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DIRECTOR’S FOREWORD

Great art so often captivates us with its beauty and
timelessness that we tend to forget the everyday reality
of the lives that produced it. This is especially true for
the art of ancient Egypt, since its creators are almost
all anonymous. For us, who encounter such treasures
millennia after their making, Egyptian art reflects not
the vision of a single person but that of an entire civi-
lization. Usually its themes are the lofty ones that
invest all great art: nobility, divinity, and the mysteries
of life and death. In that long shadow the more mun-
dane concerns are easy to overlook, yet these too found
expression in the art created in the ancient Nile Valley.

“The Art of Medicine in Ancient Egypt” illustrates
how concern for the preservation and restoration of
health influenced Egyptian art. With one exception,
the objects in this exhibition were assembled from the
permanent collection of The Metropolitan Museum
of Art. Although many of them are humble represen-
tatives of quotidian life, they bring us closer to their
anonymous creators than do the recognized “master-
pieces” of Egyptian art. They are eloquent witnesses to

the world of ancient Egypt and the minds of those
who lived in that world. Complementing them, and
forming the centerpiece of the exhibition, is one of the
prime documents in the history of human thought,
the Edwin Smith Papyrus. Displayed in public for the
first time in more than half a century, it has been
included by courtesy of the Malloch Rare Book Room
of the New York Academy of Medicine. We are grate-
ful to the Academy and its president, Dr. Jeremiah A.
Barondess, for the privilege of exhibiting the papyrus
and illustrating it in this catalogue.

This exhibition was conceived and organized by
James P. Allen, curator in the Metropolitan Museum’s
Department of Egyptian Art, who also wrote most of
the catalogue. We are extremely grateful to Raymond
and Beverly Sackler for their crucial assistance toward
the realization of this exhibition. We are likewise
indebted to The Adelaide Milton de Groot Fund, in
memory of the de Groot and Hawley families, for the
invaluable support it provided for this exhibition and
its accompanying catalogue.

Philippe de Montebello
Director
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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THE ART OF MEDICINE
IN ANCIENT EGYPT

JAMES P. ALLEN

The relics of ancient Egyptian civilization testify to
the Egyptians’ perpetual efforts to understand and
cope with the world they lived in. Egypt’s panoply
of gods explained the elements and forces that con-
stituted and governed that world: the earth, sky,
and sun; the river Nile and its annual, life-giving
inundation of the fields; and the institution of
kingship, which rebuffed external enemies, quieted
internal disorder, and made peaceful life possible.
The institutions and ceremonies of Egyptian reli-
gion were the means by which those forces were at
once appeased and cajoled into acting for the
benefit of the Egyptians themselves, in this life and
in the next.

These perceptions and themes imbue all ancient
Egyptian art, from masterpieces intended to honor
the gods and kings to the most prosaic objects of
everyday life. For most Egyptians, however, the per-
petuation of order in the world and in society was
of less immediate concern than the course of their
own daily lives—an existence that, although
advanced and sophisticated by the standards of its
time, was continually hazardous. The Nile, along
whose banks most Egyptians lived, was populated
by crocodiles and hippopotami; the deserts, never
more than a few miles away, were home to lions,
hyenas, jackals, scorpions, and snakes; and the
arable land, in which Egypt’s inhabitants lived and
worked, teemed with yet more serpents and danger-
ous insects. Diseases carried by flies and parasites in
the river and irrigation canals presented the con-
stant threat of blindness, disability, and death.
Soldiers and men who labored in the stone quarries
and on Egypt’s massive construction projects risked
crippling or mortal injuries, and women often died

in childbirth. Life expectancy was short, rarely more
than forty years for most Egyptians. Even the elite,
who lived in relative ease and often enjoyed a longer
life span, could spend their final years in excruciat-
ing pain from dental disease.

These threats posed a constant challenge to
ancient Egyptian life, but their role in the creation
and motifs of Egyptian art has been largely over-
looked. This catalogue and the exhibition it illus-
trates examine the expression of medical concerns
in Egyptian art as well as the practice of ancient
Egyptian medicine as an art. These two themes of
“The Art of Medicine in Ancient Egypt” reflect the
Egyptians’ own approach to medicine, which was
practical and subjective at the same time. Although
modern society has separated these two characteris-
tics into the discrete fields of science and art, to the
ancient Egyptians they were inseparable; both
derive from the single basic concern of dealing with
the prevention and cure of illness in the most effec-
tive way possible.

