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Introduction

Egypt has always been regarded by' the ancient Greeks as the hom::land of famous and effective @dppoka (an
ambiguous word, meaning either “medicaments” or “poisons”),.not to say as the very birthplace of medicine. So
Homer’s Odyssey IV 229-230 Atyvrtin, i mhelota gépet Cefdwpoc dpovpa / gdppoka, TOAAY pev SoOhd
pepuypéva, moha 8¢ Avypd “The life-giving land of Egypt produces lots of remedies, many good mixtures and
many baneful”. And Pseudo-Galen’s Introduction or the Physician 1 ascribes to the Egyptians the invention of
several medical branches (pharmacology, internal surgery, ophthalmology, intestinal hygiene).

The influence of Egyptian medicine on its Greek counterpart is well recognisable, especially in terms of
ingredients, well before but above all after Alexander the Great’s conquest of Egypt in 331/1 BC, which gave rise
to deeper interconnections between the two traditions. It is not surprising, therefore, that several medicaments
recorded by the Greek medical authors are labelled or recorded as “Egyptlan, as either a memory of their true
origin or a simple trade mark (see Gal. Meth.med. X 822, 13 10 napd toic Aiyorriolc eddokytody “the one most
esteemed among the Egyptians™). .

¥

This preliminary presentation focuses on a selection of famous Greek remedies taken — truly or allegedly — from
ancient Egypt. I excluded from this survey the ingredients (simple substances) of Egyptian origin, which are too
much widespread to be taken into consideration. The most used were natron (vitpov), alum (ctomtnpia), mastic
(naotiyn), the Egyptian bean (bapoc, often used as a weight unit as well), and many others. Future comparison
between Greek and Egyptian medical sources will likely prove useful from many viewpoints, for example the
long-lasting issue of many products of Egyptian pharmacopoeia.

The Egyptian / Mendesian perfume aka Egyptian / Mendesian oil

As early as in the Hippocratic corpus (5"/4" century BC), in particular in some gynaecological treatises (Nature of women, Female diseases), we find many
mentions of a product called “Egyptian oil” (10 Alydntiov £Aatov), sometimes in a type called “white” (Eharov A\ylnmov Muxov) Its main use is as a calmmg'
,omtmem for &pe so-called hysteric suf(ocauons These products are expla;ﬂed by Galen (2™ ce\t AD), cation of Hij bul: . XIX 70, 11-14
Kiihn, as follows: Awuntwv &anov: émap abol kekobot Kikwov. (of pévror makwol &k g kikeng kol kikvov.) Alybrtiov Ehaiov Aevkv: 10 6md 6V Kpivoy
akevalbpevov, Snep kal kpivivéy e kal codovov Ehaov dvépaotar “Egyptian oil: what the same call kzkinon (i.e. kiki-oil’, castor oil). The ancient indeed
say that kfkwvov comes from kiki. Egyptian white oil: the one produced from the lilies, which is also called &rininon (i.e. lily-oil’) and Sousinon.”.

According to Erotian (1% AD), Hippocratic vocabulary, p. 96, 7-10 Klein, the Egyptian oil was to be identified with another known product, called “Egyptian
perfume”: popov Alydmriov: of pdv £6é€avro 0 Aeydpevov and okdeng. £ott yap Beppavrikév. of 8¢ o pakaPddpvov. of 8¢ & Mevdfictov. kai yap &v B’
Tovaikefwv 10 adté gnov &awov Alydrtiov “Egyptian perfume: same take that from the bowl, it is indeed heating. Some call it malabathrinon, some
Mendesian, and in the second book of the Female diseases the same is said Egyptian oil.” { o

There is in fact some confusion. We do indeed find an ingredient called popov Afybmtiov “Egyptian perfume” in Galen’s Composition of medicaments by
place X1 569, 15; 648, 16; XIII 346, 14-16 K., used as an emollient ointment for headache and other similar diseases. At XII 570, 1-8 Galen says that 1o 3¢
Alybmriov pwipov ody obfte pévov, dihe kel Mevdrioiov dvopdletar. Tiveg 88 adtd kai peyoheiov kaheichol gactv, 6o 10D cuvredévtog adrd Meydlov thv
énovopiov éxatépav hapov, ard pév adtod tod kat' ékeivov dvépatog &v i TV Kahovpévey Tapavipwy i36q, 4o 8¢ tiq matpidog adrod Mevdrctov. Eott
8¢ yodaotikdv e Kkal Gvédvvov “The Egyptian perfume it is called not only like that, but also Mendesian. It is said that some also call it megaleion, and both
derivations (i.e. Mendesian and megaleion) are taken from Megalos, who created it, on the one hand from his name, in the so-called derivative manner, on the
other hand Mendesion from his homeland,” which is of course the city of Mendes or the Mendesian district in Egypt. The Mendesian perfume itself (pépov
A il ') appears as an i ient in Gal. Comp.med.loc. X11 448, 6; 528, 5-7; 530, 6; 572, 13; Aet. VI 58, 60.

