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Analysis of select passages from ancient medical papyri, such as the Ebers Papyrus, will reveal the connection between medicine, religion, and magic and highlight their importance within ancient Egyptian society.

In ancient Egyptian society, medicine, religion, and magic were inextricably linked. Regardless of class or gender, disease and illness affected everyone, and methods to treat these problems can be found on both a small and larger scale. As James and Dillion quote, “there are problems encountered when attempting to reconstruct life in ancient Egypt in a way that includes all members of society, rather than focusing on the most prominent or obvious actors”.[footnoteRef:1] There are various deities connected with Egyptian medicine and interestingly, they are all female. Sekhmet was the main goddess of healing and medicine in Upper Egypt. She was helped by Heka (goddess of magic who provided protection and healing), Serket (goddess of healing stings and bites), Ta- Bitjet (scorpion goddess whose blood heals all poisons), and Isis (goddess of healing, magic, and marriage).[footnoteRef:2] Medicine has been found in various contexts around the Egyptian world: tombs, temples, and our main sources, papyri. In this essay, I will be using sources mainly from the Ebers papyrus, the Kahun papyrus, and the Hearst papyrus. The Ebers papyrus dates to around 1550-1500BC, and contains mainly herbal remedies. The Kahun papyrus dates to around 1850BC and discusses women’s health and gynaecological issues. Finally, the Hearst papyrus dates to the first half of the second millennium BC and writes about issues such as bites, blood, hair, and urinary problems.[footnoteRef:3] Through analysis of excerpts from these papyri, it is possible for us to understand Egyptian medical treatments more easily, and therefore gain an insight into its position and relevance within Egyptian society itself. This essay will argue the importance of the relationships between medicine, magic, and religion, and how the interaction between them helped to shape the development of Egyptian medicine. [1:  James and Dillion 2012: 25]  [2:  James and Dillion 2012: 26]  [3:  Riddle 1992: 66-73] 


There is evidence for various diseases within ancient Egypt. We have two main sources for examining these diseases and their treatments. The primary source is from the human remains themselves; through the examination of this source it is possible to see how the disease, and possible treatments, affected that individual personally. The secondary sources come from depictions in artwork, which is unfortunately rare, and manuscripts, such as the papyri mentioned above. There are seven main types of illnesses which are apparent in both these sources. Eye diseases appear to have been quite common, as expected in a desert environment, and are written about extensively in medical papyri. A tested treatment seemed to be the application of kohl and malachite to the upper and lower eyelids, not only to protect the eyes from parasitic elements due to their germicidal properties, but also from the glare of the sun.  Bites and stings are the next common ailment, with poultices made of dung and mud used to draw out the poison, alongside stelae of the god Horus being used to prevent bites in the first millennium BC. There is some mention of diseases that affect internal organs, but due to the mummification process, it is incredibly difficult to ascertain what these diseases were. However, other internal diseases are more evident, such as kidney stones found in some examined mummies. Spinal tuberculosis is also evident in mummified remains. Polio is a unique case as interestingly, it is rarely written about or found in mummies, but we have an artistic representation from the Amarna period (1353-1336BC) showing a man called Rema leaning on a staff with an emaciated leg. Finally, parasitic diseases, such as tapeworm, were also common with herbal drinks and laxatives being prescribed.[footnoteRef:4] Ancient Egyptian medicine and its treatments were based on examinations and diagnosis. According to Dollinger, “much was the result of experimentation and observation”, but only known treatments were administered as the physician did not wish to endanger the life of the patient.[footnoteRef:5] Methods that may seem ‘primitive’ or ‘irrational’ to us were very practical to the Egyptians as they were based on theories about the body that were widely accepted at that time. For example, the use of nineteen types of dung is noted in various papyri as a treatment. A section of the Ebers papyrus even gives us an insight into concepts of Egyptian physiology as it describes the vessels running throughout the body.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  UCL 2002]  [5:  Dollinger 2013]  [6:  Zucconi 2013: 17] 


Surgery is a very small, and relatively unknown aspect of treatments. Surgery tended to be used only in extreme measure, as often sepsis would kill the patient. However, through the examination of mummified remains, healed fractures have been detected and there are descriptions of splints being used. There are also some cases of trepanning that have been discussed. Although it is sometimes difficult to definitively prove that the skulls had been trepanned, the interesting part was that often these patients had survived at least a couple of years after these treatments. We know this as there is evidence of bone regrowth around the site.[footnoteRef:7] Herbal remedies were a preferred method of treatment. [7:  Cockburn, Cockburn, and Reyman 1998: 38-48] 


The Ebers papyrus also mentions some of the herbs used in traditional remedies, such as opium, aloe, and cassia. However, we must be careful as some of the translations of the herbs are less than certain and could possibly even mention herbs that no longer exist. Garlic was given for sore throats, toothache, and lung and bronchial problems; coriander was known to have a cooling effect but was also used as a stimulant; and cumin, when placed in a binder with water, could soothe aching joints. Some herbs were also imported: mandrake from Canaan (was an aphrodisiac and when mixed with alcohol, it induced unconsciousness); cedar oil from the Levant (antiseptic); henna from Persia (to prevent hair loss); aloe from Eastern Africa (treat catarrh); and frankincense from Punt (pain killer). The use of these natural remedies shows that the Egyptians were aware of their natural world and the healing properties that it could have. The core values of their medicine are mainly herbal, but are supplemented by magical and religious aids.