Experience and simple observation revealed the
causes of many medical problems as well as the most
effective way of treating them. Perhaps the clearest
reflection of this is preserved in the Edwin Smith
Papyrus (cat. no. 60): each of the forty-eight cases
on the recto of the papyrus, which discusses injuries
or disorders of the head and torso, bears a title
beginning with a word that denotes “knowledge
gained from practical experience.” Nevertheless, the
physical causes of many illnesses remained a mys-
tery to the Egyptians. Faced with the need to explain
and address the inexplicable, they concluded that
such illnesses were the results of inimical forces that,
being of supernatural origin, could be countered



only with nonphysical means. The eight magic
spells on the verso of the Smith Papyrus illustrate
this approach. The Egyptians were aware of the differ-
ence between observable and supernatural causes—
Case 8 of the Smith Papyrus clearly distinguishes
between the two—but they also believed that a
successful treatment required that both causes be
countered. Accordingly, Case 9 of the Smith Papyrus
prescribes not only a practical remedy but a magic
spell as well.

Egyptian magic relied on the efficacy of the spo-
ken word and on physical association (the latter
often called “sympathetic” magic) to achieve a
desired effect. The right words could controvert or
deflect malign forces, and the use of particularly
evocative amulets or substances that had been in
contact with such talismans were expected to have a
salutory effect. Both beliefs have a basis in common
human experience: the use of language to produce a
desired reaction in a human audience, and the uti-
lization of holy waters or relics in cultures around
the world.

The more than sixty objects described in this cat-
alogue illustrate how these various themes were
expressed in Egyptian art. They reflect several basic
aspects of Egyptian medicine: prevention, birth and
infancy, injuries and their treatment by practical
and magical means, and physicians.

PREVENTION

In ancient Egypt, as in all societies, disease pre-
vention began with cleanliness. A bowl from the
Predynastic Period (cat. no. 1) is an early example of
this theme in Egyptian art, representing both a
functional container for water and an archaic
example of the hieroglyph {J, meaning “clean.” The
text inscribed on a jar from the Middle Kingdom
(cat. no. 2) illustrates the efficacy of water, while an
Old Kingdom basin and ewer (cat. no. 3) reflect its
importance to Egyptian everyday life. Kohl tubes
(cat. nos. 4—6), among the most common objects of
daily life, served both a cosmetic and a medicinal
purpose. They contained a ground mineral, usually
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galena (cat. no. 8), that both men and women
applied around the eyes with a small stick (cat. nos.
5, 7), like modern eyeliner. The dark substance
helped to reduce the glare of the Egyptian sun and
repelled flies, a common source of eye disease and
blindness (cat. no. 9).

The god Bes, whose image appears on thirteen
objects in the exhibition, embodies one approach to
prevention through magic. His gruesome figure was
thought to deter the approach of malevolent gods
or hostile spirits of the deceased, and for that reason
it complements one of the kohl tubes and a kohl
stick holder (cat. nos. 6, 7). The god’s image could
also be worn as an amulet (cat. nos. 10, 13), displayed
for protection in the home or elsewhere (cat. no. 11),
and beseeched for intercession (cat. no. 12).

Figures of a hippopotamus goddess called Ipi or
Taweret (“The Great One”) also served as defensive
devices. The goddess was particularly protective of
women, as illustrated by a hairpin and container
(cat. nos. 14, 15). The hippopotamus was one of the
deadliest elements of ancient Egyptian life along the
Nile, but for that reason it was also thought to be as
dangerous to potentially harmful forces as to the
Egyptians themselves. The animal’s paradoxical
nature is reflected on a scarab belonging to a
princess of the Middle Kingdom (cat. no. 13); on the
bottom of the object the pharaoh is shown killing a
hippopotamus (exemplifying his role as protector
of his subjects), while on the back, two images of
the goddess appear with Bes as guardians of the
scarab’s wearer. Jewelry, like kohl, had a purpose
beyond mere adornment. Two Horus-eye amulets
(cat. no. 16), once part of a necklace, evoke a mytho-
logical precedent for recovery from damage and
thus served as powerful symbols of protection
from harm.