This may seem a confirmation of Erotian’s identification of the Egyptian oil/perfume with the Mendesion, but Galen in fact introduces a distinction in
Voc.Hipp. XIX 70, 15-71, 4 K. Alybntiov pdpov Aevkdv: 8nep kol Mevdrioiov dvépactat, okevalbuevoy di1d te kpivov kal dpopdrov, i todto kol pbpov,
ovk ELatov Tpocayopedetar o §' adtd Kol kpvépvpov kel Gob opov GV . Atybmriov pdpov: 10 pdpov dick 10d dvhoug g Grdvng Aiyvrrtiag,
Smep kol petdmov dvépactar “Egyptian white perfume: what is also called Mendesian, prepared with lilies and spices, for which it is addressed as perfume
and not as oil: the same is also called Azinomuron (i.c. ‘lily-perfume’) and sousinon. Egyptian perfume: the perfume from the flowers of the Egyptian acacia,
which is called also metopion (1 e. “for the forehead’, emollient against headache).” Galen therefore distinguishes the Egyptian perfume four gourt, aka
Mendesian, produced from the acacia ﬂowers, from the white type, which is baslcally identical to Hippocrates” Egyptian white oil. Y |
” - . =

Dioscorides ( 1" AD), however, goes further in the issue, stating that the Mendesion (Materia medica 59, 3) AeySuevov &k te Bakavivov Ehaiov kal opdpvng
Kol koooiag kol pntivig oxkevdletar. &vio1 8 petd Tov katasTafuopdv KIVEHOUOV kpdy TPocEup IV GVOQELDG 0VK EKSIBWOL yp T& p cuveynypéva
Thv Sbvapy. Epeepfi 88 Exer miv &vépyeav 1o petomio, firtova pévrot kai ody obteg émretapdvny “is said to be produced from the balaninon ol (i.e. oil from
the nut of the ben-tree) and from myrrh, cassia, and resin. Some, after weighing out the ingredients, a small quality of cinna:hon’,- but to no useful purpose,
for substances that have net been cooked together do not release their properties. Its activity is similar to that of metopion, although to a lesser degree, nor
does it last as long.” This is to compared with later authors like Aetius of Amida (6" AD) and Paul of Aegina (7" AD). The former (I 126) states that Mevdiiciov
ROAGKTIKOTOTOV £6T1 KOl Y0AUOTIKOV COUdTOV Kol Toomotdy: cuvtifetan 88 ék pupopaiavivov Ehafov kai cpbpvng kel kaotag koi fntivng “The Mendesian
unguent is the most emollient and laxative for the bodies and favours discharge; it is produced from ben-tree-nut-oil, myrrh, cassia, and resin.” The latter (VII
20, 31) defines Mevdtiotov: efpnton pév did 10 &v Alydrte edpiicBor, Evla ki & pévdng tpépetar, AapBdver 88 dhafov Bahavivov At <v> (Bv dAdke & <),
opdpyne, kogoiag ovptyyog Gva F <y>, tepefvbivng A <a> (Eviot <t>), kivapdpov F <y>. todto ody Eyetar, 6AL' Epprndévia Enpa kivetror éml fpépag <&>,
sita takeion f tepePvivn elc pépog to0d Ehafov updiletan, etta mdhy Kvetto Etépag fpépag <G> kal ofitwg drotibetar “Mendesion: it is said like that
because it has been discovered in Egypt, where indeed the mendes grows. Take 10 pounds of balaninon (in total 10 xestai), 3 ounces each of myrrh and cassia’s
quill, 1 pound (some say 10) of turpentine resin, 3 ounces of cinnamon. Do not boil that, rather stir the dried ingredients up after putting them together for 60
days, then melt the turpentine resin and put it in the oil by turns, then stir up again for other 7 days, and thus stow away.” The reference to the mendes is here

perhaps a popular logy, or a i of the iti goat nurtured at Mendes in honour of Khnum, which was called Mendes himself accordmg "

to Herodotus IT 46, 4. !

From these passages we thus learn a different origin of the Mendesian unguent than the so-called Egyptian white perfume. There is a clear confusion in the
sources, certainly due to the existence of several similar products, all coming from Egypt, all d of aromatic and all used as 1li to
cure comparable diseases.