Contraception is another interesting part of ancient Egyptian medicine. Although it was obviously preferred for women to have children, the Egyptians understood that not everyone could afford to have multiple children, and so physicians, possibly female, prescribed preventative measures for unwanted pregnancies. Contraceptive measures include vaginal suppositories, which are written about extensively in the ancient medical papyri. The earliest examples we have come from the Kahun papyrus: there are three fragmentary recipes, one involving crocodile faeces, and two referencing soda or saltpeter ground into a paste.[footnoteRef:8] The Egyptians had a logical reason for using crocodile faeces in contraceptive methods as it refers to an Egyptian myth. The crocodile headed god Seth was trying to interfere with his sister Isis’ pregnancy to try to take over Egypt. Therefore, the crocodile was associated with abortion, whilst the hippopotamus was associated with pregnancy. In this example, we can start to see how religion was being interlinked with and used to explain medicine and its treatments. Riddle explains, “although we do not know whether these substances may have assisted in birth control, the importance of these documents lies in the fact that these earliest of medical records show that the concept of contraception was present”.[footnoteRef:9] The Berlin papyrus, which dates to around 1300BC, is the earliest mention of an oral contraceptive. The recipe reads as such: “You should fumigate her vagina with emmer seeds to prevent her receiving the semen. Then you should (make) for her a prescription to loosen (or release) semen; oil (or fat) 5 parts (ro), celery 5 parts (ro); heat and drink for four mornings”.[footnoteRef:10] Herbs were a traditional way to induce an abortion, and were taken orally and used in vaginal suppositories; mainly acacia and date palm were used as they have antifertility properties. This links back to the Egyptians awareness of the properties of herbs, and it is interesting that they are using, and writing, about methods for women’s health which is sadly lacking from other ancient sources. [8:  Riddle 1992: 66-69]  [9:  Riddle 1992: 69]  [10:  Riddle 1992: 73] 


Plague was a problem that had to be dealt with through different treatments, whether they were medicinal, magical or in the form of religious protection. For example, Pinch writes, “it is true that in the private sphere many Egyptian magical practices were associated with standard life-crises, such as the dangers of childbirth, or with sudden disasters, such as an accident or an infectious disease”.[footnoteRef:11] It was important to the Egyptians to diagnose the cause of an outbreak, and it was often attributed to a demon or an angry god. The concept of plague was associated with the goddess Sekhmet, and often occurred during the last months of the year. Plague affected everyone, and so treatments seem to have been on both a national and individual scale, with help being provided by the state. Pinch also provides us with a more historical reason for the outbreak of plague: “they may have become more common by the mid-second millennium BC due to the constant contact between Egypt and its client states”.[footnoteRef:12] For example, there is evidence of a plague sometime between the twelfth and twentieth year of Amenhotep III’s reign (1386-1349BC). It is thought to have been an epidemic of bubonic plague, and eventually spread from Egypt into the neighbouring Hittite empire.[footnoteRef:13] When plague is mentioned, we must be careful as the type of plague the Egyptian were experiencing was probably very different from plagues like the Black Death. Panagiotakopulu has put forward a theory that the origin of bubonic plague started in Egypt: “coexistence of the Nile rat, humans and ectoparasites in urban centres in combination with trade from Asia, Africa and the Mediterranean, together with the Nile floods and the introduction of the black rat, circle Egypt as the most probable place of origin of bubonic plague as an epidemic disease”.[footnoteRef:14] It is debatable whether the Egyptians identified the disease as plague but it is certainly referenced in the medical papyri.  [11:  Pinch 2006: 14]  [12:  Pinch 2006: 143]  [13:  Norie 2016: 142]  [14:  Panagiotakopulu 2004: 273] 