BIRTH AND INFANCY

Childbirth was the most perilous point in the life of
every Egyptian. The rate of mortality for both
mother and child was high, and the Egyptians
employed a wide array of practical and magic



devices to ensure a successful delivery and infancy.
Most objects reflecting these concerns have sur-
vived not from the sphere of everyday life but from
tombs, where they were deposited to aid the
deceased’s rebirth into the afterlife. These include
the “fish-tail” flint knives commonly used in Pre-
dynastic times for cutting the umbilical cord
(cat. no. 17), which in later eras were incorporated
into the paraphernalia of the funerary ritual and
occasionally buried with the deceased in the form
of models (cat. no. 18).

Middle Kingdom burials often included crescent-
shaped objects known as “magic wands” (cat. nos. 19—
22). Decorated with figures of Bes and other protec-
tive beings, these were apparently used during life to
keep inimical forces away from the newborn and
were deposited in tombs to serve the same purpose
for the deceased’s spirit. In the inscription on the
reverse of one of them (cat. no. 20), the figures say:
“We have come that we may extend our protection
around the healthy child” A baby’s feeding cup
from the same period is decorated with similar
figures (cat. no. 23). Bes and Taweret were also
invoked as aids in childbirth (cat. nos. 24, 25); a stela
from the New Kingdom reflects this theme in its
unusual depiction of Taweret together with the
goddess Mut, whose very name means “mother”
{cat. no. 26).

The act of nursing was regarded as second in
importance only to childbirth. Mothers” milk was
understood to be especially beneficial to the new-
born, and special jars were designed to hold excess
production (cat. nos. 27, 28). Nursing itself was
honored as a life-giving act, both in the abstract—
represented by an image of Isis and Horus, the pro-
totypical mother and child (cat. no. 29)—and in the
real world, as depicted in a statue of a human nurse
(cat. no. 30).

INJURIES AND TREATMENT

Many Egyptians who survived the hazards of birth
and infancy still had to face threats of serious injury
from the world in which they lived. The bodies of
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those wealthy enough to be mummified sometimes
reveal traces of such injuries (cat. no. 31), and their
representations occasionally show them as well
(cat. no. 32). The Smith Papyrus is a remarkable
testament to the effort the ancient Egyptians
expended in coping with such physical traumas. A
copy of a text originally composed in the Middle
Kingdom, the papyrus was written during a period
of internecine struggle and warfare and may have
been copied to aid a physician in treating battle
casualties. Many, if not all, of the wounds the
papyrus describes could have been inflicted by the
kinds of weapons Egyptian soldiers and their ene-
mies used in combat (cat. nos. 33—38).

Egyptian medicine was a compendium of treat-
ments and prescriptions compiled almost exclu-
sively through trial and error over the course of
millennia. Surgery was rare, and dissection was the
province of butchers and embalmers; most depic-
tions of internal organs are of cattle and other
animals rather than human beings (cat. no. 39).
Physicians employed a vast pharmacopoeia of natu-
ral substances. Honey (cat. no. 40) was used for its
medicinal properties as well as its sweetness, and
the juice of pomegranates (cat. nos. 41, 42) served as
both an astringent and a delicacy. Water lilies
(cat. nos. 43—46) were revered as images of the sun
and youth, but the plant itself has analgesic proper-
ties and may have been ingested on occasion for
that purpose. Egyptian physicians were probably
also acquainted with opium, a poppy extract that
can be used as a sedative. Distinctive tall-necked
vessels that first appeared during the New Kingdom
may have held imports of this substance from Asia
Minor (cat. nos. 47, 48).

The role of magic in medical treatment is exem-
plified by the goddess Sekhmet (cat. nos. 49, 50).
Like Taweret, she embodied both malign and pro-
tective forces; seen as a source of danger from pesti-
lence and the wild animals of the ancient Egyptian
desert (represented by her lion-headed image), she
could also be invoked to guard against such evils.
Physicians, who were trained in magic as well as in
practical medicine, were therefore usually priests of



Sekhmet (cat. no. 57), as noted in Case 1 of the
Smith Papyrus.

