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Prefatory Note

To follow John Fulton in offering the second series of
Logan Clendening Lectures is a formidable task. Profes-
sor Fulton, now happily devoting his exceptional talents
to the exploration of the complicated history of medicine,
set a high standard for the annual lectures so appropriately
established to maintain the stimulating intellectual inter-
ests of Logan Clendening.

It is a joy, however, to try to offer worthy tribute to
Logan Clendening, for he was ever my cheerful and en-
couraging friend. Whether at the dramatic festivities of
the Bohemian Grove, or at the exciting conversation of
his hospitable table, or in the intellectual comfort of his
fine library, or when facing the great treasures of the Wil-
liam Rockhill Nelson Art Gallery, Logan Clendening was
to me always provocative, always witty and exciting, al-
ways friendly. His interest in our study of the Hearst
Medical Papyrus prompts me to offer these sketchy and
preliminary notes as a token of the high regard in which
I hold his memory.

The studies here partially reported have been in prog-
ress for many years. They began a couple of decades ago
at the University of California Medical Center in San
Francisco. Stimulated by Breasted’s monumental analysis
of the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus which appeared in
1930, we became interested in the Hearst Medical Papyrus.
This was exhibited at the time in the Archaeology Mu-
seum on Parnassus Heights. Doctor Henry F. Lutz, Profes-
sor of Semitic Languages, Doctor Sanford Larkey, then
Professor of the History and Bibliography of Medicine,



and I undertook the translation and annotation of this
document.

In this we were ably helped by the patience of Miss
Marjorie Williams, then secretary of the Pharmacology
Laboratory at the University of California Medical Cen-
ter. Among my most pleasant memories are those asso-
ciated with the sessions we held together in the sheltering
Redwoods at Pharmaglen in the Santa Cruz mountains.
When we scattered a decade ago, our co-operative effort
suffered. Last year, it was my good fortune to be privileged
to continue the study of old Egyptian medical papyri un-
der the auspices of the Institute for Advanced Study at
Princeton. There the resources of the University Library
greatly aided in an understanding of many previously
puzzling problems, particularly those relating to drug
measurement as indicated in the documents. There also
was to be found that intellectual inspiration from the
Director, Doctor J. Robert Oppenheimer, and his staff,
which was most conducive to one’s most earnest self-
critical endeavor. Grateful thanks are extended to Profes-
sor Otto Neugebauer for his personal interest and help-
fulness. ‘

Professor Lutz, Doctor Larkey, and myself have com-
pleted a preliminary translation and annotation of the
Hearst Medical Papyrus. Our commentaries and discus-
sions are now being critically examined and brought up
to date, in the light of the many recent advances which
have been made in appreciation of old Egyptian medicine.
Reference will frequently be made to the many valiant
scholars who have contributed so much to a realization of
the significance of ancient Egyptian medical practice. Im-



possible and inappropriate would it be in this sketchy
review to offer technical detail about their meticulous
analyses. The material summarized in this little volume
has been prepared for the amusement of those who are
interested generally in the development of medicine and
science, rather than for the criticism of those who are
either expert medical historians or Egyptologists. While
the imperfections of the effort are quite apparent, it may
nevertheless stimulate others to join the study of ancient
medical practices. Such a study may be both enlightening
and humbling.

Difficult has it been to select what may be most inter-
esting and pertinent about old Egyptian medicine for the
intelligent layman, physician, or medical student, from
the abundance of detailed scholarly material available.
Except for the expert, much of this is painfully dull and
tiresome. The temptation was great to develop a reason-
ably comprehensive account of the drugs identified in the
prescriptions of old Egyptian medical papyri. We have
accumulated extensive notes on the Hearst Papyrus drugs,
trailing many of them through Graeco-Roman writings
and medieval formularies, until their systematic clinical
and pharmacological analysis in modern times. To have
included a discussion of these data would have been inap-
propriate to the scope of this effort. Apologies are thus
offered for making generalizations on the matter without
satisfactory evidence or documentation. When the Hearst
Medical Papyrus is properly published with translation
and commentary, this detailed material will be included.

Itis a pleasure for me to acknowledge my indebtedness
to Doctor Ralph Major of the University of Kansas School



of Medicine for his encouragement and interest in this
work. For many years my wife has patiently supported
my endeavors with Egyptian medicine, and I am grateful
for her help. My thanks are due to Miss Mary Jane Steding
for her unfailing care and attention in the preparation of
the manuscript of these lectures. To Professor Clyde K.
Hyder of the University of Kansas Press special thanks
are extended for his patient care in guiding this effort
during publication. CD.L.

ON THE STRAND, GALVESTON,
Arriv 10, 1951
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Introduction

It is customary for anyone attempting to describe any-
thing relating to Egypt to begin with a description of its
geography. In his brilliant discussion of old Egyptian
medicine, Henry Sigerist opens by quoting the ancient
hymn to the Nile: “Praise to thee, O Nile, that cometh
forth from the earth to nourish the dwellers in Egypt.”

Will Cuppy is less reverent: “Egypt has been called the
Gift of the Nile. Once every year the river overflows its
banks, depositing a layer of rich alluvial soil on the parched
ground. Then it recedes and soon the whole country-side,
as far as the eye can reach, is covered with Egyptologists.”

