
 
 
 
Dear  
 
Thank you for booking your school party at the Egypt Centre.  Please find 
enclosed the ‘Medicine’ Teacher’s activity pack. We have found that the 
activity pack is very useful, as you will have a record of the activities 
undertaken. It also enables us to structure activities.    
 
The Teachers pack contains sheets, which involve ‘hands on’ activities (such 
as making a ‘mummy’), while others involve observing certain objects and 
recording answers.   The children will be given a talk based on objects in the 
museum connected with medicine.  The children will then be encouraged to 
take part in a mummification demonstration and later given an opportunity 
to look around the museum at the various objects connected with medicine.  
Most of our staff who will be working with your children are unpaid 
volunteers and not trained teachers. Please could you therefore ensure that 
the children are supervised at all times. 
 
We charge £2 a head for each child and provide the relevant photocopied 
sheets, clipboards and pencils for the children to use. If any children do not 
turn up we charge 50p for the photocopied work pack, which you take away 
with you.  Teachers and children may bring cameras but we do not allow 
flash photography in the museum galleries, due to conservation issues 
regarding safe light levels.  We also have a shop area with ‘Egyptian’ themed 
items for sale starting from 30p and offer a ‘goody bag’ service. Please make 
cheques payable to Swansea University. 
 
We look forward to seeing you and hope you enjoy your time at the Egypt 
Centre. Any comments on how we can improve our services to you will be 
gratefully received. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Wendy Goodridge 
Assistant Curator 

 
Tel 01792 295960 

 www.egypt.swansea.ac.uk 



Important Notice for Teachers 
 
We want to ensure that your visit to the Egypt Centre is happy, safe and 
rewarding.  In order to achieve this we want to explain our roles; what you 
can expect from us and what we expect from you. 
 
 

The Role of the Egypt Centre 
• All activities are museum led.  We will provide trained activity leaders to 

work with small groups of children.  Activity leaders are not expected to 
discipline children.  All staff working with your children are fully-
enhanced CRB checked.  

• We will endeavour to provide as many of the activities chosen by the 
school in the time available. 

• We will provide all materials and equipment needed for each activity, 
which are safe to use.    

• We will provide each child with a clipboard, pencil and work-pack for 
their use during the visit. 

• If required, we can provide a safe area for lunch near toilet facilities. 

• We provide a gift-shop that caters for school children and is relevant to 
areas of study. 

• We welcome feedback from schools and each school is given a 
questionnaire to return.   

 
 
 

The Role of the School 
• The school should try to arrive at the agreed time. 

• The school will pay a £2 for each child and 50p for any work packs not 
used due to absence of children. 

(Please make cheques payable to Swansea University) 

• A member of school staff should supervise each group of children at all 
times and ensure good behaviour.   

• Ensure the equipment and materials that are to be used for subsequent 
school groups and the public are not being misused. 

• Respect other visitors to the museum. 

• If the school has any concern please report it to a member of staff. 



Leaders’/Teachers’ Responsibilities While Visiting the Museum 
 
The Egypt Centre wants to ensure that children are protected from harm 
while in the Museum.  In addition to the Museum’s responsibilities, we ask 
that teachers/leaders of groups exercise their own responsibilities.  
 
 In particular, all leaders/teachers shall: 

• Make sure they have adequate staff supervision using the ratios laid 
down by their institution. This is a suggestion: 

� 0-2 years = 1 adult to 3 children 
� 2-3 years = 1 adult to 4 children 
� 3-7 years = 1 adult to 8 children 
� 7 years + = 2 adults (preferably one of each 

gender) for up to 20 children/young people, and one 
additional staff member for every additional 10 
children/young people. 

 

• Ensure they supervise the children/young people at all times 

• In case of an accident, contact a member of the Museum staff who 
will follow the Museum procedures  

• In the case of a lost child, contact a member of the Museum staff 
who will follow the Museum procedures  

• Refrain from having possession of, or consuming, alcoholic 
beverages on the Museum premises  

• Refrain from either verbally or physically abusing a child/young 
person 

• Ensure adequate insurance cover for the group and leaders 

• Ensure that the appropriate group leaders carry any necessary 
medicine for the children with them at all times, with the permission 
of the parents/guardian 

• Inform their group of behavioural expectations while in the Egypt 
Centre 

 
The Museum hopes each visitor has an enjoyable and exciting visit.  We 
therefore expect all visitors to display courtesy and respect for others, and 
for the Museum property, at all times while visiting the Museum. 
 
Group leaders should therefore not allow members of their group to: 

• make any sectarian, racist, sexist or other offensive remarks toward 
any person or other group 

• vandalise Museum property 

• leave litter in the Museum/University grounds.  
 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 



 

 
 



 
The Egypt Centre Hierogift Shop 

 
‘GOODIE’ BAGS FACILITY 

 
 
The museum shop is available for use by all visiting parties during their time 
at the centre.  There are many items geared towards school children, and at a 
very affordable price (items start from 25p!).  There should be (time 
permitting) a chance for your group to visit the shop at some time during 
the day. 
 
However, the shop is quite small, so we are unable to serve a whole group at 
the same time.  It is recommended that groups use the shop 6 or 7 at a time 
in order to make it easier for the shop assistants and for the children 
themselves. 
 
We also offer to make up ‘goodie bags’ which can be prepared in advance, 
up to a certain amount of money, ie. £1.50, £2.00, £3.00 etc.  This can make 
the visit easier for schools especially if they are pressed for time. 
 
If you wish to use this facility, please contact me in advance and I can have a 
selection of items for you to see during the morning session.  I can suggest 
items to put in the bags, both educational and fun.  Some examples include; 
blank papyrus, painted papyrus, bookmarks, pencils, pens, scarab beetles 
and small statues, necklaces and rings.  The bags will be ready before you 
leave. 
 
