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 3 Experiencing the dead in ancient 
Egyptian healing texts 

 Rune Nyord 

 Introduction 

Health problems ascribed to the agency of dead human beings in ancient Egyptian 
healing texts offer a number of interesting perspectives on cultural classifications 
of illness and local epistemologies. On the one hand, the problems are rarely 
described in enough detail to be of much use in discussions of universal versus 

sensu Lock 2001 ). But, on the other hand, they offer a prime 
example of the ways in which illness is embedded within wider conceptual, expe-
riential and social surroundings. This in turn stresses the need for approaches that 
allow us to sidestep intuitive dualistic notions of illness in order to come to a bet-
ter understanding of ancient experience (cf. Nyord 2017 ). 

A number of different problems are ascribed in Egyptian medicine to a group 

connections as a purely theoretical construct whereby illnesses are explained by 

broaden this understanding to include considerations of the ways in which such 
conceptual aspects interact with embodied experience in the Lebenswelt -

The overall picture one gets from the extant medical texts from ancient Egypt is 
that Egyptian healing practices mostly proceeded from what Foster (1976 : 775) 
has famously called a naturalistic system, where 

disease is thought to stem, not from the machinations of an angry being, but 
rather from such natural forces or conditions as cold, heat, winds, dampness, 
and, above all, by an upset in the balance of the basic body elements. 

Thus, illnesses are often said to be caused by a variety of impersonal substances 
moving about or accumulating in the body or its parts.1 However, this picture 
is nuanced considerably by the occurrence of a fairly wide range of illnesses 
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personalistic system), mean-
ing that on closer scrutiny it becomes quite difficult to peg Egyptian thoughts 

2 

From the famous general importance of the mortuary cult in ancient Egypt, 
it is not surprising that harmful spirits of the dead also play a prominent role 

extent precisely those who fall outside the structure of the ancestor cult, although 
many details in this classificatory system remain less clear than modern scholars 
would like. 

ancient Egyptian cosmos, although its boundaries and overlap with other catego-
ries shift noticeably depending on the context. Thus, one often finds an overall 

3 However, it is also clear 
that such lists are often given rather for the ritual efficacy inherent in capturing 
the maximum range of potential causes than as a disinterested practice of clas-
sification for its own sake, and correspondingly such lists of beings can be more 
or less elaborate and are often adapted to their particular context. Thus, in a spell 
where the attacker is conceptualised specifically in reptilian form, we find the 

4 In other cases, we get sometimes quite lengthy lists 

no male spirit or female spirit, no male or female dead, no male or female adver-
5 This indicates that at least in some cases, the underlying 

cause of the problems was understood on a very general level, with little interest 
in narrowing it down beyond what was necessary to deal with it in practical and 
ritual terms. 

This relative fluidity raises some important questions of interest to the prob-
lems of illness classification and local biologies occupying us here. What does 
it mean for an Egyptian to ascribe a particular illness to the activities of a dead 
person, what criteria underlie this identification as opposed to different potential 
causes and how does the causal model inherent in our notion of aetiology square 

To begin with the latter question, Pascal  Boyer (1990 ) has called attention to 
the way in which traditional concepts are often not structured around a formal 
definition or explicit model, but are instead acquired as a sort of invariance across 

(1990 : 36) example is that of the  mana-like concept of evur among the Fang 
people of Cameroon: 

In short, one becomes an expert in evur by going through a series of personal 
experiences, notably a series of direct presentations of the world in which 
evur is visible. Being able to make definite statements about evur and having 

that seem necessarily connected. Indeed, the Fang conceive expert discourse 
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as a consequence of such experiences. It is because someone has been in such 
situations that he or she makes certain statements about evur. 

[. . .] 
-

concern singular situations, not abstract principles. 

and what they can and cannot do, it seems likely that most, perhaps all, Egyptians 

Under this perspective one of the most important questions becomes how the 
-

tian healing texts do not deal with individual cases in a way directly amenable to 
this perspective, but by combining the information in the texts and posing ques-
tions directly dealing with the experiential aspects of the underlying situations, it 
becomes possible to provide some plausible background. 

occur mainly as part of a standard phraseology describing the solution of a prob-
lem.6 The first part consists of a verb denoting the act of healing, followed by a 
noun for the concrete manifestation of the problem and a genitive designating the 

HEALING] the influence [MANIFESTATION] of a male 
or female dead [CAUSE

the basis for a number of inferences about the conceptualisation of the phenom-
enon in question. 

always expressed with the verb dr
basically denoting the forced movement of an entity out of a bounded area ( von 

outside and hence needing to be removed, it should also be noted that this model 
is extremely widespread in the Egyptian conceptualisation of illnesses more gen-

It is worth noting also that this idea is also found expressed in other ways than 
through the specific mention of the verb dr

7 

to the various manifestations envisaged by the medical texts (see Table 3.1 ). The 
two most frequent manifestations are designated by the Egyptian terms o#o and 
st-o, respectively. Not only are they the most frequent, but they can also be seen as 
the prototypes of two overall modes of manifestation under which the more rarely 
attested concepts can be subsumed as well. We will return to this question of the 
two main modes of manifestation, but first it is instructive to take a closer look 
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at the lexicography of the two main terms in order to understand the underlying 
conceptual patterns. 