Magic in ancient Egypt was associative. For the
Egyptians, even plain water could acquire curative
properties merely by coming into contact with
appropriately evocative symbols. This theme is
reflected in art by two objects from opposite ends of
Egypt’s pharaonic history. A delicate libation dish of
the Predynastic Period (cat. no. 51) incorporates the
hieroglyphs for “life force” (a pair of embracing
arms) and “life” (the ankh, or crux ansata), so that
water poured from it could confer these benefits.
The equally exquisite Metternich Stela (cat. no. 52),
carved three thousand years later, is literally covered
with magic texts and symbols; water poured over
the stela was thought to absorb from them both
amuletic and salutory qualities. The stela is the finest
example of a genre of Egyptian art known as cippi
(cat. nos. 53, 54), which depict the god Horus as an
infant vanquishing dangerous beasts. The same
theme appears on the foot end of a mummy case (cat.
no. 55), where the image of two scorpions crushed
beneath a pair of sandals magically enabled the
deceased to overcome hostile forces in the afterlife.
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PHYSICIANS

The title “physician” ("o zwnw), attested throughout
most of ancient Egyptian history, is exemplified by
a jar of the Twenty-fifth Dynasty, labeled “special
ointment,” that belonged to a chief physician
named Harkhebi (cat. no. 56). Physicians them-
selves are represented by a statue of the official Yuny
(cat. no. 57), who was also a priest of Sekhmet, and by
a portrait head of an anonymous priest (cat. no. 58)
whose statue served much the same purpose as the
Metternich Stela. A statue of Imhotep (cat. no. 59)
commemorates an official of the Third Dynasty
who was revered as the “patron saint” of Egyptian
physicians. The Greeks equated him with their own
god of medicine, Asklepios, although ironically
there is no evidence that Imhotep himself was a
physician. The scribe who wrote the Smith Papyrus
may also have practiced medicine, but even if he did
not, the text itself was certainly meant to be used by
Egyptian physicians. With its combination of prac-
tical and magical approaches to healing, the
papyrus is an eloquent representative of the science
and art of medicine in ancient Egypt.



THE LEGACY OF ANCIENT
EGYPTIAN MEDICINE

DAVID T. MININBERG, M.D.

Many of the practices followed by today’s physi-
cians are legacies of the skills and knowledge gained
by ancient Egyptian physicians. Although there are
obvious differences in detail, a good number of the
underlying principles of contemporary medicine
are remarkably similar to their Egyptian antecedents.
The modern physician seeks a medical diagnosis of
a disease: a physical cause for a specific derange-
ment in the patient. The ancient physician also tried
to identify physical causes for the problem at hand,
but with far less knowledge and understanding of
the human body he was often compelled to diag-
nose a nonphysical cause: a supernatural, external
vector such as an angry god, demon, or spirit. The
coexistence of both approaches is nowhere better
illustrated than in Case 8 of the Edwin Smith
Papyrus (cat. no. 60), which instructs the physician to
distinguish a skull fracture, a physical problem, from
“something that has entered from the outside . . .the
breath of a god from outside, or a dead man, mak-
ing entry, not something his body has created.”
Because his analysis combined objective and
supernatural causes, the ancient Egyptian physician
was both a medical doctor and a priest (cat. no. 58),
and his treatment often combined the practical
with the magical (see, for example, Case 9 of the
Smith Papyrus). Medical training was actually a
specialized branch of scribal education. Indeed, a
modern physician would feel quite at home with
much of this instruction, which consisted of study-
ing from texts—handwritten documents, such as
the Smith Papyrus—under the guidance of a more
senior physician. These papyri were themselves
made by scribes who were skilled in the advanced
writing system of ancient Egypt: a detailed script
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that made it possible to designate the parts of the
body with distinct terms, promoting diagnostic
precision and more effective therapy.

Like his present-day counterpart, the ancient
physician could choose to specialize. There were
specialists for treatment of the eyes, teeth, internal
organs, and for women (obstetrics and gynecology)
as well as veterinarians. As was the case with other
professions in ancient Egypt, medicine was organ-
ized hierarchically, with practitioners working
under a chief of physicians (cat. no. 57). The Egyptian
physicians’ source of knowledge about the internal
organs is unclear. Embalmers may have shared some
of their observations, but it is more likely that
anatomic knowledge was derived from veterinary
medicine and butchery, since almost all of the
hieroglyphic signs for the internal organs depict
animal rather than human anatomy (cat. no. 39).
Physicians had a rudimentary, somewhat erroneous
concept of the circulatory system, believing the
heart to be the center from which emanated vessels
carrying air and blood to all parts of the body. They
also knew about the pulse, which they referred to as
the heart “talking,” and about abnormal rhythms,
attributed to defects in the heart.