If there are any other questions about the shop you wish to ask, then please 
do not hesitate to contact me here at the Museum. 
 
 
Many thanks 
 

  
 
Jayne Holly 

Museum Assistant (Gift Shop manager) 
Tel: 01792 295960 
E-mail j.m.holly@swansea.ac.uk  
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ANCIENT EGYPTIAN MEDICAL PRACTICES AND RITES. 
 
Priests and magicians were concerned in health care.  Some doctors were healers who 
used purely magical remedies or exorcism – using ‘sleep therapy’ they gave a sleep-
inducing drug such as opium or mandrake to their patient.  However there were 
professional classes of doctors.  Sons were instructed by their fathers or relatives.  One 
Court physician at Giza in the 4th Dynasty (2613-2494BC) was Iry, “Guardian of the 
Royal Bowel Movement!”   
 
1. Priests of Sekhmet were believed to be very powerful surgeons and some may have 

performed as veterinary surgeons. 
2. Doctors were mainly men, only one female doctor was recorded,  in the 4th or early 

5th Dynasty (2613-2487 BC) 
3. Nurses were women looking after children, not looking after sick patients 
 
The recorded history of Egyptian medical practice spans right back to the early dynastic 
period, consisting of both magical rites and medicine. It was generally believed that 
malevolent spirits caused most illnesses or that they were due to some immoral conduct, 
it was believed that magical spells would be the cure for these ills. However, according to 
a Christian writer, Alexandrinus Clemens, living in Alexandria around AD 200, the 
priests of early dynastic Egypt had recorded all of their medical knowledge in 42 sacred 
books kept in the temples and carried during religious processions. Six of these books 
were totally devoted to medicine and dealt with anatomy, diseases in general, surgery, 
remedies, and diseases of the eye and diseases of women. Unfortunately, copies of these 
books, said to have been written by Athothis, second Pharoah of the First Dynasty, have 
yet to be discovered. 
 
During the Old Kingdom a series of ranks were in place for the people of the medical 
profession:  

 
Doctor was known as Sinw who was 
Watched over by the Overseer of Doctors 

   imy sinw, then there was the Chief of  
Doctors called wr sinw, then there was 
Smsw sinw the eldest of Doctors followed by 
Shd sinw the Inspector of Doctors.  
 

Surgeons (any sinw doctor) were known as the Priests of Sekhemet, a lion headed 
goddess who was said to have taken pity on human suffering. Some doctors were directly 
connected to the court and were assisted by nurses, masseurs and wound dressers, all 
worshipping Thoth the god of wisdom. 
 
On building projects doctors were commissioned as overseers to the workmen. At the 
workmen’s village at Dier el-Medina there was a Chief Physician and a doctor called 
Metu, as well as foremen, who kept records of absenteeism due to ill health and 
accidents. One reads. ‘Fourth month of the flood, day 27, Nebnefer was ill – was stung by a 
scorpion’ and another. ‘First month of winter, day 21, Temento was absent – had fight with his wife.’ 
However, there were no records of absence from work due to toothache, although most 
Egyptians must have suffered with this because of the number of badly worn teeth that 
have been discovered from antiquity. One remedy for treating a tooth that has rotted 



away at the gums can be seen in the ‘Ebers Papyrus’ it consists of a mixture of Cumin, 
Frankincense and Carob-pod pulp ground to a powder and applied directly to the tooth. 
 
From the Pharonic era 100 doctors are known sufficiently well to reveal an overall view 
of the ancient medical practice, the most famous being Imhotep. He was Vizier, 
Architect and Chief Physician to the Pharaoh Djoser (c. 2700 BC). Some say he was the 
father of medicine. During the later Greek period he was deified and identified with 
Aslepios, the Greek God of healing. 
 
Hesire, a contemporary of Imhotep, was Chief of Physicians and also a dentist. Dental 
disease was quite common in ancient Egypt, a discovery in a 4th Dynasty grave at Giza (c. 
2613 -2494 BC) revealed several teeth wired together suggesting an early attempt of 
bridgework.  
 
When people fell ill, they would journey to the temples to seek a cure and would be 
required to make an offering to the Gods. The offerings seem to have been means tested 
as they ranged from bread or cloth to maybe an ox or some item of jewelry. Evidence 
suggests that some patients underwent a form of sleep therapy through being 
administered opium or mandrake; the demons could then be exorcised. While the subject 
was in a dream like state, other more painful treatments could possibly be administered.  
 
As yet no evidence of operations or surgical scars have been revealed from mummies in 
any form (apart from embalmers’ incisions). However, the Egyptologist James Breasted 
has translated as many as thirteen references to ydr as stitching from the Smith Papyrus, 
which also mentions wounds being brought together with a form of ‘adhesive tape’ made 
from linen. Linen was also used for bandages, ligatures and sutures. Needles were 
thought to have been made of copper.  

Many of the important ingredients that were used to make medicines came from outside 
Egypt. Even in Predynastic times, trade played a very important role in the growth of 
ancient Egypt. The mandrake (Mandragora officinarum) was grown in Egypt from the New 
Kingdom, before this, it is thought it was imported from Palestine. Mandrake is a highly 
poisonous plant containing the narcotics atropine and scopolamine, when mixed with 
beer or wine it induces unconsciousness. The Egyptians believed that it possessed 
aphrodisiac properties and promoted conception.  From Syria and Asia Minor came fir 
(Abies cilicia) its pungent resin being used as an antiseptic and embalming material. Oil of 
fir was used to clean infected wounds. Eastern Africa was the source of aloe (Aloe vera) 
used to relieve catarrh in the nose and Queen Hatshepsut regularly brought cinnamon, 
frankincense and myrrh back to Egypt on her return from Punt during the New 
Kingdom.  