The term o#o
-

type for the description of the activities of the dead),8 but also more rarely of the 
shedding of other body fluids such as spittle,9 or even of the baby in giving birth 

10 

type of fluid pouring forth from dead or divine entities and injected into the body 

and the illness is either not localised more specifically at all, or only in broad 

The manner of treatment confirms this picture, as it consists of methods 
intended to work from the inside out. This is true most obviously of various reci-

return later. But it is also likely that the other main method for treating  o#o , censing, 

different body parts and hence also responsible for distributing harmful intrusive 
substances.11 

A good example for elucidating the underlying conceptual structure can be 
o#o -fluid of a 

12 from the compendium known 
in modern times as Papyrus Hearst, dated to around 1550 BCE. The prescription 

#bDw-fish with the mouth filled with incense, cooked 
13 and conforms to the general pattern just men-

tioned of remedies to be drunk or eaten before going to bed in order to expel the 
harmful substances. The spell to be recited in this connection provides further 
details helpful in understanding how the remedy works: 

What is said concerning it [i.e. the fish] as heka:14 

O male or female dead, hidden one and concealed one, who is in this flesh of 
mine, in these body parts of mine! Remove yourself from this flesh of mine, 
from these body parts of mine! Look, I have brought excrement to eat against 
you. Hidden one, leave! Concealed one, retreat!15 

The underlying logic in this spell is instructive and bears a few remarks. The 
remedy consists conceptually of a set of nested containers: incense is placed inside 
the fish, which in turn ends up inside the patient through ingestion. The identi-
fication of the sacred #bDw-fish in terms of modern species is uncertain,16 but in 
Egyptian thought it has strong connections with the sun god Re, whom it helps 
by accompanying the solar barque, or in some cases the fish is even regarded as 
an incarnation of the god.17 Eating the fish was correspondingly forbidden in cer-
tain ritual connections, though it is also in rare cases attested as being distributed 
as rations, and as shown by the example under discussion, it was also used for 
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healing remedies.18 Incense is called in Egyptian sn r
overarching cultic usage is that of preparing a location for the presence of a god or 
ancestor. 19 This understanding of incense serves to reinforce or activate the divine 
association of the fish, so that what is eaten is essentially a godly substance serv-
ing to divinise the patient from the inside out.20 

Against this background, the reference to eating excrement is slightly mysteri-
ous at first sight, but it can be understood by referring to the underlying model 
connected to the Egyptian concept bwt

21 The main idea needed to understand the reference is that various beings 

expression of fundamental ontological compatibilities and incompatibilities.22 

Thus, a mortuary spell indicates that the deceased cannot be eaten by a preda-
tory being, because he has the bwt of that being inside his belly. 23 The prototypi-

essentially reverse the natural order of the digestive process.24 When this idea 

anthropology by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro and others .25 In this manner, a taboo 
substance is always regarded and treated as excrement by the being to whom the 
taboo relates. In other words, the reference to excrement here means that the con-
tents of the belly of the patient are incompatible with his serving as prey for the 

bwt
the body of the patient, it will now have to leave ( Figure 3.1 ). 26 

st-o, 
an abstract expression referring generally to behaviour or situations characteristic 
of a particular individual. Thus, the  st-o of the god Osiris is the salient mytho-
logical situation where he is dead and mourned by his sisters Isis and Nephthys,27 

while officials refer to their excellent  st-o as the cause of the favours bestowed 
upon them by their superiors.28 In a manner highly characteristic of Egyptian 

  Figure 3.1  Conceptual structure of H 85 
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patterns of conceptualisation, the word thus spans what we would tend to regard 
as two different meanings: on the one hand, the tendency or potential of a par-
ticular individual, and on the other hand, the way this tendency is actualised as 
behaviour, which in turn allows one to recognise the underlying tendency. 

9), and due to the basic meaning of the term, it is likely that even in the rarer cases 
where it occurs alone, it is to be understood elliptically as the manifestation of 
some kind of hostile being. 

