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STUDIES IN THE EGYPTIAN MEDICAL TEXTS

By WARREN R. DAWSON

1. The words _,_u& &Q and #%T

In the Egyptian medical texts, but so far as T am aware, not elsewhere, there occurs from time
to time a rare word with an ovoid determinative, n_u& _&Q, tmm, which is a part of some
animal, for it is never used in connexion with the human body. The passages in which the word
occurs are as follows:

1. Of the ntr-fish: Ebers, 30. 1 (128')1. 4. Of the trp-duck: Ebers, 32. 3 (146).
2. Of the ntr-fish: Hearst, 13. 10 (203). 5. Of the pggt: Hearst, 13. 6 (198).
3. Of the cpnnt: Ebers, 63. 20 (427).

The word tmm has been variously interpreted as a viscus, as brain, and as roe or eggs.
The last-named sense is doubtfully attributed to the word by Reisner? and by the editors of
the Wb. d. aeg. Spr. (1, 186). Wreszinski® and Chassinat? adopt the meaning ““brain,” on the
ground that the first of the above-named passages speaks of the ““ ¢mm of the ncr-fish, which is
found within its head.” This phrase at once disposes of the possibility of the meaning “roe”
or “eggs.”

I cannot think, however, that ¢mm can mean brain. The word for “brain.”” 4s or is, Is
already well known, and is used both of human beings and of animals3. The fact that the
writer of the Ebers passage takes the trouble to explain that the ¢mm of the fish is found inside
its head to my mind indicates that some organ or structure other than the brain is intended.
Had “brain” been meant, the explanatory phrase is quite unnecessary in speaking of so obvious
an organ. Itis as needless to explain that the brain is found within the head as it would be to
say that the heart is in the thorax or the intestines are within the abdomen. The fact that in
the case of the fish the tmm is stated to be inside the head rather implies that it is usually
found elsewhere in other animals. We have therefore to find something other than the brain
that is contained in the head of a fish to which the word cmm can refer. The alternative, it seems
to me, is clear, and the structure referred to can be no other than the otolith, a calcareous shell-
like concretion in the internal ear. Otoliths occur in various stages of development in many
vertebrate animals, and they are especially conspicuous in numerous species of teleost fishes,
where they form hard shell-like bodies of appreciable size, generally two in each ear. The
nCr-fish is the species known to science as Clarias angusllarts, and the size of its otolith would
range from about 5 mm. to 10 mm. in a specimen of average size, and up to about 12 mm. or
15 mm. in a very large individual. Assuming, therefore, that I am right in suggesting
Cmm = otolith in the case of the fish, it remains to discover how this interpretation fits in
with the other animals mentioned.

>

1 The numbers in brackets refer to the sections of Wreszinski’s edition.

2 Hearst Medical Papyrus, Vocabulary, 18.

3 Der Londoner dedizinische Popyrus, 118.

4 Un papyrus médical copte, 214,

5 Examples: Urkunden, 1v, 84; Ebers, 80. 20; 97. 8; Edwin Smith, 2. 18 and often.
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‘The word “" ==, cpnnt, with determinative either { or w., has had many translations
proposed for it. It has been variously interpreted as a kind of snake, as a worm, as a lizard,
as a mole, etc. Chassinat believes that the word denotes two different animals: a reptile when
written with the snake-determinative, and a mammal, the otter, when determined with the
hide, the usual determinative of animals, and especially of quadrupedst. In my opinion, the
interchange of general and specific determinatives, especially in hieratic texts, is far too pro-
miscuous a ground upon which to found the proposal that two animals so widely different as
a snake (or worm) and an otter can be signified by the same word, differing merely in its
determinative. The (pnnt is nearly always determined by the snake-sign?; the hide-determina-
tive, so far as I am aware, occurs but twice3. It appears to me quite clear that some creeping
animal is meant, and an animal so small that seven of them, together with seven fiies and seven
earthworms, are used in a single prescription®. Now the only small creeping animal that
secretes calcareous matter at all resembling the otoliths of fishes is the slug. In most species
of slugs the shell is small and rudimentary, often internal and partly concealed by the mantle,
and in at least one genus (4reon, which includes the common black slug of Europe, 4. ater)
the rudimentary or vestigial shell is represented by numerous irregular calcareous granules.
I submit therefore that “slug” is the probable meaning of tpnnt and that cmm is its shell.

In the case of the duck, the identification of ¢mm with a shell-like or calcareous concretion
- is at first sight more difficult, but when it is remembered that the gizzards of many birds (and
especially those of pigeons, fowls and ducks) when opened are found to contain small pebbles,
fragments of shells and other similar objects, in such cases, therefore, it is quite possible that
the word cmm can mean a small pebble, shell or granule taken from the stomach of a duck.

