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STUDIES IN THE EGYPTIAN MEDICAL TEXTS-Ill 
By WARREN R. DA WSON 

(Continued from Journal, XIX, 133-7) 

9. The herb ~~ \\ ~ 
'6.... Jl!'l I I I 

THIS plant has been identified with the lettuce, but its medicinal uses do not favour this 
equation, and, moreover, the Egyptian name of the lettuce is well known. In magic, it is 
a herb hostile to demons. In Pap. Berlin 3027, 2. 3-4, the magician thus addresses the 
demon: "I make a charm for him (se. the baby whom he is protecting) against thee of the 
rfl which inflicts injury, of onions which destroy thee, and of honey which is sweet to 
the living and bitter to the dead." The medicinal uses of rfl are as follows: 

External Uses 

To stop pain in any part: H 3. 12 (42); B 14. 2 (157); B 14. 10 (162). 
To stop pain in the abdomen E 13. 13 (40). 
To stop pain in the legs: E 77. 8 (608); E 77.11 (609). 
For stiff joints and muscles: E 80.11 (640); E 83. 14 (668); E 83. 17 (670). 
For alopecia: E 66. 14 (467). 
For a sore: E 71. 5 (530). 
For earache: B verso, 2. 10 (201) ; B verso, 3. 6 (204). 

Internal Uses 

For cough: B 3.11 (36); E 53. 16 (312). 
For vermifuge: E 20. 2 (64); E 21. 3 (67). 
For purging: E 23. 3 (86). 
For nsyt: H 13.15 (209) = E 89.19 (751) which adds "of the eyes". 

The principal uses of the plant are for assuaging pain, and as it is taken internally for 
coughs, some sweet, soothing herb must be intended. The p.r:A.(),W7"OS of Dioscorides (De Mat. 
Med., rn, 48) suits the requirements. Dioscorides states that the herb is good for soothing 
infiammations, pains in the stomach, and sores and pains in the head, eyes, and ears. The 
uses named by Pliny also agree (Nat. Hist., XXI, 87). 

The plant is a kind of clover which secretes much honey. It is mentioned in this con­
nexion by Aristotle as one of the principal plants used by bees (Hist. Am:m., IX, 40 [627aJ). 

I therefore suggest the identification of rfl with the Melilot or Sweet Clover, Melilotus 
officinalis, L. 

10. The plant ~ ~ -=- ~ 
J!~ 0 I! I 

This plant, which is extremely common in Egyptian medical texts,is written with various 
determinatives C~ I; \) I ~ 0; C) I ~ I; etc.), the significance of which will presently appear. ItI; 

has been identified with the Coptic cr"P"'H by Budge (Eg. Diet., 899b, 900a); with -::s.Upl 
by V. Loret (Flore Phar., 2nd ed., 145), and with 'AIOpt: by Munier (Ann. Serv., XVIII, 

285). In the Seala Magna 'AlIpl = Y)'i"" which Kircher translates siliquae, glandes. 
G 
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'Xl€JP€ means a pod or siliqua. It is used of the acacia in the Coptic Medical Papyrus, 
'Xl€lpt: "ill0ltT€ (11. 95, 167, 182, 414), but does not occur otherwise in that MS. The name 
of gJrt is absent from the lists of cultivated plants in P ap. Harris, Anastasi IV, Lansing, 
Peasant, etc. In Pharaonic times at least gIrt could not have been a general term for part of 
a plant, as there are abundant indications of its specific character. 

In the medical texts, gIrt most often appears simply, when the whole plant, or a decoction 
of its leaves or its fruit is usually intended. Sometimes, however, particular parts of it are 
specified: its "inside" (f~ \\); its sap or juice (=); its fruit (~~ , ~ ,) ; its meal or 
powder (~,), or its shoots, buds, or fi bres (?) (1) a ~ 4a, ~ ,). It is also sometimes spoken of as 
green or fresh (i1 ~). 

The plant gIrt, or a particular bnd of it, came from the Oasis. 
Loret identifies it with Cemtonia siliqua, the carob-bean. Against this, however, apart 

from the inappropriateness of its medicinal uses, is the absence of the word from the many 
lists of food-plants. On the other hand, it must be admitted that the word usually translated 
"carob", ~--JlI~, is likewise absent from the lists. In any case, the words gIrt and w(J:r, 
are not synonymous, for both sometimes occur in the same prescriptions. Before discussing 
the plant further, its medicinal uses must be tabulated: 

a. r~~ (det. 0, \'}, or ,~,) simply 
External Uses. 