At first sight, this makes it somewhat more difficult to narrow down the con-
ceptualisation of st-o than was the case with o#o. However, from the root meaning, 
we would expect the word to designate an immediately observable phenomenon, 
and indeed, unlike o#o, the st-o is often understood to be localised in individual body 
parts. An elaborate example comes from the very first spell of the lengthy Papyrus 

29 and within the recitation it makes reference to 

spells for driving out the influence (st-o) of a god or goddess, male or female 
dead, etc. ( mt-r)30 which is in this head of mine, in this neck of mine, in this 
shoulder of mine, in this flesh of mine, in these body parts of mine.31 

This list indicates that while there are few limits to the parts of the body that could 
potentially be attacked by a st-o, more importantly, the attack is understood to be 
limited to a particular body part, unlike the case with the o#o-fluid flowing freely 
inside the body. This picture is corroborated when looking at the means of treat-
ment, which also predominantly consist of localised methods such as bandaging.32 

A few remedies show that the effects of a  st-o could be understood in highly 
specific ways depending on the body part affected. Thus, another prescription 

33 within 

the eye problem is conceptualised in terms of the frequent cosmological motif of 
the victory of the sun god over his enemies seeking to stop the voyage.34 

A slightly different perspective is offered by another prescription from the same 
35 Here, the recitation con-

tains a lengthy list of what must be construed as possible underlying causes and/ 
bdy-

illness, the blindness, the bleariness, the influence of a god, a male or female dead, 
male or female pain-substance, all bad things which are in the eyes, etc 36 This 
would seem to indicate that all of the entities listed might lead to similar problems, 
either because the observable symptoms are indistinguishable, or because the ritual 
is meant to be all-purpose and cover all of these related problems. 

The idea that the st-o-influence is bound to a particular location is found also 
in the case of an incantation from a manuscript, now in the Louvre, of slightly 
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female dead, etc
37 As a final 

example of the localised nature of the st-o-influence, a remedy for treating the 
breast may be mentioned.38 The first part of the remedy offers a  historiola provid-
ing a mythological precedent:39 

These are the breasts in which Isis suffered in Chemmis, when she gave birth 
to Shu and Tefnut. What she did for them was an enchantment of them con-
sisting of j#r-grass, a #-bulb of snb-grass, a bk#t-part of reed and the fibres of 
its jbt, brought to drive out the influence (st-o) of a male or female dead, etc. 

-

suit its ritual deployment. Thus, we find Isis in Chemmis giving birth, not as 
usual to her son Horus, but instead to the first gendered couple in one of the most 
important cosmogonic narratives, Shu and Tefnut, thereby establishing a concep-
tual blend between the birth of Horus and the first creation of the divine pantheon 
normally taking place a few generations earlier. 

The different plant materials are made into an amulet by twining them together, 

40 once again corroborating that the problem is an observable and 

41 thereby giving an indi-
cation of the type of problem involved here, presumably some type of chap or 
abscess in the breast of a lactating woman.42 

Conceptual and experiential patterns 

We are thus dealing with two rather different modes of potential attack from the 
o#o

injected into the body of human beings. There, it causes pain or other problems 
from within, which tend to be ascribed generally to the whole body or the central 
organs of the torso. Correspondingly, the treatment consists in introducing other 

two main therapeutic approaches to this are the ingestion of certain efficacious 
substances and censing, which also has the likely purpose of replacing the harm-
ful substances found in the conduits of the body. This mode thus has a focus on the 
integrity of the body as a container and on the orifices as conduits for exchanging 
or replacing its contents. 

The second mode is exemplified by the st-o influence, which is manifested on 
the surface of the body in a particular place. It is not said explicitly, but the impli-

body without first entering it through an orifice. Correspondingly, the treatments 
consist of bandages, amulets or drawings applied to the affected place on the body. 

The overall difference between these two modes can be characterised in terms 
of image schemata as understood by philosopher Mark Johnson, that is, as 
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pre-conceptual structures arising from embodied experience.43 The internal mode 
of manifestation is characterised by the CONTAINMENT schema, namely the experi-
ence of the body as a vessel into and out of which various substances move, some 
good and pleasant, and others bad and unpleasant.44 In contrast, the external mode 
is structured by the SURFACE schema, where the salient part of the body is regarded 
as a plane which other objects and substances can stick to or cover in its interac-
tion with the surroundings.45 

The very few exceptions to the overall pattern described can also be explained 
t ) is 

concerned, likely because of the ambiguity of this term, which basically denotes 
the trunk of the body and is hence amenable to construal as both CONTAINER and 
SURFACE.46 Thus, we find a case of a st-o on the belly, which can be driven out by 
drinking a beer-based emetic, possibly because that is regarded as the best way to 
target the location in question. 47 And, conversely, a single prescription is found 
where o#o in the belly or heart48 can be removed by treating the surface of the body 
with an ointment.49 

The modes of treatment can be elucidated in a little more detail when this expe-
riential aspect is considered. Thus, the difference between a concern with sub-
stances moving through orifices on the one hand and with restoring the integrity 
of the skin through bandaging on the other is not just connected to a theoretical 
model of the human body, but also corresponds to some of the most fundamental 
and persistent embodied experiences. 

