true that Boccaccio was present when peasants discovered a
giant skeleton in a cave in Sicily in about 1371. He was among the
crowd that gathered, daring one another to touch the giant. When
someone finally poked it, the skeleton instantly crumbled into
dust, leaving only three huge teeth, parts of the skull, and a vast
thigh bone. Boccaccio identified the giant as the Cyclops from the
Odyssey. But Boccaccio never mentioned Empedocles in his ac-
count. And in the surviving fragments of Empedocles’ writings,
the philosopher never referred to skulls, caves, giants, or the Cy-
clops—much less to elephants, which were unknown to Greeks
until a hundred years after his death.6

So how did this fake fact arise? With the help of other historians
who had also been duped by the myth, I traced its origin to state-
ments made by the eminent Austrian paleontologist Othenio Abel
in 1914 and 1939. What led Abel to make his unfounded claim
about Empedocles? Writing about fossil folklore in 1914, Abel hit
on the idea that ancient sailors mistook the large nasal opening in
unfamiliar fossil elephant skulls for the eye socket of a one-eyed
giant. To support his own ingenious speculation, Abel attributed
the idea back in time to Empedocles, an ancient philosopher who
pondered the origins of life. With no basis in the surviving record,
Abel declared that “Empedocles reported such finds in Sicilian
caves and believed these to be unassailable proof of the existence
of an extinct race of giants.” In the 1940s, Willy Ley, one of the
first historians of paleontology to repeat Abel’s Empedocles myth,
added the false claim that Boccaccio had cited Empedocles as his
authority when he announced the discovery of the Cyclops. In the
manner of folk legends, Abel’s and Ley’s plausible-sounding asser-
tions were taken up and elaborated by successive writers who
never bothered to check what Empedocles and Boccaccio had
really said.7

Just as Boccaccio’s giant crumbled to dust when touched, this
generally accepted “fact” about ancient paleontology collapses as
soon as it is tested against the evidence. It would be easy to see

who had also been duped by the myth, I traced it back to state-
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