For breasts: B 2. 5 (18). 
Burns: L 6. 3 (17); L 6. 8 (21); L 14. 2 (46); L 15. 7 (52); L 15.11 (56) = E 69. 12 

(504); E 67. 19 (482). 
Contraceptive: E 93. 7 (783). 
Eyes: E 56. 11 (338) ; E 56. 12 (339); E 56. 19 (343) ; E 57. 1 (344) ; E 57. 7 (348) ; E 57. 13 

(353); E 57. 16 (355) ; E 58. 2 (358); E 58. 4 (359); E 61. 2 (386); E 61. 17 (395); E. 
62.9 (408); E 63. 6 (420). 

For" eating blood": E 87. 20 (723). 
Hair, scalp, and eyebrows: E 64.19 (442); E 64. 21 (443); E 65. 7 (450); E 69.8 (501). 
Joints and muscles: H 16.14 (249); E 79.12 (631); E 79.15 (632); E 79.18 (633) ; E: 

80. 12 (640); E 82. 9 (660); E 83. 1 (663); E 83. 12 (667); E 83. 18 (671); E 83. 21 
(673); E 84 . 2 (675). 

For" influence" : E 46. 11 (242); ~ <2 ~, of g" Leiden 345, recto, I. 2. 8. 
Polypus: E 88. 11 (732). 
Pus: H 71. 11 (89); H 10.18 (l40) =E 73.1 (557). 
Rectum and anus: E 33. 8 (158); CBI 7.10. 
Sores and wounds: E 70. 5 (517); E 70. 9 (520); E 70. 22 (525); E 71. 6 (532); E. 71. 9J 

(534); E 71. 20 (542); E 72. 2 (544); E 106.1 (862); Ed. S.14. 7 (41); Ed. 8.16.10 (46)_ 
Teeth: E 89.7 (742). 
Tongue: E 85. 20 (702) ; E 86 . 1 (703). 
Toes: H 8.17 (118); H 12.11 (184); H 13.1 (191); H 13. 5 (196); H 13. 9 (202). 
For sjwt: E 9. 16 (139); H 15.17 (236); E 73.9 (563). 
For tmt: L 4. 5 (10). 
For Isyt: H 3. 9 (39) = E 71. 13 (537). 
For wJ:uw in any part: E 26.1 8 (116). 
For 7:yns: E 86. 10 (709). 
For - ? : H 1. 19 (10); B 3.4 (28). 

1 Chester-Beatty Papyrus, No. VI. 
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I nternal Uses. 
For coughs: B 3.12 (37); B 4. 5 (45); E 53.1 (305); E 53. 2 (306); E 53. 4 (307); 

E 53. 9 (309) ; E 54. 17 (324). 
Bladder and urine: E 3.5 (10); ElL 12 (44); E 15. 13 (47); E 16. 1 (48). 
Breast: E 35. 15 (183); E 35. 19 (185). 
Heart: H 4. 2 (48) = E 44. 6 (217) ; E 46. 7 (240). 
"Influence": H 6. 17 (83) = E 45. 2 (225). 
Belly, pain or other affections: H 2.15 (29) = H 24.10 (97); H 13.16 (211); E 23.18 

(91) ; E 24. 10 (97) ; Purgative, E 5. 10 (17). 
Rectum and anus: CB 8. 9; 8. 11. 
Vermifnge: E 17. 11 (55) = B 1. 1 (2); E 22.19 (84). 
Epilepsy (?): E 90.2 (755). 
Mouth: E 27. 9 (122) = B 3. 9 (35). 
Pain in sides (ribs): B 5. 9 (48). 
Sharp pains (? neuritis): B 11. 7-8 (138). 
Lungs: E 6. 19 (21); ElL 21 (35); E 35.19 (185). 
Stomach: (cooked in fat or beer), E 39.11 (197); E 40.13 (201); E 43.16 (212), g of the 

Oasis. 
For d~rt: H 9.10 (131) = E 52. 20 (302). 
For -?: E 55. 10 (329); E 55. 13 (331). 

b. "Inside", i.e. Pulp (t~ or t 1\\\) 
External Uses. 

Scalp: H 6. 3 (76) = E 47.10 (248). 

Internal Uses. 
Bladder: E 49. 12 (268). 

Rectum: E 32. 16 (153). 

Breast: E 35. 16 (184). 

Pains generally: E 27. 20 (127). 

For -?: B 19. 12+20.2 (185). 


c. ;:: Juice 
External Uses. 

Eyes: E 62. 1 (399). 
Eyebrows: E 66. 3 (462). 
Rectum and anns: B18.7 (173); B18.11 (176); B19.5(182); E31.16(143); 

E 93. 11 (785). 
Vagina: E 96. 10 (823). 