The remaining animal, the pggt, occurs, so far as I am aware, but once only, in circumstances
that do not help us to define it. In this case a_-u& el omm=f and oil are used as a
medicament for sore toes®. As the prescription is an alternative to the one that precedes it,
which consists of a slug (7" = w.) cut up and brayed with salt®, it is probable that the pggt
is an animal similar in nature to the Cpnnt and may be another kind of slug or snail.

It may be added that the existence of otoliths in fishes was known to the Greeks?, and in
medieval times they were worn as charms against colic and other ailments, or ground up
and used in medicines.

2. The &&gﬂ bird

In one of the glosses to the twenty-second case in the Edwin Smith surgical treatise the
meaning of the expression *“ the end of the ramus” is explained (recto, 8. 14-15). “The ramus
(3mst), the end of it is in his temple just as the claw of an 3amce-bird (3mc) grasps an object®.”
Professor Breasted has pointed out that the “claw of the 3amce-bird” is written as a single
word, with a special determinative, _JSJ, and adds “this is obviously the claw of some
two-toed bird, inserted here more or less as a drawing or sketch of the bird’s claw™ (p. 294).
Professor Breasted, in speaking of some two-toed bird, suggests that we have a choice of several
species, but actually the only two-toed bird is the ostrich, in which the two digits are not
opposable but parallel, and have no ability to grasp. The special determinative in the text

1 K. Chassinat, op. cit., 215.

2 Ebers, 74. 14 (576); 88. 15 (733); Hearst, 10. 4 (144); 10. 18 (157); 11. 3 (159); 13. 5 (197); Cairo Hymn
to Amiin, 6. 5.

3 Ebers, 63. 20 (427); 88. 5 (727). 4 Ebers, 4. 14 (576).

5 Hearst, 13. 6 (198). 8 Hearst, 13. 5 (197).

7 Aristotle, Hist. Anim., v, 19; Aelian, De Nat. Aniii., 1%, 7; Pliny, Hisl. Nal., 1%, 24.

8 J. H. Breasted, The Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus, 1, 293.
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rather seems intended merely to denote the grasp of the foot of any perching bird in which the
hallux is opposed to the other toes. The bifid sign must accordingly be taken as a rough sketch
of a bird’s foot, one member of it denoting the hallux and the other the grouped anterior digits
to which the hallux is opposed. The digits, however, are wrongly represented as pointing
outwards instead of inwards. Theré is nothing particularly distinctive in the grip of any one
particular species of such bird, and any kind would equally well satisfy the simile. Itis evident
that the 3mc-bird is selected merely because its name puns on the word 3mct, “‘ramus.”

“To this two-toed bird’s claw”, adds Professor Breasted, “the ramus is appropriately
compared, for its familiar forked head, terminating in the condyle and the coronoid process,
readily suggests such a forked or two-toed claw.” Actually, however, the simile chosen by the
Egyptian writer is neither an appropriate nor a happy one. In a bird’s foot the claws are
conspicuous and they play an essential part in the function of grasping, whereas the two pro-
minences at the head of the ram: mandibulae—the coronoid process and the capitulum man-
debulae (condyle)}—are both blunt-ended: the former is flat with a semicircular contour above,
and the latter is semi-spheroid and is supported by a well-defined neck, the collum mandibulae.
Moreover, with the skull in its normal vertical position, as it would be in a living man, these
two prominences point upwards, whereas the claws of a bird when grasping, point downwards.
Nor could the simile be suggested by the glenoid fossa into which the condyle articulates, as
it is a small depression, the form of which does not in the least suggest the grip of a bird.

3. The Lettuce as an Aphrodisiac

In the 1mportant and interesting Chester- Beatty Papyrus, No. 1, recently published in an
admirable edition by Dr. Alan Gardiner, there is a strange eplsode in which the aphrodisiac
properties of the-lettuce-plant are referred to (11. 10-12). The association of the lettuce with
the phallic god Min has been pointed out by Dr. L. Keimer?, and it is quite evident that the
herb was eaten by Min to enhance his sexual powers. The new passage shows equally clearly
that Seth consumed it for the same purpose, and that its potency was increased by the special
treatment to which Isis subjected the plant. Clearly the Egyptians regarded the lettuce as an
aphrodisiac, and it is curious to note that other ancient medical writers, instead of, as so often,
borrowing Egyptian ideas on the properties of plants, ascribed to the lettuce the oppos1’oe
function, ¢.e., that of an antiaphrodisiac.