Medicinal plants were introduced to Egypt during the dynastic period and still grow there 
today. Henna (Lawsonia inermis) is thought to have come from Persia but may have grown 
in Egypt from the Middle Kingdom. The Ebers Papyrus gives a prescription containing 
the word hnw to treat hair loss. The tannin from the pomegranate root was used to 
dislodge roundworm. Malachite or copper carbonate found in the Eastern Desert was 
used as eye makeup to prevent bacteria, particularly staphylocci. Also a black pigment was 
used as eye makeup and a salve known by the Egyptians as msdmt, this was lead sulphide 
or galena, which also came from the Eastern Desert. 

The Edwin Smith Papyrus refers to a drug called spn, which translates as ‘poppy’ (Papaver 
somniferum), from which is produced alkaloids used for opium and morphine. A remedy 



for a crying child in the Ebers Papyrus reads: ‘… spn seeds, fly dung from the wall, is made to a 
paste, strained and drunk for four days. The crying will cease instantly’. The use of animal 
excrement is quite common, the Kahun Papyrus (c. 2100 > 1900 BC) deals with the 
ailments of women and is particularly concerned with the womb and in the 
determination of fertility. It also gives a method of contraception as the consumption of 
‘excrement of crocodile mixed with sour milk’. The Berlin Papyrus on the other hand, contains 
the earliest pregnancy test known to date. ‘Barley and Emmer. The woman must moisten it with 
urine every day…if both grow, she will give birth. If the barley grows, it means a male child. If the emmer 
grows, it means a female child. If neither grows she will not give birth.’   Modern experiments have 
shown that urine of a woman who is not pregnant will actually prevent the growth of 
barley, suggesting surprising scientific support for this test. 

To date, some 500 medicinal remedies list honey as the main ingredient. Honey provides 
resistance to bacterial growth, containing ‘inhibine,’ a bacterial enzyme from bees. Bee’s 
wax (propolis) is also known to have preservative and antibiotic qualities and was often 
used in the embalming process. Yeast was also widely used, applied directly to boils and 
ulcers, as well as being swallowed for stomach disorders.  

In the course of discovering the exact measures of various drugs that would be beneficial 
rather than lethal, the doses were measured in a very interesting way. The symbol of the 
‘Eye of Horus’ (wedjat eye) was dissected and allocated fractions.  

 

 

Horus was the son of Isis and Osiris, his eye being torn out by Seth, the evil brother of 
Osiris. It was later repaired by Ra Atum and charged with his magical healing powers 
became a very powerful symbol of healing and protection. The really interesting part of 
this little known story is that even today the character used to denote the word 
Prescription is “R”, a direct descendant from the symbol of the ‘Eye of Horus’. 

 

Some ailments 
- TB. 

No evidence of rickets in childhood (caused by deficiency of vitamin D).  The 
intense Egyptian sunlight, which converts fat into vitamin D, may have provided 
some immunity. 

- Many eye diseases. 



- Lung disease (through inhaling smoke from house fires). 

- Worms - Infected food was eaten and cysts developed in many organs. The 
tapeworm- one woman had a lung cyst 20cm in diameter caused by the larval stage of 
Dog tapeworm. 
A brain cyst was found in a mummy in Manchester with the heads of developing 
tapeworms attached to the cyst. 

 
Medical papyri, possibly kept in temples, were important just like medical texts today.  
Remedies for disease were listed and also lists of the drugs available. These deal with 
broken bones, dislocations, crushing.  Instructions were given in the process of diseases, 
bites and prescriptions for stomach complaints, coughs, colds, bites, head ailments and 
diseases, liver complaints, burns, itching, toothache and earache. 
 

- Linen was used for bandages and stitches 

- Needles were probably copper 

- Surgical instruments include metal shears, knives and saws, probes and spatulas, 

small hooks and forceps. 
 

Drugs and prescriptions 
Mandrake – poisonous, induces unconsciousness 
Fir resin – Antiseptic and embalming material used to clean infectious wounds. 
Cinnamon – For ulcerated gums 
Pomegranate root – Used to dislodge round-worm 
Poppy – Opium and morphine.  One remedy for a crying child was “Use poppy seeds 
and fly-dung from walls, mix to a paste, strain it and give to the child to drink for 4 days-  
This will stop a crying child instantly!” 
Honey – Kills bacteria, used as antibiotic 
Yeast – Used raw on boils, Swallowed to soothe stomach problems. 
 
A mixture of animal fat, plant oil and crushed peas was used as an ointment to clean an 
infected wound. 
 
Plaster for setting a fracture might be made from cow’s milk and barley.  Fractures were 
also set with splints and bandages. 

 
© Egypt Centre 2008 



 

                               CONTRACEPTION 
 
 

We have very little evidence of contraception in Ancient 
Egypt. 

 
 

Our evidence comes from the Ebers Papyrus and some papyrus from the 
town of Kahun and some texts found at Thebes.  

• All of these texts contain prescriptions for contraceptives for women 
only! 

• Not all of them would have had much effect, but some would have 
helped in a small way. 

• Crocodile dung! or honey was probably used to block the passage of 
the sperm, and actively stops conception. 

• Carob and dates when mixed with ground tips of the Arcacia tree, 
which contains ‘gum arabic’, has a chemical effect on sperm and 
actively retards conception. 

• Egyptian women breast-fed their children for up to three years and 
this may have also reduced the chances of becoming pregnant. 

• Most importantly there is no evidence that there were any methods of 
contraception that could be used by a man!!! 

