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What is porphyria?

Porphyria is actually a group of seven inherited disorders which can cause the skin to react badly to sunlight
or cause nasty attacks (acute attacks),
or do both.

Unfortunately, the symptoms can sometimes mimic other disorders and, even within the same family, people with a porphyria can have different degrees of severity. Some people never have any problems at all, even though they have the “right” gene.

King George III is the most famous person thought to have porphyria. He probably had Variegate Porphyria (sometimes called South African Porphyria, because it is a fairly common type there). He had very severe stomach pains, one of the symptoms of an acute attack, and some problems with his skin. The “madness” may have been depression due to pain, plus the effect of impurities in his medicines.
The porphyrias which cause only a skin reaction (not attacks) can make the skin extremely painful after exposure to the sun, and in some cases sunlight causes permanent damage to the skin.
British Porphyria Association:  www.porphyria.org.uk