The less-frequently attested types of manifestation of the dead listed in
 Table 3.1  fall relatively easily within the two main categories typified by the 
CONTAINER and SURFACE mtw) affects internal organs 
and is treated by censing, conforming to the pattern of the o#o-substance.50 The

  Table 3.1  Manifestations of the dead in ancient Egyptian medical texts 

Manifestation   Body parts affected    Treatment    References  

o#o-substance  Torso, body  Ingestion before going Eb 99, 225, 229, 231, 
to bed 168; H 83; Bln 58 

Censing 
 Poison ( mtw)  Heart, interior Censing  Bln 58 
 Congestion ( s nt Ingestion  Bln 116 
 Influence ( st-o)  Body parts, body, Bandage 

breast  Censing (once) 
Amulet w/ knots (once) 

 Shadow ( ) Body Ointment Bln 89, 101; H 214 
Spell 

Strike (? t#r) Amulet  L 30 
 Attack ( sqr) Eyes  Put on eyes  Ostr. Cairo 
Breath  Sm 8 
Unspecified  Flesh, body parts Ingestion  H 85; 1 Bln 99 

Ointment 

o#o-fluid of a god or dead from the torso 

it can be grouped in the o#o-category with good certainty. 
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s nt 51 is paralleled with other harmful 
body-internal substances and is treated by ingestion, revealing it to conform to 
the same conceptual pattern. Similarly, the manifestation  t#r
or similar, can be seen from the spell to result in vaginal haemorrhage, and the 
remedy correspondingly aims at safeguarding this bodily orifice.52 Conversely, 
the sqr st-o in being localised to a specific 
body part (in this case the eyes) and targeted by external treatment. 53 A single 

of a more general nature and blends elements from the two main models by, on 
the one hand, affecting the patient globally, but on the other being viewed as 
external, as is indicated by the treatment with ointment54 and the main spatial 

55 or, in a positive 
56 While it is too rarely attested to elucidate fur-

general embodied scenario having to do with the behaviour of visible shadows. 
If we understand the conceptual model and embodied experience as two differ-

ent levels, with the former dependent on structures borrowed from the latter, we 
can think of the curative ritual recitations and actions as either an additional, third 
level or as a way to bridge the gap between conception and experience. Indologist 
Ariel Glucklich (1994 ) has used the notion of  resonance for this relation, where 
there is an isomorphic correspondence between the conceptual and phenomeno-
logical aspects of a ritual. 

Thus, the treatment, whether we prefer to regard it in individual cases as ritual 

example of eating the incense-infused #b w-fish is instructive of the way in which 
the system of nested CONTAINERS internalised by the patient resonates with the con-

and entering and exiting through the orifices. Similarly, the use of bandages and 
amulets placed on the sick body part and the corollary experience of reinforcing or 

SURFACE schema structuring 
the conceptual understanding of the illness as an attack directly on the boundary 
of the body. 

Apart from these specific curative measures, there is evidence also of taking more 

Berlin Medical Papyrus describes an ointment for vanquishing enemies and driv-
57 but the remark that the ointment makes it impossible for the 

58 This 
prescription does not specify the type of manifestation envisaged, but the treat-

the heading of an experiential emphasis on the surface of the skin, either in its 
own right or as a boundary zone for entering deeper into the body, thus making it 
potentially isomorphic with either of the main modes of manifestation discussed 
earlier. 
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Thus, according to another prescription, an ointment is to be applied to the doors 

with bodily orifices on the larger scale of the building. 59 

A group of preserved amuletic papyri serve the same general purpose. 60 An 
example is a rectangular piece of papyrus now in the Louvre which was inscribed 
with powerful images and a personalised protective spell and subsequently folded 
into an amulet to be worn around the neck. The spell takes on an aggressive tone, 
threatening potential attackers with various supernatural retributions:61 

shall be disturbed in your tomb, you shall be sought out violently(?), a snare 
shall be set in the sky for you, while Seth is against you on earth, and you shall 
be caused to sail downstream without letting you moor. I would destroy your 
tomb and break your sarcophagus. 

the haunting is typical of protective incantations. Often they express upheavals 
of a cosmic nature, creating a link between the haunting and such catastrophes as 
central rituals for the major gods not being carried out, thereby bringing the entire 
cyclical world order in danger. 62

something of a misnomer, as the litany of disasters is intended rather to effect the 
conceptual impossibility of the haunting than to deter the haunter by logical argu-
ments.63 However, in the amulet cited here, the negative consequences take on a 

-
ing ritual mechanism is probably much the same. 