Q. So, having looked at the evidence, would you say that we have any 
similar methods to the Ancient Egyptians? 
Q. Do you think that attitudes towards ‘who should use contraception’ have 
changed?  
 
Pregnancy Tests 

The Kahun, Berlin and Carlsberg papyri contain an extraordinary series of 
tests for fertility, pregnancy and to determine the sex of the unborn child. 
These tests cover a wide range of procedures, including the induction of 
vomiting and examination of the eyes. Perhaps the most famous test says: to 
see if a woman will or will not bear a child. Emmer and barley, the lady 
should moisten with her urine every day, like dates and like sand in two 
bags. If they all grow, she will bear a child. If the barley grows it will be a 
male, if the emmer grows it will be a female, if neither grow she will not 
bear a child. 



A ‘Brief Guide’ to Mummification. 

 
Most people were buried in pit graves in the hot dry sand and this mummified the body 
naturally.  However, as building techniques improved the wealthy had larger tombs built 
to house the many grave goods that they wanted to use in the Afterlife.  This posed a 
problem as damp crept in and caused the body to rot quickly and so the mummification 
process developed.  The process described here is the ‘deluxe’ method that only the 
wealthy could afford and would have taken 70 days to complete.   
 

• Soon after death the body of the deceased was brought to the mummification 
tent,   per-nefer, which means "the beautiful house" or the place of mummification.   

 
Q. Why do you think mummification was performed in a tent? (Answer ON 

NEXT PAGE!)  
 

• The embalmers washed the body with sacred water, which was taken from a 
sacred local lake. 

 

• First the brain was removed.  A chisel was passed up a nostril and through the 
ethmoid bone into the cranial cavity, and using a spatula the brain was cut into 
small pieces. A hooked rod was inserted, and turned to make the brain liquefy in 
order to extract the brain through the nostrils. After that, they cleaned the skull 
cavity with palm wine, stuffed it with linen and poured resinous liquid into the 
skull. The Egyptians didn’t know what the brain was, they just threw it away! 

 

• Next an incision was made, using a sharp piece of flint, on the left side of the 
abdomen and the internal organs, except the heart, were removed.  The thoracic 
and abdominal cavities were cleaned and rinsed with palm-wine, gum-resin and 
vegetable matter and then treated with natron and ointment. 

 

• Each organ was soaked in natron for 40 days before being bandaged and placed 
in one of four canopic jars.  These take the form of the Four Sons of Horus and 
each one protects a particular organ: 

 
INTESTINES – Placed under the protection of Qebehsenuef (hawk headed jar).   
STOMACH – Placed under the protection of Duamutef (jackal headed jar). 
LUNGS – Placed under the protection of Hapy (baboon headed jar).   
LIVER – Placed under the protection of Imset (human headed jar).   

 

• The cavities are then ‘stuffed’ with linen parcels of natron, to speed up the drying 
process and sawdust to absorb liquids. 

 

• The final stage in the embalming process was the treatment of the whole body 
with natron for 40 days. Natron is a naturally occurring substance found in the 
ground in Egypt.  It’s a bit like salt and bicarbonate of soda.  This would help to 
dry any fluids that are lying on the body. 

 

• The temporary stuffing packages and the natron dried the body, and were 
changed regularly by the embalmers. After the 40 days, the body was taken out of 
the natron and the temporary stuffing packages were removed from the thoracic 



and abdominal cavities. The chest and abdominal cavity were washed with palm 
wine and re-stuffed with fresh dry materials; these included aromatically 
perfumed cloth packing, Nile mud, myrrh, cassia, linen, resin, saw dust and one 
or two onions. 

 

• The incision was stitched closed with linen string and the body was anointed with 
cedar oil. The mouth, ears, and the nose were sealed with bee's wax or linen in 
molten resin, which may have also played some part in preventing or delaying 
insect attack and in masking the odours of decomposition that would have 
accompanied the mummification process.   

 

• The body was then wrapped with linen. The aim of the wrapping was to preserve 
the mummy. Binding was used to keep the wrapping tight and in place.  The 
wrapping process, starting with the fingers and toes, and then the rest of the 
body, would take 15 days.   

 

• As the embalmers were wrapping the body they would sew amulets, protective 
magical charms, into the bandages.  An amulet or charm was worn to give the 
wearer protection or power.  Different amulets were connected with different 
powers.  The living wore amulets to give magical power or protection and the 
dead wore amulets wrapped up in their mummification bandages or laid on the 
outer surface to protect and aid them on the journey to the afterlife.  Sometimes 
amulets were drawn on the bandages themselves, which in turn became 
protective amulets.  Amulets occur as early as Pre-dynastic times (c5500 BC) and 
were made of many different types of materials such as stone, metal, glass, or 
more commonly, faience.  The materials were chosen for their supposedly 
magical properties and where a particular amulet is placed on the body was 
important. 

 
(Answer : The tent would protect the body from the heat, and allow air to pass through; 
taking away the bad odours that would accumulate.)  
 
 
© Egypt Centre 2008 

 



 
 
 
 
 

Objects at the Egypt Centre  
Associated With Healing and Well Being 

 
Egyptian medical practices span right back to the early dynastic period 
consisting of both, magical and religious spells and remedies.  Religion and 
magic dominated all aspects of life.   
 
In many societies, even today, fertility is very important and can be considered 
part of health. It is therefore included here. It is also difficult to distinguish 
health from well being and since the maintenance of the gods was essential for 
the well being of the Egyptian people, the role of the gods must be included in 
any discussion of health. 
 