Internal Uses. 
Cough: B 4. 4 (43). 

Rectum and anus: E 31. 2 (135); 31. 2b (136); E 32. 9 (150); E 32.10 (151); E 33. 9. (159). 


d. ~r Meal or Powder 
External Uses. 

Breasts: B 2.1 (14); B 2.2. (15). 

Burns: L 15.13 (60) = E 69. 14 (506) . 


. Bones: H 14.13 (217); H 14.14 (218); H 15. 4 (226). 
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Eyes: E 60.12 (384); E 62.20 (415). 
"Influence": B 8. 3 (92); E 46. 17 (243) = H 5. 8 (71). 
Legs: B 10.11 (122). 
Toes : H 12.13 (184); E 81. 4 (647). 
Rectum 8.nd 8.nus: E 32. 2 (155) ; E 33. 17 (163) ; E 33. 22 (164) ; CB 5. 5; 8. 2. 
Sores and wounds: H 16. 11 (246); H 18. 1 (260); Ed. S. 14. 7 (41). 
SC8.lp: E 64. 22 (444). 
Sharp pains (? Neuritis) : E 75.10 (589); E 75. 16 (591). 
For srst: H 3.8 (38). 

Internal Uses. 
Bladder and urine: E 2b. 14 (8). 
Belly: E 24.2 (93); E 24. 4 (94); E 25.17 (107). 
Rectum 8.nd anus: H. 1. 5 (6); E 33. 11 (160). 
Vermifuge: B. 1. 1 (2) = E 17. 11 (55). 
Muscles and joints: E 82. 3 (654) = H. 9. 2 (123). 

e. Other P8.rts 

Ll ~ (? 1 ~ ,: Muscles and joints: H 9. 2 (123) = E 82. 3 (654) which has ~,. 

'Ji~, 7,: Toe-nails: H 13. 7. 

~ ~ ~~ I: For burns: E. 69. 8-9 (501). 

The use of the" inside" (i.e. pulp) and juice requires a large fleshy or juicy plant, 8.nd 
there are abundant indications th8.t it is astringent and bitter. The occasional use of the 
det. 0 also indicates a globular fruit. The Colocynth, or Bitter Gourd (Citrullus colocynthus, 
L.) exactly suits the requirements of the case. When it is ripe, the fruit turns yellow, and is 
about as large as an orange. The unripe fruit is green (cj. it~, frequent in the above quoted 
prescriptions). The medicinal uses specified by Ibn al-Beithar (ed. Leclerc, vo!. I, no. 714, 
p. 461) also closely correspond with the Egyptian uses. When t8.ken in internal doses, its 
bitterness is generally mollified with honey, wine, or sweet ale. 

The inside pulp rapidly dries and becomes a powder, and isa bitter, 8.stringent, and power­
ful medicine. The colocynth is common throughout Palestine (H. B. 'l'ristram, N at. Hist. 
of the Bible (1868), 452), and it was used by the Assyrians in medicine (R. Campbell Thomp­
son, Assyr. Herbal, 40). Its dust has been found amongst the embalming materials of 
mummies (R. R. :Madden, Travels, II, 86). 

11. The plant =~=~o,"'\l " 
This herb is somewhat rare in Egyptian medicine. Its occurrences are as follows , all 

external: 

For fever: B 7. 8 (81); here its roots are used, and the choice of the herb is clearly due to 
its punning on =~~o~l, "fever". 

For irrigating the rectum: CB 6. 7 (juice); CB 7. 8 (seeds crushed). 
For a sore toe-nail: E 78. 18 (618); H 12.16 (188). 
For uterine contraction: E 96. 7 (821). 

It is tempting to identify the plant with the Arabic smsm, sesame, but the two can scarcely 
be identical, for seS8.me is constantly used for internal doses, whereas the Egyptian smsmt 
never is. The word occurs in the Pyramid Texts (§ 514) with an elaborate determinative, and 
is spoken of as a plant from which ropes are made, which makes the equivalence with hemp, 
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Cannabis sativa, much more likely. Hemp ('-;"":,) is stated by the Arabic medical writers to 
be unfit for internal use. 

12. The plant l1J Q Q 0,'1;\ 
This plant, which rarely has the det. , ~ " is also written ~6~ QQo,~, and in various 

other corrupt ways. In medicine, it is used either entire and without qualification or its 
roots, fruit, and" tails" (sd) are specified. The" ta.ils" suggest long tapering tendrils. The 
rind (mnt) is also used. In the following list of medicinal uses, the letters R, F, T, a.nd NI, are 
added when the root, fruit, tendrils, or rind are specified. 