Today’s physician would find the ancient
Egyptian approach to precise diagnosis very famil-
iar. Each of the cases in the Smith Papyrus is pre-
sented in a systematic, diagnostic format, including
a history (“If you treat a man for . . ”), physical
examination (“you have to .. .”), diagnosis (“then
you say about him . . .”), and treatment. This step-
wise approach to solving the patient’s problem
is the same method taught in modern medical
schools. Egyptian physicians theorized that disease



arose not only from supernatural causes but also
from an imbalance in a physical substance, whdw,
produced by internal body processes. This idea is
analogous to the Greek notion of humors as well as
to the hormones known to modern medicine.

The ancient physician used all the modalities at
his disposal to treat his patient, including not only
surgery and medications but also intervention
against supernatural causes by means of magic spells
and prayers. Even today, patients will often consult
a physician while they also resort to prayer—their
own, or that of others on their behalf—and to the
use of amulets and talismans. The surgery per-
formed by the Egyptian physician was apparently
restricted to the external anatomy: in other words,
to trauma, growths, and wounds. This is well illus-
trated by the Smith Papyrus, which may have served
as a textbook for military physicians. Egyptian sur-
geons used wood splints to stabilize fractures and
linen sutures (thread) to perform necessary repairs.
The Smith Papyrus also refers to the several stages
of wound healing, noting changes in treatment at
each stage of the healing process. Honey was liber-
ally prescribed because the Egyptians observed that
it helped to dry up a wound and heal it; treatment
today also includes substances with osmotic and
antibacterial properties.

Like his modern counterpart, the Egyptian prac-
titioner could avail himself of a substantial pharma-
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copoeia of drugs with which to treat his patients.
The ancient preparations were both mineral and
botanical (the latter predominantly herbal), and
their efficacy is unknown, but the patients believed
in them—a significant step on the way to cure. The
sophisticated system of drug delivery included
ingestion, inhalation, and fumigation, depending
on the ailment being treated. Medications were pre-
pared and administered based on a fixed system of
dosimetry (the proportion of the components and
the frequency of use) that was recorded in the med-
ical papyri. This promoted repetition of the formu-
lae that worked best instead of a reliance on chance,
a practice reflected in the comment appended to
Prescription 4 of the Smith Papyrus, “(Proved) good
a million times.”

Preventive medicine, too, played a significant role,
as illustrated by the magic spells on the verso of the
Smith Papyrus. Water that had passed over a stela
inscribed with magic texts was thought to offer pro-
tection from the bites of snakes or scorpions
(cat. no. 53). This custom, akin to vaccination (i.e.,
protection from an external threat), is another
example of how ancient Egyptian medicine was sim-
ilar to that of our own time, at least in its approach.
The principles at the core of modern medical train-
ing—the practices of today’s physicians and the
armamentarium available to them—all have counter-
parts or precursors in ancient Egyptian medicine.
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PREVENTION

1. BOWL WITH HUMAN FEET

Nagqada I-early Naqada II, ca. 3900—3650 B.C.
Provenance unknown

Polished red pottery

H. 9.8 cm (3% in.); Diam. 13.5 cm (5%s in.)
Rogers Fund, 1910 (10.176.113)

Although the human feet that support the bowl add a
touch of drollness to the vessel’s appearance, they were
not created solely as a humorous element.’ This ceramic
form should most likely be read as a three-dimensional
counterpart of the hieroglyph a, meaning “clean.””
One side of the bowl is higher than the other so that the
contents (clean water) could be easily poured out. In
pharaonic times water was presented as a libation to
the deceased, and this bowl was probably used for
that purpose.’

DCP
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NOTES

1. The earliest examples of footed vessels have been recovered from
several strata at Merimda Beni Salama, a site along the margin of
the Nile Delta that was an early settlement (4300—4000 B.c.) with
burials nearby. See H. Junker, Vorbericht iiber die dritte von der
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Wien in Verbindung mit dem
Egyptiska Museet in Stockhom unternommene Grabung auf der
neolithischen Siedelung von Merimde-Benisaldme vom 6. November
1931 bis 20. Januar 1932 (Vienna: Akademie der Wissenschaften,
Philosophisch-Historische Klasse, 1932), pp. 69—70, pl. 5; J. Eiwanger,
Merimde-Benisalame II: Die Funde der mittleren Merimdekultur
(Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, Cairo: Archdologische
Veroffentlichungen 51 (Mainz: Von Zabern, 1988), p. 30, pl. 30.