The threats of being disturbed in the tomb and sought violently are immediately 
understandable in relation to the intrinsic connection of any deceased with the 
tomb.64 The next threats relate to the ideal of free movement playing an impor-

the inverse problem being found in the threat of not being able to moor. These 
obstacles would thus not only be undesirable to any deceased (cf. Zandee 1960 : 

-

motivated by the wish to appeal to his or her self-interest, and once again more a 
question of establishing the logical impossibility of the continued haunting. 

the living body, with a secondary role played by the healer able to control the pres-

themselves and indeed conforms well to our notion of homeostasis as a matter of 
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interplay between the organism and its environmental surroundings. However, to 
elucidate the experiential side of the phenomenon more fully, it is necessary to 

into wider social and ritual structures. A key question in this regard is that of the 

entities were once living persons. It is a general Egyptological convention that the 
akhu by the latter having been given a 

proper funeral and mortuary cult, allowing them to enter the category of ancestor 
spirits.65 

is no doubt that this view is largely correct, but it is also clear that it is somewhat 
selective in the choice of sources substantiating it and could be nuanced. As a first 

-

as the result of two different patterns of social and ritual interaction. This view is 

is given a particular shape and category through ritual interaction rather than pos-
sessing an essential identity a priori is highly characteristic of Egyptian religion 
more generally. 66 

We have few sources speaking directly to the question of what it is that makes 

sense, whence the largely negative hypothesis that this is the fate of persons that 
do not get the ritual treatment necessary to become an akh. A rare suggestion of 
an answer to this question is found in a list of threatening beings to be averted in 
Papyrus Edwin Smith:67 

Any male or female spirit, any male or female dead, the form of any animal, 
one whom the crocodile has seized or the snake has bitten, one doomed to 

wake or contents. 

In relation to the point just discussed, we may start by noting that both spirits and 
-

ing to living humans. But, more revealingly, we find a list of beings that have died 
in various specific ways, making them prone to the behaviour which the spell 
seeks to counter. The notion that those who have suffered a violent or premature 
death are particularly likely to stay among the living to haunt them is of course 
very frequent cross-culturally, 68 and the mentions of falling prey to dangerous 
animals or being murdered with a knife conform well to this picture. The mention 

69 and we need a 
bit of background to understand that notion. 

-
ties: one being dying of illness70

from illness could easily fit into the pattern of violent or otherwise remarkable 



Experiencing the dead 95 

particularly active at night. Thus, curative remedies are often said to be applied 
before going to bed ( Westendorf 1999 : 366), 71 -

bay:72 

A man should recite this spell over the front of a fresh flower, tied to a branch 
of ds-wood and bound with a strip of first-class linen, passed over the thing 
(to be protected). The disease will be driven off and the passing of night-
spirits will be barred over anything to be eaten as well as over the bed. 

CONTAINER schema entailing that ingestion is one of the main ways in which 
good or bad substances enter the human body, while the vulnerability of the bed 
needs to be understood with reference to the place of the night and sleeping in 

in general is seen as the immersion of the world into a regenerative but also 
potentially dangerous state of partial chaos where the categories making up the 
created world become blurred. This makes the night particularly hazardous in 
the case of spirits drawn to crossing into the world of the living, of which the 

-
owska 2011 ). 

apt to result in hauntings. This is corroborated by a somewhat later, much more 

73 comes from a 20th dynasty (approx-

part of the accompanying recitation, which makes an effort to capture every pos-
sible scenario. Among the modes of death connected to haunting, we find again 
the attack of dangerous animals such as crocodiles, lions, snakes and scorpions, 
a wide range of illnesses and accidents, including interpersonal violence (e.g. 

74 75 and a compre-
76 presumably to be understood 

as dying as a result of illness or injuries affecting the body part in question. 77 In 
a similar way, another spell from a manuscript dated roughly to the late 19th or 
early 20th dynasty (around 1200 BCE) provides a list of possible places of origin 

Male or female robber, enemy, whether buried or unburied, who are in any 
crypt, who are in any mound, who are in any abattoir, who are in any shroud, 
in any place or any hollow, anywhere you want, male or female dead, male 
or female enemy, male or female adversary, any male or female robber who 
could do anything bad or ill against him!78 
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Such lists clearly apply conceptual, and occasionally speculative, knowledge of 

to capture the concrete case within a more encompassing picture of the ontology 
of the adversary responsible. 