If we consider preventative medicine, we should look at the lifestyles of the people 
including their work, diet and homes. A lot of work has been carried out on the bodies 
and skeletal remains of the Egyptians. Their life-span seems to have been very similar 
to third world countries today with women suffering more than men from malnutrition 
and many deaths from childbirth.  
 
People seem to have been healthier before the advent of agriculture (in Egypt this 
happened about 4000 BC). This may be because the diet would have been more 
varied and people had perhaps more spare time before the development of complex 
societies.  This situation would have become generally worse as people began to live 
in towns which cause a spread of disease due to large numbers living in close 
proximity. 
 
 



House of Life 
 
In Egypt the 'House of Life' was the medical study centre where doctors were taught. 
Such centres were part of temples. 
 
The maintenance and well-being of Egypt was essentially carried out by the offerings 
given to the gods by the king. Therefore, the offering formula starts  
 
''An offering which the king gives''. This can be seen on the stela in the House of Life.  
 

 
                       Tjenti 
 
 

Son of Min-aha Scribal Statue – Maths & Measuring Case 
His name can be seen on the inscription: 
 
 

You will notice that the 'lap' of the scribe is very worn. This is because 
of the large numbers of people touching the statue, probably when 
offering prayers to it. Such statues commonly acted as a focus for 
people to offer prayer via statues to the gods. Touching, then as now, 
helps people feel they are more in contact with their object of 
adoration. This black granite statue is of the son of the scribe Min-aha. 

His name can be seen on the inscription:  Min was a fertility god. You can see 
depictions of him downstairs on the model situla in the king case. 

 
Cosmetic Containers and Cosmetic Palettes – Cosmetic Case 

There are a number of containers for eye make-up and 
palettes for grinding up the make-up in this gallery. It is 
said that one of the reasons for the Egyptian use of eye 
make-up was as an antiseptic against the many eye 
diseases prevalent in such a climate. It also protected eyes 
from the natural glare of the sun. The cosmetic palettes 

consisted of pestle and mortar, it has been suggested these were associated with the 
sexual act and therefore a fertility item. Such items are often put in graves. 
 

Wadjet Eye Amulet – Maths/ Writing & Faience Case 
See House of Death. 
 

 
 



Carnelian Snakes Head Amulet – Jewellery Case 
The large carnelian beads in the centre of this girdle 
are cobra head shaped.  This may have been worn to 
ward off snake bites. 

 
Cowrie Shell - Jewellery Case 

Cowrie shell amulets may have been worn as a symbol of female 
genitalia and thus a symbol of sexuality/fertility. They are usually 
associated with women and girdles of these were worn around the 
waist. 

 
Paddle doll – Cosmetic Case 

This wooden doll on display in the Egypt Centre may be more a fertility figure 
than a child's plaything. It has been suggested that the enlarged section at the 
base represents an emphasised pubic area.  The emphasised female genitalia 
was perhaps a female desire for fertility. Such dolls are found in female graves. 
The shape of the paddle doll is similar to the other female objects such as the 
'menit' counterpoise. 

 

Swimming Girl – Cosmetic Case 
The motif of the naked adolescent girl is common on tomb 
chapels, cosmetic pots, mirrors and bowls. In the case of items 
such as these their shape has solar connections which might 
provide a link to the goddess Nut. It has been suggested that 
items such as these are spoons, though their function is not 

entirely certain. Nut is holding the sun as it is reborn and is associated with fertility 
 

Flint Items – Various Locations 
Flint items were used by the Egyptians up until the 5th century AD. It 
may be, though we do not know, that they were used for surgery. They 
certainly seem to have been used for circumcision (there are even 
Biblical references to this). Flint can be made sharper than metal and 
therefore gives a cleaner cut which heals quicker. Obsidian (a type of 
stone) is used in some eye surgery today as it is better than steel. 
 

Bulti-fish Cosmetic Palette – Cosmetic & Animal Case 
The bulti-fish, Tilapia nilotica seems to have been a 
manifestation of the sun-god. The bulti keeps the fertilised 
eggs in its mouth until they are fry and then spits them out. 
It therefore appears to be swallowing and then 'giving birth' 
to them and as such is therefore a symbol of rebirth. Why 
cosmetic palettes such as this should be in the shape of such 

a fish is not entirely known. It could be that such palettes were made for rituals such 
as anointing a statue or may be connected with a funeral. In either case rebirth 
symbolism would be used. Eye paints and ointment were essential to resurrection. 
Before appearing in the 'Hall of Justice' the individual had to purify her/himself, dress 
in white clothing, make up their eyes and anoint themselves. Applying eye paint also 



l

seems to have been part of everyday cult rituals. Depictions of cows destined for 
ritual slaughter are sometimes shown wearing eye-paint! There are even depictions of 
eye make-up being put in the graves of ritually slaughtered bulls1. 
 

Head Rest - Furniture Case & Amulet Case  
The ancient Egyptians saw the hours between sunset and sunrise as 
particularly dangerous, a time when they may be at risk from 
malevolent forces. To protect themselves from such powers positive 
deities were called upon. The two most common were the 
hippopotamus goddess Taweret and the dwarf god Bes, both 

associated with women. By the 18th Dynasty, such deities were standard decoration on 
bedroom articles including bed legs. 

 
Symbolically, the headrest was connected with the sun, which like the 
head was lowered in the evening and arose in the day. The headrest 
represents the hieroglyph for the sun in the horizon: 

 
Lions Leg – Furniture Case 
The Lion was a symbol of power, especially royal power.  Funerary beds and 
embalmers tables were made in the shape of a lion because it was believed the lion 
had the power of regeneration and re-birth.  The beds and chairs of the living were 
sometimes decorated with lions’ paws or head, perhaps to enable the occupant to rise 
regenerated.  These are decorated with the hippopotamus goddess Taweret and the 
dwarf god Bes, both associated with women especially for protection in childbirth. By 
the 18th Dynasty, such deities were standard decoration on bedroom articles, including 
bed legs.  This is an example of a birth/nursing bed discovered in the tomb of 
Sennedjem.  Note the snake decoration.   