2. H. G. Fischer interpreted the form of this bowl as a representation
of the ancient Egyptian hieroglyph 8, meaning “bring.” Both
words use a human-footed vessel in the hieroglyph, but the differ-
ence is in the orientation of the vessel on top of the feet. In the
hieroglyph for “bring” the vessel is upright, while in the glyph
meaning “clean” the vessel is tipped and liquid pours to the ground.

3. The earliest anthropomorphic vessels are from the Delta region. In
addition to the Metropolitan Museum’s example, there are several
other Upper Egyptian examples in red polished ware: a shallow
bowl from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (03.1954), and two red
polished-ware bowls of slightly later date (early Naqada II, ca. 3800—
3650 B.C.). Of the latter, one is in the Egyptian Museum, Cairo
(JE 63181); see M. L. Keimer, “Sur deux vases prédynastiques de



Khozim,” Annales du Service des Antiquités 35 (1935),
pp. 161-81. The other is in the Royal Ontario Museum,
Toronto (900.2.128); see M. Hoffman, in The First
Egyptians, ed. K. L. Willoughby and E. B. Stanton
(Columbia: McKissick Museum, University of South
Carolina, 1988), no. 16.
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2. WATER JAR

Dynasty 12, reign of Amenemhat III, ca. 1830 B.C.
Hllahun

Egyptian alabaster

H. 55.8 cm (21%%s in.); Diam. 26.7 cm (10% in.)
Rogers Fund, 1921 (21.2.6)

This vessel was made for Sithathoriunet, a
princess or queen of the Middle Kingdom,
whose name means “Hathor of Dendera’s
daughter” It was found in her tomb near the
pyramid of Senwosret II (Dynasty 12, ruled

ca. 1887-1878 B.C.) at Illahun, where she was
buried during the reign of that king’s grandson,
Amenembhat III. Although intended to hold
ritual libations, the jar derives its shape from
prototypes in pottery or metal that are known
from the Old Kingdom onward. Those used for
washing usually had a spout (see cat. no. 3).
Water was an important element in burial ritu-
als, which began with cleansing and libation.
The hieroglyphic text incised on this jar illus-
trates the significance the Egyptians attached to
these acts:

Princess Sithathoriunet, accept these your cool
waters from the earth, which beget everything
living and all things, for they are what this earth
gives— (this earth) that begets everything living
and from which everything comes. May you live
through them and be restored through them.
May you live and be restored through this air
that is from it. It shall beget you and you shall
emerge alive through everything you might
desire. May they be to your good.
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3. BASIN AND EWER

Dynasty 6, ca. 2200 B.C.

Saqqara, tomb of Tjetju

Copper

Basin: H. 10 cm (3'%s in.); Diam. 20 cm (77 in.)

Ewer: H. 11.5 cm (4% in.); Diam. 11 cm (4%s in.)

Spout: L. 9.8 cm (3% in.); W.3.5 cm (1% in.); H. 2.5 cm (1 in.) at jar
Rogers Fund, 1926 (26.2.12, 26.2.14)

These two vessels were found in the burial chamber of
Tjetju, a vizier of the late Old Kingdom, but they could
also have been used by the deceased during life for
washing his hands and feet. Their careful workmanship,
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material, and elegant shapes reflect the importance
accorded to cleanliness in Egypt’s dusty climate. Tomb
chapels and temples were often inscribed with texts

admonishing visitors to be clean before entering. In
Tjetju’s burial chamber, the vessels would have allowed
his spirit to cleanse itself before meeting the gods.
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4—5. KOHL TUBES

Dynasty 18—19, ca. 1400—1200 B.C.

Abydos, tomb D 33

Wood

15.9x6.2x25cm (6% x2%s x1in.)

Gift of Egypt Exploration Fund, 1900 (00.4.37)

Dynasty 18, ca. 1400 B.C.