The results of old Egyptian research are exhausting.
Yet, as summarized by S.R.K. Glanville and his associates,
or by Wilson, they furnish a remarkably detailed picture
of a great culture, the achievements of which still pro-
foundly affect our own. Ancient Egyptian medicine is
particularly well known, its popular characteristics by
inference, and its professional achievements by study of
the technical medical treatises preserved for us. Medical
matters in old Egypt were thus contrasted by Sigerist into
“magico-religious medicine” on the one hand, and “em-
pirico-rational medicine,” on the other. There is some
question as to how far this distinction may be validated,
then or now.

One might justify a contrast between the popular be-
liefs, fears, and superstitions about disease on the one
hand, and professional medical theories and practices on
the other. Such a contrast would probably be as valid for
old Egypt as for modern Europe. Similarities in the con-
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trast might be quite evident. There was magic endeavor
in approaching disease popularly in old Egypt just as there
is now in our culture. On the other hand, there is clear
evidence from the surviving documents of a rational
professional effort toward the systematic analyses of dis-
eased conditions and toward the application of empirical
observation in their management. In this discussion the
professional endeavor will be considered.

The old Egyptians apparently began to prolong mem-
ory by means of recordings as early as the third millen-
nium before the Christian era. Spieser has proposed that
the initial impetus to writing arose among the hardy
Sumerian individualists in stamping their individual
property with their personal seals. Interestingly he con-
trasts the subsequent developments for scientific endeavor
in the relatively democratic Valley of the Euphrates, with
the situation in the more authoritarian culture of the Val-
ley of the Nile. Alan Gardiner and W. F. Albright skill-
fully advance the hypothesis that the Greek alphabet was
derived from the Canaanites, who developed the principle
from Egyptian hieroglyphics. From pictographs for carv-
ing stone memorials in old Egypt developed formal hiero-
glyphic writing, the key to which was afforded by the
famous stone found at Rosetta by Napoleon’s invaders.
Thomas Young (1773-1829), the handsome and brilliant
British physician-scientist, first attempted an analysis of
the hieroglyphic text by comparing it with what he cor-
rectly assumed to be a translation on the same stone in
demotic and Greek. However, it was J. F. Champollion
(1790-1832) who successfully enough unraveled the mys-
teries of hieroglyphic to unloose the flood of Egyptologists
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who have followed. In his usual clear manner, F. Ll. Grif-
fith has well reviewed the ancient Egyptian language and
writing.

There were many specially trained scribes in old Egypt.
Attached to the temples or to the households of major
officials, they sat cross-legged day after day recording
events or possessions. They compiled and copied stories,
poems, songs, texts, recipes and formularies. The profes-
sional medical writings, both texts and formularies, are
impressive.

Hieroglyphic was used for formal recording by carving
on stone. When papyrus was developed, with brush-and-
ink writing, a cursive script evolved which is known as
hieratic. This was written from right to left, with red ink
for the headings and black ink for the bulk of the mate-
rial. From this two-toned system are derived the rubrics
of our finely printed books.

Papyrus was made by interweaving split river-reeds
(Cyperus papyrus), pounding the crude mats under water,
and drying them to form coarse brownish sheets. After
being written upon with a delicate brush, made from a
frayed reed, they were glued together at the edges, to
make a roll. Thanks to the everlasting dryness a surpris-
ing number of these papyri have survived from old Egypt.
They have been most carefully studied, and the various
analyses of them have given us a broad picture of the
amazing scope and brilliance of ancient Egyptian culture.

An excellent account of the source, making, and use
of papyrus is given by Sir Edward Maunde Thompson.
Pliny describes its manufacture into sheets of various sizes
approximating ordinary typewriting paper. An interest-
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ing picturization of the work of ancient Egyptian scribes
has recently been made by W. C. Hayes and H. M. Herget.
For proper preservation the present custom is for the scroll
to be separated into its sheets, which are then hermetically

sealed between glass plates so that they may be individually
studied.



The Chief Egyptian Medical Papyri

Ancient Egyptian medical practice may be quite satis-
factorily reconstructed from an analysis of the available
sources. These are mainly the eight papyri known as the
Kahun, the Edwin Smith, the Ebers, the Hearst, the Er-
man, the London, the Berlin, and the Chester Beatty. A
careful analysis of these documents has been undertaken
by the famed Egyptologist, Hermann Grapow. They have
also been well summarized by the great medical historian,
Henry E. Sigerist.

Table 1
The Chief Egyptian Medical Papyri

Name Date Location References
Kahun 1900 B.C. London Griffith, 1898
Edwin Smith 1600 B.C. New York Breasted, 1930
Ebers 1550 B.C. Leipzig Ebers, 1875;

Wreszinski, 1913;
Ebbell, 1937

Hearst 1550 B.C. Berkeley Reisner, 1905;
Wreszinski, 1912;
Lutz, Larkey,

Leake, 1939
Erman 1550 B.C. Berlin Erman, 1901
London 1350 B.C. London Wreszinski, 1912
Berlin 1350 B.C. Berlin Wreszinski, 1909
Chester Beatty 1200 B.C. London Jonckheere, 1947

From the period of the Middle Kingdom, about 1900
B.C., have come remnants of a medical treatise dealing
with diseases of women and animals. These were found