 
 
Bulls Bed Leg – Furniture Case 

In the early period of Egyptian history chair and bed legs were often in 
the shape of legs. Bulls have connotations of strength and fertility. 
 

 
 
 

Solar Disc - Amarna Case 
The sun is composed of the disk and its rays.  The rays of the sun are 
essential for life. Plants and animals cannot grow without them and 
therefore we would be unable to eat. 
 

                                           
1 Davies, N de Garis, 1913. Five Theban Tombs. London: Egypt Exploration Society. P 19 and Plate X. 



 

Akhenaten – Amarna Case 
Depictions of Akhenaten with long fingers, swollen lips and hips, 
breasts, have led various people to suggest he suffered some kind of 
illness, possibly ‘Marfan’s Syndrome’. However, it may be that he was 
being depicted in a manner suggesting fertility. 
 

 
Tell el Yahudiyeh Ware - Pottery Case 

 
It has been suggested that such wares contained opium used in medicine. 
However, they could easily have contained perfume. The small size and 
restricted neck certainly imply an expensive substance.  

 
New Year Vessel - Faience Case 

It has been suggested that the round shape has a solar 
connection, perhaps concerned with rebirth and 
therefore annual renewal. The flaring rim may 
represent a floral motif, perhaps the lotus. A pair of 
baboons often sits at the base of the neck with paws to 
the mouth.  The inscription on the vessel reads wpt 

rnpt nfy  (New Year's Day) and the determinative consists of three water lines (the 
zig-zag lines).  The ancient Egyptian New Year started in late summer when the Nile 
began its annual flood. It has been suggested that these vessels contained a liquid 
designed to be used in an as yet unknown New Year celebration. They were 
particularly popular during the reigns of Apries and Amasis of the Twenty-Sixth 
Dynasty. The annual flooding of the Nile was absolutely essential to the well-being of 
the populace. Lack of water brought famine and disease. 
 

Blue Lotus Chalice – Plant Case 
The Egyptian name for the blue lotus chalice was the same as for the 
lotus flower seshen. The blue lotus water lily was a symbol Upper Egypt 
and of rebirth. The flower opened each day with the rising of the sun and 
one of the creation myths describes the new-born sun rising out of the 

lotus floating on the waters of the Nun. Some have also suggested that the lotus 
contained a drug which acted as an intoxicant. The meaning of rebirth was enhanced 
by the use of faience for the manufacture of the chalice.   
 

Mandrake Fruit – Plant Case 
Again a symbol of sexual potency and power. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Some objects in the House of Life were intended to cause harm! Look in the flint and 
bronze cases. Also the soldier stela (arrows). 



House of Death 
Amulets were worn to ward off sickness and protective statues were kept in many 
homes and magic spells chanted. 
 

The Wedjet Eye - Amulet Case 
Is the best known of all the protective amulets and is found in greater 
numbers on mummies than any other amulet.  Wedjet means 'the sound 
one' and refers to the eye of Horus, which was plucked out by Seth and 

healed by Thoth.  The right eye of Horus was the sun and his left eye was the moon.  
The Wedjet was believed to have healing powers because Horus gave his healed eye 
to Osiris to restore him to life.  It was placed on the incision in the mummy's side to 
magically heal the wound.  The Wedjet was worn in life to protect the wearer as well 
as in death. 

 
The Ankh - Amulet Case 

Ankh is the hieroglyph sign which means 'life' and is probably the best 
known of all Egyptian amulets.  Surprisingly they are not found in great 
numbers.  It is suggested the ankh depicts the tie-strap of a sandal.  The ankh 
was worn by the living as well as the dead. 
 

 
 
The Nefer Sign - Amulet Case 

Depicts an animal's heart and windpipe.  It means 'beautiful', ‘perfect’ or 
'good.'  As an amulet it is only used as jewellery and they are very common in 
collars. It can bring the wearer goodness and possibly health. 
 

 
 

Frog - Amulet Case and Animal Case  
Frogs were potent symbols of fertility as was the frog goddess Heket.   
Heket was a goddess of childbirth, creation and grain germination. She 
was depicted as a frog, or a woman with the head of a frog, betraying her 
connection with water. As a water goddess, she was also a goddess of 
fertility where she was particularly associated with the later stages of 

labour. In this way, the title of "Servants of Heket" may have been a title applied to 
her priestesses who were trained as midwives. 

 
Bastet – Amulet and Animal Case 

Copper alloy cat representing Bastet. Bastet was a goddess of fertility who 
could take the form of a cat.  Cats were also important in health as they 
helped keep down the rat population. Pottery rat traps have been found 
from Egypt and one can imagine that the piling up of rubbish within 
settlement sites such as Amarna contributed to the rat population. 

 



Hedgehog - Amulet and Animal Case 
It is a symbol of rebirth perhaps due to retreating to underground dens 
and hibernating when food was scarce, re-emerging when food was 
plenty and surviving a hostile desert environment.  The amulet may 
have been worn for magical protection.  It would have been noticed the 
animal curls itself into a ball with a mass of spines when it was 
threatened and round amulets of hedgehogs in this position have been 

found.   The Eighteenth Dynasty Ebers Papyrus prescribes a cure for baldness by 
grinding down hedgehog spines and mixing them with fat or oil.   

 
Thoth – Amulet and Animal Case 

Because of his role as a god of wisdom, Thoth was associated with healing 
and the 'House of Life' was under his protection. He took the form of an ibis 
or a baboon. 
 