Saqqara

Ebony and ivory

Tube: 7.5 x5 x 4.5 cm (2'%s x 1'%4s x 1% in.)
Stick: H. 5.1 cm (2 in.); Diam. 0.6 cm (% in.)
Rogers Fund, 1926 (26.2.24)

Among the most common remnants of ancient
Egyptian daily life, kohl (eye paint) tubes held
ground minerals that men and women applied
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around their eyes for adornment and health. Both
malachite and galena were used for this purpose, and
most kohl tubes have separate compartments for each
mineral. Malachite, which is green, was primarily cos-
metic. The black color of galena helped to reflect the
glare of the Egyptian sun, and its lead content repelled
flies and was deadly to the organisms that can cause
eye disease and blindness. The two minerals were
ground on slate palettes (see cat. no. 8), mixed with fat,
and then applied around the eyes using a small stick,
or applicator.

The larger of these tubes (cat. no. 4) is decorated on
one side with the image of a young girl and a gazelle and
on the other side with a bouquet of flowers, both themes
that relate to its cosmetic purposes. The smaller tube,
although undecorated, is made of costly ebony and
ivory and was found with its applicator.



6. BES KOHL TUBE

Dynasty 18, ca. 1400 B.C.

Provenance unknown

Glazed steatite

6 x4 x3.4 cm (2% x 1% x1%s in.)

Purchase, Edward S. Harkness Gift, 1926 (26.7.1277)

7. KOHL STICK HOLDER

Dynasty 27, ca. 500 B.C.

Provenance unknown

Faience

9.2x4.4x3.9cm (3%x1%x1%in.)

Gift of Norbert Schimmel Trust, 1989 (1989.281.94)

Both of these objects, which are separated by nearly a
millennium, bear images of the god Bes. One of the
more ubiquitous Egyptian deities, Bes served as protec-
tor of the home and especially of women and infants.
He is usually depicted as a dwarf; his long hair, round
ears, and occasional tail derive from early depictions of
the god in lion form.

The presence of Bes on these objects reflects the com-
bination of the practical and the magical in Egyptian
art. The kohl tube has two compartments, one for green
paint and one for black paint. Besides its cosmetic value,
eye paint (kohl) was used to prevent diseases of the eye
(see cat. nos. 4, 5), repelling flies and other disease-
bearing organisms. The Egyptians were unaware of the
role these insects played in the transmission of disease,
however, ascribing illness instead to the actions of
malevolent supernatural forces. The grotesque figure
of Bes, sometimes enhanced with a fearsome grimace

20

(cat. no. 6), was believed
to deter the approach
of such forces.

The later object is
unique in Egyptian art,
and its purpose is less
certain. The ring held
by the god could have
been used to present a
water lily bud or
flower, but the parallel
to the earlier object
suggests that it may
have held an applicator
for eye paint. Here the
god wears an animal
pelt. The square con-
tainer on his head con-

tains the remnants of a

blue substance, per-

haps used to affix a

headdress of faience feathers (see cat. no. 10), now lost.
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8. FISH-SHAPED PALETTE

Nagada II, ca. 3650-3300 B.C.

Hierakonpolis (MMA Excavations, 1934—35)
Greywacke

10.3 X15.3 X 0.4 cm (4 X 6 x Hs in.)

Rogers Fund, 1935 (35.7.3)

The earliest Predynastic graves contain flat pieces of soft
gray stone carved into geometric or animal shapes. This
one depicts the fish Tilapia nilotica (bulti in modern
Egyptian Arabic). In pharaonic funerary ritual, the tran-
sition of the deceased from this life into the hereafter



needed magical assistance, and this species was consid-
ered a potent symbol of rebirth. This is one of the most
common shapes of Predynastic palettes, so it is likely
that the species already possessed significant religious
meaning in the Predynastic Period.

The flat sides of the palette served as grinding plat-
forms on which minerals were crushed into powder for
use as an eyeliner. The practice of applying an outline of
minerals to the eyes, so well known in pharaonic Egypt,
was an old tradition. Judging from finds in burials, it
would seem that malachite, a green mineral, was the most
commonly used eye paint during the Predynastic Period.
By the end of Nagada II, small chunks of lead ore (galena)
are found in burials alongside malachite and next to the
palettes. Eventually black became the preferred color for
outlining the eyes; green was largely out of fash<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>