Dioscorides (De Materio. Medica, 11, 165) says that the lettuce (fpidaf) taken as a drug
suppresses erotic dreams and restrains sexual impulses, and Pliny (Nat. Hist., XX, 26) repeats

“peculiares earum...somnum faciendi, Veneremque inhibendi.” The same properties are
noted by Oribasius (Eupomsta s.v. Opldaf), and Hippocrates (De Dicta, 11, 25) describes the
lettuce as being of a very cold nature and productive of bodily debility—the reverse of an
aphrodisiac. The ancient writers were followed by the herbalists of later ages. John Gerard
(Herball, ed. 1636, 308) says: “The iuice of Lettuce cooleth and quencheth the naturall seed if
it be too much used, but produceth sleep,” and according to John Parkinson (Theatrum
Botanicum, 1640, 813) “it abateth bodily lust, and therefore both it and Rue are commended
for Monkes, Nunnes and the like Sort of People to eate, and use to keep them the chaster: it
represseth also venerous dreames.”

1 4.Z., 11, 140.
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4. The word ng

The word [ {5, wdcyt, has generally been considered to be the fruit of some tree or herb,
but this is only an assumption, for the word is determined always by the sign o, never by Y
or

QThe verb wd¢ means “to divide,” “cleave” or “sever,”and in attempting to identify the
drug, ¥ sought for an object that is cloven, severed or divided and which has ““something
inside” (254 X, Ebers, 55. 2). The possibility of a bivalve mollusc at once occurred to my
mind, for molluscs both univalve and bivalve, and from land, sea, or fresh water, were much
used by the ancients in medicine and magic. The hypothesis of wdcyt being a bivalve shell was
enhanced by the peculiar determinative of the word in Hearst, 1. 17, which, it seems to me, may
well be the hieratic form of w. As the animal within the shell is used in medicine, it is unlikely
that a marine species is intended, as molluscous animals could only be used when fresh. A river
mollusc therefore seems more probable than a marine one, and it is accordingly very likely
that a fresh-water mussel is meant. Various species of pearl-bearing fresh-water mussels, of
the genera Aetheria and Unio, are common in the Nile, and specimens of the shells, either entire
or made into amulets, have been recovered from many ancient sites in Egypt*. These molluscs
were therefore quite familiar to the Egyptians.

The medicinal uses of wdcyt mentioned in the papyri are as follows:

o) + .. A0S
External. To make hair grow after alopecia, Ebers, 66. 14 (467).
For a burn, E. 68. 20 (496).
For sore fingers and toes, E. 78. 6 (616); Hearst, 12. 1 (173).
For the eyes, £. 56. 19 (343).
Diuretic, applied as suppository in the rectum, E. 9. 3 (26).
Internal. To promote appetite, E. 51. 12 (292)

23 <<

For “eating blood” (? anaemia), £ 1 (723).

To banish magic, E. 34. 3 (165) = 3 (3 )

To banish a dead man, E. 35. 13 (182) = H. 1. 17 (16).
Influence of a god, goddess, ete., F. 45. 2 (22 5) H.7.1(83).

ol I |+§AQQQ

Internal. For a disease called @i@‘ﬁz, E. 55. 2 (326).

¢) L1{=0 simply
Egzternal. For pain in nerve or muscle, H. 8. 17 (120).

Molluscous animals, with or without their shells, and brayed, calcined, boiled or otherwise
treated, are common in ancient and medieval medical works. They are used for affections of
the eyes, for skin diseases, eruptive diseases and affections of the scalp. They are employed for
the teeth, for inflammations, for pains in the nerves and muscles, stomach and bowels. They

L W. M. F. Petrie, Siz Temples at Thebes, 31; T. E. Peet and W. S. L. Loat, Cemeteries of Abydos, TII,
30, and PI. xii; etec.

2 All the prescriptions for this complaint in Ebers, ten in number, are internal and contain elements that

are known for their properties of purgative or vermifuge. Perhaps, theretore, some kind of intestinal parasite
is meant.

Journ. of Egypt. Arch, xvim. 20
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are described as excellent for the stomach, to promote appetite, for affections of the bladder,
as purgative and vermifuge, and as antidotes for poison?.

These uses all harmonize with the purposes for which wdcyt is employed in the medical
papyri. The prescriptions to banish magic and the influence of gods, goddesses, the dead, ete.
(LR =), are mostly purgatives, emetics and antidotes, as these affections were envisaged as
some evil emanation or poison within the patient’s body that had to be voided through one of
the natural openings of the body. They were therefore usually treated as disorders of the stomach
and bowels. Taking all the facts of the case into account, I therefore propose the provisional
equation:

L4{ S = Fresh-water mussel.

Probably no distinction was made by the Egyptians between the various species known to
them, and we can get no nearer to actual identification than to suggest that the word wdcyt
stands for one or more species of the genera Unto and detheria.

1 See, inter alia, Dioscorides, De Mat. Med., 11, 11; Pliny, Hist. Nat., xxx, 15, 43; xxx1, 21; ITbn al-
Beithar, Book of Stmples, 8.vv. 39 jhe=, C..w, Boao, pamled) Vo, ete.