The Ibis bird (Animal Case) was a symbol of the god Thoth, the god of 
Scribes.  The long beak and preening habits of the Ibis led to the invention 
of the enema! They believed the ibis, standing in the shallows of the Nile, 
filled its long beak with water and gave itself an enema.  Many things were 
used in prescriptions to 'cool the anus'. (Marshmallow, hemp, melon leaves 

cumin).  The enema seems to be a frequent remedy as the Egyptians suffered from 
many worms, due to eating uncooked meat and from the Nile. 

 
Lion – Amulet and Animal Case 

Represented the goddess Sekhmet and is a symbol of bravery and 
fierceness, hence this amulet would have a protective function.  
Funerary beds and embalmers tables were made in the shape of a 
lion because it was believed the lion had the power of regeneration.  
The beds and chairs of the living were sometimes decorated with 

lions' paws or heads.  Perhaps this was to enable the occupant to rise regenerated. 
 

Cippus - Religion in the Home Case 
In his role as the child of Isis, Horus is usually shown naked with the 
side lock of youth. He was associated with healing. As the child of Isis 
he later became known as Harpocrates and as such appears on such 
items as the cippus on display in the Egypt Centre in the 'Religion in 
The Home' case'.  This protective stela shows the child god Horus 
standing on a crocodile and holding snakes in his arms. The purpose of 
such items was probably to provide healing powers in the home. How 

exactly it was used we are unsure but it is possible that water was poured over the 
cippus and collected in a bowl.  The water could then be used to bath snake bites or 
used to drink and protect the drinker from being bitten by snakes.   
Spells were chanted to protect against dangerous animals. The Cippus protected 
against bites of venomous animals (snake, scorpion). 
 
New Year Vessel - Religion in the Home Case 
See House of Life Sheet. 
 



Female Figure - Religion in the Home Case 
In the past clay dolls such as these were described as 'concubine 
figurines' for the afterlife of dead males. However they are also found in 
female graves and on settlement sites such as El-Amarna and Piramesse. 
Like the paddle doll they may well be fertility dolls for women. Such 
figures are also found as offerings to Hathor, perhaps as a means of 
securing childbirth. There are also texts suggesting that these were used 
to protect against snakes and scorpions and for healing. 

 

Apotropaic Wand -  Religion in the Home Case 
There is no ancient Egyptian explanation of these 
items, nor any known name for this type of object. It 
is not known how they were used at birth, nor is it 
clear why they survive from only one relatively short 

period of Egyptian history. It is possible that they were held over the abdomen during 
childbirth or placed over the newborn child.  
 

Tawaret - Religion in the Home Case and Amulet Case 
"The Great One", was a popular deity in ancient Egyptian mythology. She 
was a household deity who protected women during pregnancy and 
childbirth, in conjunction with another deity, Bes. Pregnant women wore 
amulets with her name or likeness. She was depicted as an mixture of 
human and animal: roughly humanoid and standing upright, but having 
the head of a hippopotamus with the arms and legs of a lion, the back and 
tail of a crocodile, and the pendulous breasts and large stomach of a 
pregnant woman. She was described as the "mistress of the horizon" when 
she was depicted on the ceiling of the tomb of Seti I in the Valley of the 

Kings. As the hippopotamus was associated with the Nile, she was also seen as a 
goddess of seasonal rebirth, the annual flooding of the Nile, and harvests. 
 

Bes - Religion in the Home Case and Amulet Case 
Bes was a god of fertility, sexuality and a protector of young children. He is 
often shown as a dwarf god with a lion mane and appears on domestic items 
such as bed legs and drinking vessels. Dancing girls are sometimes shown 
with tattoos of Bes upon their thighs and it is possible that other Egyptian 
women were also so decorated. The grotesque appearance of Bes may have 
been intended to scare off evil demons. 
 

Mummy of A Baby - Covering for the Dead Case 
Infant deaths were as common in Egypt as they are in third world countries 
today.  Infants fell victim to accident and disease and it is estimated that 
about one in three babies died during the first year of life.  
 
Childbirth was dangerous and complications at delivery and during 
confinement remained the main cause of mortality among young women, 
probably as many as one woman per 10 births.   The average age at death of 
adults was between thirty and forty, women having a lower life expectancy 
because of childbirth. 



Sarcophagus fragments belonging to Amenhotep Son Of Hapu –  
Coffin Fragment Case 
Amenhotep rose to importance under the king Amenhotep III. 
Although he was never a vizier he was an extremely important 
official. After his death he was deified. As such he acted as an 
intermediary between the people and the god Amun. 
 
A figure of Amenhotep in the Brooklyn Museum reads: O noble 
Amenhotep, Son of Hapu, justified! Come, good physician! Look, 

I suffer from my eyes. May you cause that I be healthy at once. I have made this as 
recompense for it.... 
 
Amenhotep also acted as a healer through oracles: I asked the great god Amenhotep. 
He answered that a fever was in the body of Teos and that two Syrian figs may be 
given to him, watered from the evening to the morning....the Liquid shall be poured in 
a vessel with broken bread and mixed well. He shall drink this and shall continue for 
four days.  
 