Thus, the texts for healing and protection are not generally concerned with 

classifications meant to cover every possible scenario, which in turn leaves the 
impression of an anonymous group of dangerous, mostly depersonalised spirits. 
This view has been generally accepted in modern analyses, perhaps also because 

-
nomena.79 However, as we have seen, individual living persons could also be 
thought to join the category when they die under particular circumstances, and 
indeed there are other, more sporadic indications that the identity of the dead per-
son was known and of some significance, providing an important social aspect 
to the phenomenon. 

As an example of this, we may take a spell from the London Medical Papyrus 
from around 1350 BCE. The spell belongs to a group to avoid haemorrhage, more 
specifically, as indicated by the contents, miscarriage. 80 The spell of interest here 

the fertile procreative sexuality of the god Osiris with the sterile and destructive 
sexual activity of the god Seth.81 

this the male or female dead, etc

82 Similarly, as part of the ritual instruction, 

83 In other words, the ritual 
could only be performed as instructed if one knew the exact identity and filiation 

It is entirely possible that there may have been divinatory or other practices 
which have not been preserved allowing one to identify the particular dead person 
responsible for the haunting.84 In this case, many of the other remedies discussed 
so far may also have been performed with the knowledge of the identity of a 
specific deceased in mind, although the treatments do not explicitly require this 
knowledge. In the particular spell we are discussing here, the recitation does in 

-
dess Mafdet, playing a central role in the mythologisation of the situation, is spo-

or female dead, etc 85 We can surmise from 
-

ance in dreams, and the matter-of-fact way in which this is mentioned makes it 
likely that this would have been an ordinary way in which one would know that 
one was under the influence of a dead person.86 
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for the haunting would be known to the patient, which raises a number of social 
implications. In general, deceased humans retained a central role in ancient Egyp-
tian society through the legal and social embeddedness of funerary rituals and the 
mortuary cult ( Baines and Lacovara 2002 ;  Donnat and Moreno Garcia 2014 ). From 
so-called letters to the dead, where living persons wrote to deceased ancestors to 
enlist their help or avert their anger, we know that ancestors were occasionally 
asked to protect against such attacks from hostile dead ( Donnat Beauquier 2014 ). 
Thanks to their power and social entanglement with both the living and the dead, the 
ancestors would have been a natural place to turn for protection against hauntings. 
Thus, letters to the dead contain general phraseology very close to that of the spells 

87 -
ment against the one who causes me pain, for I will be vindicated against the male 

88 However, in other cases it is 

89 

An example of the way in which social ties and responsibilities continue beyond 
the grave and have relevance for the experience of haunting is found in a letter 

which your servant Seni does, (namely) causing yours truly to see him in a dream 
90 While it is not said directly, the strong implica-

tion is that Seni is deceased, and that the writer of the letter had wronged him, 
probably even to the point of being complicit in his death. Not only does this score 

approached to make his servant cease his hostilities, even after they are apparently 
both dead. It may further be noted that we once again find the dream apparition as 
the source of the knowledge that one is under attack by a dead person (cf. Nyord 

suffers from illness as a result. 
A full examination of the evidence for this social embedding of problems with 

the dead falls outside of the scope of this chapter, but the London spell and the 
letters to the dead serve as an important reminder that if we want to study the 

practice, we need to go well beyond the concerns of the individual body, even 
if that happens to be the main perspective taken in most of the sources attesting 
these experiences. 

sexual in nature is quite explicit both in this text and a few others (cf. Westendorf 
1970 ), and it may also underlie the larger group of texts referring to the  o#o-fluid 

-
itly sexual conceptualisation of the assaults is found in particular with a group of 
recipes, to which the London text also belongs as mentioned, to protect pregnant 
women against miscarriage.91 
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-
nancy, but also at the delivery itself, 92 as one of the earliest extant medical texts, 

93 The accompanying incantation addresses a group of protective 

94 

The incantation makes clear that it is the mother who is the immediate target 
of these approaches, but as shown by the cited heading, it is the new-born child 
that is the ultimate beneficiary of the protective rite, and the ritual also includes 
a prognosis predicting whether the child lives or dies. Most likely, this is to be 
understood against the background of the spells for protecting pregnant women 

harmful during and just after delivery. Other spells are intended to be spoken by 

95 with 
96 

lead to abortion certainly belongs under the heading of the CONTAINER image 
schema as discussed earlier, and this understanding captures some central details 
of the Egyptian understanding of the phenomenon. On the other hand, it is 
also clear that such an analysis, if allowed to stand alone, would be a reductive 
approach at the risk of ignoring salient aspects of the doubtless horrifying experi-

known to the victim, and the risk of miscarriage or stillbirth this entailed for the 
unborn child. The references to dreams, terse as they are, show us that we would 
err if we regarded the phenomenon examined here merely as an abstract aetio-
logical model, even one based on embodied schemata. While the nature of the 
sources leaves us little chance of capturing the details that could help rectify this 
picture, this deficiency in our understanding is well worth bearing in mind. This 
is especially true given that, following Pascal Boyer as discussed earlier, the emic 

precisely on the basis of such salient, individual experiences, rather than through 
abstract reasoning about the capabilities of a particular category of beings in the 
cosmos. 