There are two examples; one from the Ebers papyrus, and one from the Hearst medical papyrus. The Ebers papyrus section is as follows: “If thou examines a man who suffers from the said (shivering fit) for hours, like consuming from purulency, and he is weak like a breath that passes away, then thou shalt say that it is (due to) closing (?) of an accumulation, which cannot be raised and does not trust in a weak remedy, it has produced a bubo, and the pus has petrified, the disease has hit. Thou shalt prepare him remedies to open it by means of medicine”.[footnoteRef:15] It is interesting that this was the same treatment implemented during the Black Death by medieval doctors. The reason for the extraction of the pus is logical as it is a manifestation of the disease, so by alleviating this issue, it could potentially treat the person. The Hearst papyrus extract is similar, but focuses more on the religious relationship: “Who is knowledgeable like Re? Who knows the like of this God? When the body is blackened with black spots- to arrest the God who is above. Just as Seth had banned the Mediterranean Sea, Seth will ban you likewise, O Canaanite illness! You shall not intend to pass through the limbs of X, born of Y”.[footnoteRef:16] When as disease showed no sign of lessening, perhaps this is when religion was interspersed with the medical treatment.  [15:  Ebers Papyrus, Ebbell 1937: 39]  [16:  Hearst Papyrus, Goedicke 1948: 12-15] 


Magic was an important aspect of ancient Egyptian medicine, and “it is doubtful whether there was ever a time in Egyptian history when medicine and magic were not complementary parts of a doctor’s skills”.[footnoteRef:17] One of the most famous sources of Egyptian magic is amulets. Amulets have been found cross the Egyptian world, and in various contexts. Amulets placed in the wrappings of a mummy were there to ensure that that person was healthy and safe in the afterlife. For example, the eye of Horus was worn by both the living and the deceased as a protective amulet. Amulets could also be given temporarily for a special occasion, such as childbirth, illness, or a journey. There is evidence of children being given amulets immediately after birth and throughout their childhood, as they were at risk of contracting diseases easily. Amulets were therefore a simple, but effective way of ensuring that everyone within society was protected from harm.[footnoteRef:18] Spells and incantations were another way medicine and magic were interlinked. “In these spells, the person to be protected or helped is identified with the protagonists of a suitable myth. This act of identification transfers a human problem to the sphere of the gods, so that cosmic forces such as heka (magic) can be used to resolve it”.[footnoteRef:19] Most of the ancient medical papyri contain a mixture of magical and medical solutions, and in some cases magic is more prominent and was possibly used more in cases where medical treatment was failing. The spells and incantations were said alongside the ingestion or application of medicine, to cover both illness from supernatural and natural causes. Magic was also used in a protective sense, such as the placement of magical barriers around an individual or place. The god Bes often appears on birthing stools and chairs as he was thought to frighten away demons from the vulnerable mother and child, thus protecting them from harm. Prevention of illness was the main use of magic, and it involved prayers and spells invoking deities. This shows the link between medicine, magic, and religion. [17:  Pinch 2006: 133]  [18:  Pinch 2006: 29-142]  [19:  Pinch 2006: 23] 


“In Egypt, magic and religion were part of the same relief system”.[footnoteRef:20] Magic was a central part of Egyptian religion and in the case of disease, they were often used together to heal society. For example, certain symptoms were associated with certain gods, and therefore the physician could determine what the disease or illness was based on these symptoms. However, as Zucconi states, “medicine, typically, is viewed as scientific, that is rational and empirical, whereas religion is thought of in terms of faith and not subject to an empirical method.”[footnoteRef:21] Religion and medicine were interwoven, but the link between them is often overlooked by modern scholarship. In medical papyri it is common for physicians to be called priests, but this does not mean that they were actual priests bound to a temple, it could represent respect. Prayers and rituals were considered an effective barrier against disease, and appeasing the gods was equally important. For example, during the time when plague was more prevalent, the priest of Sekhmet would perform a ritual called ‘appeasing Sekhmet’ in the hope of stopping an epidemic.[footnoteRef:22] It is also possible to debate the influence that religion had on the development of medicine. From the first millennium BC, patients started to visit temples and pray to statues for magical cures. The practice of incubation at the temple became more popular, as people hoped to gain divine insight into what was wrong with them. However, it is not known whether the priests at the temple helped patients with their medical needs, or if there was a hospital attached the temple, not unlike a medieval monastery. The way medical knowledge was passed on is also debated. Some scholars believe that the “mansion of life”, which were associated with Sekhmet, were where physicians were trained, due to her connection with medicine. However, others argue that medicine was simply available to anybody that was literate and versed in magic.[footnoteRef:23] Therefore, we can clearly see the link that exists between ancient Egyptian medicine, magic, and religion.  [20:  Pinch 2006: 17]  [21:  Zucconi 2013: 15]  [22:  Zucconi 2013: 39]  [23:  Dollinger 2013] 

In conclusion, ancient Egyptian medicine had core traditional values that were related to herbal remedies. However, magic and religion were also constantly used, and surrounded, the concept of medicine and we cannot examine one without looking at the others. 
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