Offering Trays & Food - Provisions for the Dead Case 
Health is largely dependent upon what we eat. The estimated intake 
of food in Egypt was roughly comparable to modern Latin 
America. The main crops were wheat and barley for bread and 
beer. Many of the offering formula on the stela state this as an 
offering to the dead. Lentils and chickpeas, lettuces, onions, 
cucumber, leeks, radishes, garlic etc. were also eaten. Fruit such as 

dates, figs, grapes and melons were grown. Cattle, sheep, goats and pigs were eaten as 
well as ducks, geese and quail. Milk and cheese were also consumed. The downstairs 
gallery has offering trays with food and drink in clay form. There are stelae in the 
upstairs and downstairs galleries with lists of offerings upon them and a flint knife 
probably used in the ritual slaughter of cattle in the upstairs gallery. Grit in bread 
caused by grinding caused teeth to wear down. However, lack of sugar helped reduce 
the amount of cavities to some extent. Grinding grain also caused severe back 
problems in women. In this case you can see a piece of bread and a Dom fruit. 
 

Isis and Nephthys in Various Locations 
The human body was said to be divided into 36 parts. Each part 
came under the protection of a particular god or goddess. Isis 
protected the liver, Nephthys protected the lungs, etc. 
 

 
Temple Healing Centres 
Many of the gods would heal if prayers and offering were given. Temples very often 
had healing centres attached where medical practice was taught.  The centre was 
called the ‘House of Life’ Per Ankh.   This would have a herb garden for prescriptions 
and remedies.  If you were very sick and were too ill to come to the temple you could 
send in a model of the sick area of your body.  At Dendra for example, people could 
spend the night, in the hopes of being healed by the goddess Hathor. Some people 



also underwent 'sleep therapy'. It is possible that drugs such as mandrake were 
administered to help in this (there is a mandrake amulet in the upstairs gallery).  
 

Votive Offerings 
In order to ensure the gods responded an offering might be given to them. Sometimes 
these took the form of small bronze figurines of the gods themselves. These can be 
seen the downstairs gallery. Other possible offerings in the Egypt Centre include the 
two clay fertility figurines in the religion in the home case and the faience hollow 
balls in the games case in the 'House of Life'. 
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Medicine Quiz 
 

1. Four of these objects from the Egypt Centre are associated with reproduction. 
Circle the four. 
Fertility figurines,     Min,     nefer sign,     bulti fish,     Bastet,     stone arrowheads 
 
2. Bes was a protector of young children. He was shown as: 
a) a crocodile headed god          b) a bandy legged dwarf with a lion type mane 
c) a giant with a horse head       d) a green snake 
 
3. The lap of the statue of the scribe in the 'House of Life' is worn down because: 
a) it got knocked about a lot in the ground   b) people used it as a stool 
c) people touched it when praying    d) rubbed with sandpaper 
 
4. Some Egyptologists say Akhenaten depicted himself as having a strange shape 
because: 
a) he ate too much cake   b) he suffered from a disease 
c) his mother wanted a daughter  d) he was the mother and father of his people 
 
5. Bulls were associated with 
a) strength and fertility    b) women and children      c) New Year     d) mooing 
 
6. The Egyptians didn't eat the following (circle the things they didn't eat): 
Sugar,  tomatoes,  grapes,  bread,  beer,  coke,  cheese, apples,  coffee,  fish,  cattle, 
potatoes,  crisps. 
 
7. Amenhotep son of Hapu's father was called: 
a) Minh aa   b)Hapu   c)Horus   d)Akhetaten 
 
8. Cats were sacred to the goddess: 
a) Tigger   b) Neith   c) Bes    d) Bastet 
 
9. A symbol of healing was the: 
a) djed pillar   b) cross   c) frog    d) wedjet eye 
 
10. In order to protect the sleeping from evil, bed legs were decorated with 
a) Bes    b) garlic   c) holy water   d) lions 
 
11. The frog goddess of fertility was called 
a) Heket       b) Hiccup        c) Hockup    d) Kiki    e) Kermit 
 
12. Name one of the materials the Egyptians used for eye makeup 
______________________________________________ 
 
13. A girdle of what shells could be used to enhance a woman’s chances of becoming 
pregnant? 
a) Mussel Shells          b) Cockle Shells           c) Cowrie Shells           d) Mish shells 
 
14. What were paddle dolls used for? 
a) Child’s toy   b) fertility symbol   c) rowing   d) weapons 



15. What material was used for circumcision? 
a) Steel   b) Cotton   c) Flint   d) Faience 
 
16. Why were Bulti-fish believed to be bringers of fertility? 
a) They swam upside down   b) They protected their young in their mouths 
c) The male and female laid eggs  d) The male laid the eggs 
 
17. Why did the Egyptians believe that the mornings and evenings were particularly 
dangerous times. 
a) You could fall in or out of bed   b) It was time for school & bed 
c) Babies cry a lot at this time   d) Dangerous forces existed 
 
18. What do some Egyptologists believe Tell el Yahudiyeh jugs contained? 
a) milk  b) beer  c) yogurt  d) opium  e) seeds  f) ash 
 
19. What is a mandrake? 
a) a male duck  b) a feather   c) a fruit  d) a surgical implement 
 
20. What were hedgehog spines believed to have cured? 
a) Hedgehogs   b) toothache   c) baldness  d) infertility  e) spots 
 
21. Apotropaic wands were supposedly used for? 
a) magic shows  b) placing over new born babies  c) stirring soups 
 
22. What organ did Isis look after? 
a) Heart  b) Lungs  c) Liver  d) Spleen  d) Kidneys 
 
23. What was crocodile dung sometimes used for? 
a) Food  b) eye ointment  c) skin cream   d) contraception 
 
24. Why was bread so bad for ancient Egyptian teeth? 
a) It was sweet  b) It was too hard  c) It was full of grit  d) it was too soft 
 
25. What was the average age at death of an Egyptian 1,500 BC? 
a) 15   b)25   c) 32   d) 38   e) 40   f) 45 
 



Ancient Egyptian Medicine 
Object associated with health and well-being
What is it?  What is its connection to health and  well-being?

 