Conclusion 

the phenomenon. The dead are so salient in ancient Egyptian daily life experience 
and practice that it is necessary to view their role as causers of illness as embedded 
within the wider social roles of deceased humans, as well as the different ways 
they can be classified and interacted with. While the role of the dead is thus part of 
a much larger discussion of social, religious and experiential issues, the more lim-
ited questions I have discussed in detail here can in themselves lead to important 
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-
cal details are mostly too scant to allow convincing correlations with modern 
disease terminology, which in turn means that a different methodology needs to be 
sought to go beyond the conventional idea that the Egyptians explained illnesses 
for which they did not know the real cause by reference to evil spirits. 

In terms of the broader question of illness classification taken up in this vol-

of the ways in which direct experience of illnesses and their symptoms becomes 
entangled with conceptual and theoretical knowledge about the ontology of the 

-
lege the latter side of the coin. 

By drawing on ideas from phenomenology and cognitive studies, it becomes 
possible to analyse conceptual structure and classification as well as the connec-
tions between illness and treatment, while largely sidestepping the question of 
the relation to universal biological phenomena. It is worth mentioning that this 

-
nal workings of the human body (cf. Nyord 2017 ). This provides a method by 

by basing the discussion on fundamental notions such as image schemata and 
their deployment. Such schemata can, on the one hand, be assumed to be shared 
by both the ancient Egyptian and the modern observer by virtue of the shared 
bodies and cognitive systems, while on the other be capable of embedding within 
the wider social, experiential and conceptual structures that are crucial for a full 
understanding of ancient illnesses. 

Notes 

1  See the overview in 

3 E.g. Papyrus Edwin Smith 18, 18 (= Breasted 1930 : pl. 18). 
4 Papyrus Ramesseum IX, 2,1 (= Gardiner 1953 : pl. 41). 
5  Papyrus Leiden I 348, recto
6 For the formal structure of such texts more generally, see  

 Nyord (forthcoming ). 
7  Papyrus Leiden I 348, verso 11,9 (=  Borghouts 1971 : pl. 15). Likewise, outside of the 

more specific descriptions of the means of attack, e.g. pBM EA 9997, 4,7 (=  Leitz 

8 I thank Ulrike Steinert for making me aware of the similar use of the Akkadian verb 
re û

9 o#<o>) 

Geisen 2018 : 93 and pl. 3). 
o#ow ) within 

Pyr
11   As argued by 
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13 Papyrus Hearst 7, 4 (H 85) (= Grapow 1958 : 267). 
14 The Egyptian word k#

in this particular case by its reference to an efficacious spell spoken to influence the 

especially the ways in which it has been used to blur the lines between etic and emic 
terminology, see  Otto (2013 );  Nyord (2019 ). 

15 -
sages from Egyptian texts are my own. 

16 
17 
18 
19 See e.g. Manniche (2009 ) for an overview, cf.  Germer (1986 ). 
20 Cf. Nyord (2009 : 367) for this combination of  CONTAINMENT and COMPULSION in medical 

texts. 
21  See fundamentally  Frandsen (2001 ). 
22  Frandsen ibid. 
23 CT 
24  Cf. in particular  Topmann (2002 ). 
25 
26 Cf. the similar, but much simpler, use of the  Tilapia nilotica (Egyptian jnt ), which 

shares many of the mythological associations of the #b w-fish, to block a snake from 
coming out of a hole by placing the dried fish in front of it, in Papyrus Ebers 97,18 (Eb 
842)

27 
st-o Pyr

Pyr
28 

st-o) was excellent, and I cleaved to the path of the 

29 Papyrus Ebers 1,1 (Eb 1) (= Grapow 1958 : 530). 
30 I.e. an instruction for the ritualist to expand the list of entities during recitation as 

appropriate. 
31 
32 A pattern also observed by Westendorf (1999 : 366), but missed by  Kousoulis (2007 : 

1050), who cites the exceptional use of an emetic to cure a case of st-o in H 216 (= 
Grapow 1958 : 536, cf. the discussion on p. 91 above of this and other rare exceptions) 
as a typical example of treating this manifestation. 