Eqyptian remedieg in the Greek medical sources
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The Kuphi

Kuphi (kp.£, kd1) is perhpas the most known Egyptian ‘perfume’, whlch was burnt in the temples durmg the ﬂally divine cult. Its occ\ureuces in l.he Greek:
literature have already been discussed by Maria Carmela Betro, // kuphi e i suoi ingredients, “Egitto e Vicino Oriente” 14-15 (1991- 92) 43-53, so that I can
avoid to report here the main sources (Dioscorides, Materia medical 25; Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 81; Galen, Antidotes XIV 117, 10-119, 8 K. from Damokrates;
Oribasius, Synopsis I 220 Raeder; Aetius, XIII 99; Paul of Aegina, VII 22). Betro studies the recipes provided by the Greek authors, stressing the fact that
they hardly correspond to the original Egyptian indications, being a mess of all the possible exotic spices, further charged of symbolic values (e.g. the “solar”
kuphi made up of 36 ingredients recalling the 36 decans, the “lunar” kuphi made up of 28 ingredientsvwith reference to the days in a lunar month).

To her diseussion, we may add that kuphi is cited several times in the Greek medical literature as an ingredient or a medicament (G;I. Loc.aff. VIIT 207, 3;
Comp.med.loc. X1 561, 3; many passages of Antid. XIV K.; many passages of Paul; [Gal.] Rem.parab. XIV 452, 5; many passages of Aetius; Archigenes, p.
17, 15; [Gal.] Suce. XIX 733, 17 = Paul. VII 25, 10, 34; Alex. Therap. 11 91, 10; Aet. XI 29, 108) and sometimes a further type (beside oeAnviaxéy “lunar™
and fhokdv “solar”) is recorded, the so-called “hieratic kuphi” (kdgt iepoatikov: Gal. Comp.med.loc. X111 184, 2; Alex. Therap. 1573, 8-10; 11299, 29; Lumbr.
11 595, 4). A further recipe is provided by Archigenes, p. 17, 15-18 Brescia. Its medical use — almost unattested in the Egyptian sources — was as an aromatic
substance against headache, epilepsy, worms, etc.

The Greek sources interestingly mention a whole category of medi called ¢, “kuphi-like” (e.g. Gal. Comp.med.loc. X111 198, 10-199, 4; 202,
15203, 8 K.; Paul. 111 45, 6, 8-9 byidCew 88 Stvorar, gnoiy, Tog &v kHoTe EARGGEIC Kol T0 KDL Kal o KuQOESES dvtidotot “also the kuphi and the kuphi-like
antidotes are said to be effective to heal the ulcers at the bladder”), which is probably connected to the fact that several different and successful products with
compositions and properties similar to kuphi circulated: see the plural form mept korackevfic kKugiwv attested by Suda p 142 as the title of a work by an
Gpyepedg of Mendes called Manetho. It is noteworthy that this Byzantine lexicon seems to recognise in Manetho the very inventor of kuphi (i 2797 kbt
0010 Mavaemc & Alybdariog Kl‘ltSGl(EUl‘l(E) whlch cannot fail to remind us of Mega.\os of Mendes, the alleged inventor of the Mendesian unguent discussed
above.

A curious papyrus letter from 2™-century AD Oxyrhynchites (P.Warr. 13) is perhaps an unfommm:n! 'y witness to the cil of several different
recipes of this renown producl fr. A (...) hefav (1. Mav) pereopiiépevog EeviCopfa ad]to kipié yo\f TR TOAAAKIG vs\q [. A \ g 6 kipLog AV ApreBiikig
fist[a]ota nuPpa co[v M]p[}uvst 10 kD@ dvénepyag [td] | &g o K‘Uq)l Barrbpeva p/::m dopditfo]v | kai pntivng € e pnrivng TeénKag | kel PAnORTar (1.
Bindiivan) 10 adtépkes kol onpévad (1. onpiva) | cot o Gpbév, iva dvomépyng 10 isov odto (...) ... L am very astonished and annoyed by this, sir. How

.. often ... that our lord Harpebekis with great pleasure receives the kuphi from you? You have sent all the ingredients which are put into the kyphi together
with bitumen and resin. You wished that from this resin the sufficient quantity should be added and that we (?) should announce you what has been taken (?),
in order that you could send the copy of the recipe?”