External Uses 

Fumigation for" influence": B 7. 1 (73); B 5. 11 (59) F. 
i\fouthwash: B 9. 4 (107); B 9. 5 (108) :M; E 27.8 (122) = B 3.9 (35) F. 
Ointment: for "influence", E 46. 12 (242); E. 47. 6 (247) = H 6. 16 (75) F; for nsyt, 

B 9.6 (109). . 
Emollient for joints and muscles: E 77.13 (610) F; E 81.8 (649) = H 8.9 (107) F = 

H 15. 7 (228) which omits F; E 82. 12 (657) = H 7. 15 (94) F; E 84. 16 (682) F; 
E 85.11 (693) = H 9.1 (121). 

For -- ?: B 2. 8 (22) sle. 

Internal Uses 

For belly: E 6. 6 (19) R; fodfwt of belly, E 13. 8 (39) F. 
Stomach: E 37. 13 (191b); E 38.13 (194b). 
For urination: H . 4. 13 (62) ; E 49. 3 (263) R; E. 49. 16 (271) T. 
Pain in right side: E 43. 5 (209) T_ 
Liver: E 67.8 (477) F_ 

The presence of tendrils, as well as the uses of the plant, suggest bryony (Bryonia dioica, 
Jacq.). The plant is bitter and astringent, the stems being full of acrid and strong-smelling 
juice. 'l'he root is large and tuberous. The fruits are poisonous if taken alone. In the two 
cases above in which the berries are used internally, they are prescribed in very small 
quantities, mixed with sweetening and attenuating drugs. 

A related species, B. cretica, is probably the (Jp.TrEAo, ~ ayp{a, "wild vine", of Theophras­
tus (Hist. Plant. , IX, 20, 3), who says that its root is heating and pungent, and is useful as 
,t depilatory and for removing freckles, ,vhilst the fruit is used for tanning leather-all 
indicating the acrid and astringent nature of the plant. See also Dioscorides, De Mat. 1'lied., 
IV, 183. 

Ibn al-Beithar is probably referring to bryony under the name of \'..Jc\ u-llo;\ r), learm 
arnbelos aghria (ed. Leclerc, vol. Ill, no. 1905, p. 154), the Arabic name of which is a mere 
transcription of the Greek. He speaks of two kinds, one of ",..hich produces flowers, the other 
astringent fruits. This is a correct observation, for bryony is dioecious, i.e. the male and 
female flowers are on different plants. 

13. The herb JJ 0,\ 

This plant occurs but once in the medical papyri. In the Book of the Dead (xxxii) it is 
used to repel crocodiles. It is used in E 97. 16 (841) to rid a house of fleas, and was therefore 
a. very powerfully scented herb. The KDvv'a of Dioscorides (De Mat. lvled., Ill, 136) is said to 
drive away reptiles and flies and to kill fleas. This plant is the Kovv'a ~ e~AHa of Theophrastus 
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(Hist. Plant., VI, 2, 5), which, he says, repels wild beasts by its powerful smell (eJ. Pliny, Nat. 
Hist., XXI, 32). Ibn al-Beithar (ed. Leclerc, vol. II, no. 1448, p. 401) gives the Arabic name 
as 0\.:;.1, tubbah. Can this be derived from the Egyptian name altered by metathesis of band 
t? The Arabic translation of Dioscorides gives the herb the name of ~c~l\ ~, "flea­
plant" . 

The plant described above is the Inula graveolens of botanists; the European Puliearia 
dysenterica, "Fleabane", is closely allied. 

14. The plant tc! ~ ~ ! 17 I 

This plant, which occurs rarely in the medical texts, is always used externally. 
To bring a boil 01' gathering to a head, in a poultice applied hot, E 78. 6 (595); H 9.12 

(133), written 1-t~~~~ [sic]. 
Fumigation to banish" influence," or pain: B 5. 12 (60) ; B 7. 1 (72); B 7. 2. (74). 
In the first of the Berlin passages the plant is called 1-t ~ i,.::0n: I::' "k. of the wall". 

This designation, taken in conjunction with the det. '\t suggests some kind of lichen. Lichen 
is aromatic when burnt, and is appropriate for fumigations, and Pliny (Nat. Hist., XXVI, 10) 
speaks of it as good for skin diseases, tumours, etc. (cJ. Dioscorides, De Mat. Med., IV, 53). 

A species of lichen, Parmelia furfuracea, dried, was sometimes used to stuff the body­
cavities of mummies. The mummies of Siptah, Ramesses IV, and Zedptahefonkh were filled 
with this plant (G. Elliot Smith, The Royal Mummies, 73, 89, 113). 