33 Papyrus Ebers 58,6 (Eb 360) (= Grapow 1958 : 84). 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 -

39 

40 Papyrus Ebers 95,11 (Eb 811) (=  Grapow 1958 : 489); this instruction is skipped in the 
Papyrus Louvre E 32847 copy (cf. Bardinet 2018 : 88). 

41 
32847 rto x+10,9 = Bardinet 2018 : 304). 

42 
43 Johnson 1987 , cf.  Hampe 2005 . The overall distinction made here has several things 
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1995 ). Head and Holmes distinguish between a  postural schema, dealing with the state 
of the body as a whole, and a surface schema, dealing with stimulation of the surface 
of the skin. 

44 
Johnson (1987 : 126) (but 

DISEASE AS LESION

46 

48 Presumably, based on the explicit mention in Papyrus Ebers 46,2 (Eb 238) (=  Grapow 
1958 : 261 (as suggested by Westendorf 1999 : 366)). 

Grapow 1958 : 265). 
Grapow 1958 : 264). 

numbering of recipes and lines in this manuscript, see Leitz (1999 : 1 and 51). 
53  Ostr. 

Grapow 1958 : 448 

55 Berlin Medical Papyrus 8,10 (Bln 101) (= Grapow 1958 : 450). 
56 Papyrus Louvre E 32847 vso 23,1 (= Bardinet 2018 : 396). 

58 Berlin Medical Papyrus 8,9 (Bln 99) (= Grapow 1958 : 450). 

146, 1999 : 365 n. 555) for the reading. 
60 See the overview of this class of objects in Dieleman (2015 ). 

62  E.g. Papyrus Turin 54050, verso
sky shall split open; then (the enemy of) the earth shall turn itself over; then (3) Apep 
shall be victorious over the Bark of Millions; water shall not be given to the one who is 
in his sarcophagus; He who is in Abydos shall not be buried; He who is in Djedu shall 
not be hidden; (4) rites shall not be made for Him who is in Heliopolis; food-offerings 
shall not be made in their temples; the people shall not make food-offerings (5) at any 

63  As argued by  Podemann Sørensen (1984 ). 
64 See e.g. Nyord (2013 ) for the presence and mode of being of the dead in the tomb. 
65 Often connected in turn to the notion of a post-mortem judgement and its positive or nega-

tive outcome with mwt
66 A famous example being the reference in chapters 14 and 15 of the Daily Temple Ritual 

the power of the ritualist to potentially influence the manifestation of the target of the 
ritual interaction. 

68 Examples, which could be readily multiplied, include Mesopotamia ( Geller 1985 : 39; 

69 As also noted by Kousoulis (2007 : 1045 n. 19). 
70 Attestations of sick people lying in bed are remarkably rare in ancient Egypt, but cf. CT 

BD 112, 7 (Nu) ( Lüscher 2012 : 88/89d). 
71 The single example of a remedy to be taken in the morning (Bln 116 =  Grapow 1958 : 

morning and evening. 
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72 
73  Papyrus Turin 54050, verso, 2, 7 (= Roccati 2011 : 30). 
74  Papyrus Turin 54050, verso, 2, 11 (=  Roccati 2011 : 30). 
75  Papyrus Turin 54050, verso, 3, 8 (= Roccati 2011 : 31). 
76  Papyrus Turin 54050, verso, 2, 8 (= Roccati 2011 : 30). 
77  Papyrus Turin 54050, verso
78 
79 Even in quite recent works, e.g. Westendorf (1999 : 360). For the long-standing discus-

-

80 I am grateful to Ulrike Steinert for pointing out an interesting contrast with Meso-
potamian conceptions in this regard, where gynaecological haemorrhages tend to be 
ascribed to witchcraft rather than ghosts. 

81 

82 
83 
84 t#  r t) in sources from New 

Kingdom Deir el-Medina, who is consulted, among other divinatory practices, to clar-

85 
86 

st-o (9,13), 

(verso 2,1 = Borghouts 1971 : pl. 16), for which a broad list of categories of beings can 
verso 2,2 = Borghouts 1971 : pl. 16). 

has kindly pointed out to me the close parallels to the Mesopotamian concept of 
(hay(y)attu

Donnat Beauquier 

for the letter. 
89 

Donnat Beauquier 

91 
92 See the recent treatments of the need for protection at childbirth and the associated 

objects and iconography in Wegner (2009 );  Quirke (2016 ). 
93 Papyrus Ramesseum IV, fragment C, 17 (=  Grapow 1958 : 500 =  Barns 1956 : pl. 18). 
94 
95  Papyrus Berlin 3027, verso
96  Papyrus Berlin 3027, verso

lactation (Spell O, verso
child (Spell N, recto
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