Two facts must be noted: (1) the general ‘confusion’ about kuphi recalls the same phenomenon that we perceived apropos of the Egyptian/Mendesian

perfume/oil mentioned above, and which probably affected all such products coming from the mythical homeland of medicine; (2) kuphi is not attested in the *

Hippocratic corpus: the term very likely came to Greek in the Hellenistic age, after Alexander’s conquest of Egypt, when the Egyptian and the Greek languages
came in closer and closer contact.
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The achariston eye-salve

A very famous remedy in Greek and Roman medicine was the effective e};e-salve called dxdpw?wv % iful” due to its hth. In the passage pi

its recipe, Galen underlines its Egyptian origin and describes its successful use in the Egyptian countryside. He also provides a second recipe created by
himself, which attests to different versions of this remedy (elsewhere he also mention an achariston named after Philoxenos, Comp.med.loc. X11 731, 1 ék tov
DrhoEévov Enpdv dxdprotov; see Aet. VII 79, 31-32 dihoEévov Enpdv dxdpiotov). Gal. Comp.med.loc. X11 749, 13-750, 11 o dydprotov émypagpduevov,
oG Tag peylotag dmpopds. péve Todte dv Alydnte ol fatpol xpdpevor ebnpepodot kal pdhota &l T@v dypokotépov. kadusiag Spoxuis ot draxiag §
1. JOAKOD KeKGVPEVOL Kol TERAVPEVOD § 1. driov Spaypds §'. épetkng Kapmod Spaypds 8. opbpvng § 8. KOpews Spaypds ot Yot dvakduBave. i xpRoic
810 ydhaktog yovaiketov, fi kpaoig péon, mov 8¢ dott mept Todg dphakpods Sdfeoic, dméxecBur Sel Tod Korkvpiov. G &' adTdg Expnoduny e obtas. 4
kodpefog Spoypig 107, Epelkng kaprod § B, xohkod kekavpévov dpoyudg & omfov § B cudpvng dpoyumv piay, dkaxiog § ot kKéppens Spoyuas 1. Bdatt
GvahdpBave, 1 xpicig dediotar drro. 3 kadpeiag § 6. Epeikng kapmod Spaypig §'. oniov § o7, Mavatod Spaxuas B. spipvng § 1. Aibov oxioTod dpoxuag
PB’. dxaxiog Spaypas n'. xohkod kekovpévov kol memdopévon § 8. kpuueg § K. okedale kol xpd kodd mposipntar “The so-called unmerciful, against the big
tear overflows. Only with this the Egyptian physici ly heal, especially among country people: zinc oxide, drachmas 16; acacia, drs. 8; burnt and
washed copper, drs. 8; poppy juice, drs. 4; erica fruit, drs. 4; myrrh, drs. 4; gum Arabic, drs. 16. Take with water. The usage is with women’s milk. The
temperature is middle. If there is a disease around the eyes, this eye-salve is not to be used. The one I myself used is as follows: zinc oxide, drachmas 16; erica
fruit, drs. 2; burnt copper, drs. 4; poppy juice, drs. 2; myrrh, dr. 1; acacia, drs. 6; gum Arabic, drs. 8. Take with water. The usage has been described. Another
one: zinc oxide, drs 6; erica fmi/t, drs. 4; poppy juice, drs. 6; frankincense, drs. 2; myrrh, drs. 8; tale, drs. 2; ac_acia, drs. 8; burnt and washed copper, drs. 4;
gum Arabic drs. 20. Prepaxe and,ﬁse as _aforesaid.” Aetius, VII 104, 106-108, provides an almost parallel version of Galen’s formulations (£pinpdv 10
GxdpIGTOV TPOGEYOPELSHEVOY, TPOS TAS HeyioTas Empopds: Héve TovTe &v Alybnte xpdusvol snnpspomm Ko pahwm £71L TGV GypoKoTEP®V KTA. “the eye-

salve made of Erica which is appealed unmerciful, against the big tear overflows. Only with this the Egyp heal, among
country people, etc.”). See also Oribasius, Syn. I1I 122 (koAApiov Td dydp 7pdG 105 peyiotag Empop nmsl pdlota ¢l v dypowotépoy Kok, “the
unmerciful eye-salve against the big tear overflows. It is especially effective on the countrymen”).

Recipes of various types of s Ives have been in the Greek papyri from Roman Egypt, both following Galen’s prescriptions or showing
different compositions (O.Bodl. 1T 2182 Thebes, 2°/3" AD; MPER XIII 3, 2°/3" AD; P.Ross. Georg V 57, early 3 AD; GMP I 13, Arsinoites, 3" AD;
P.Oxy. LXXX 5249, Oxyrhynchus, 3 AD; GMP 1 14, 4"/5" AD; P.Horak 14, 5" AD). The q shows how wil d this remedy was in

the Roman Empire. P.Grenf. I 52 (3" AD) bears also the very title dxdpictov. Most remarkable is. P.Princ. IIT 155 (2"/3 AD), a papyrus sheet with a recipe
of achariston copied on one side, and a milder version of the eye-salve, with reduced quantities, titled nudik(6v) “pediatric, for children,” which of course
explains the need for a ‘less unmerciful’ preparation!

— . __ Theplaster “Isis” =

Another meaningful example of an Egyptian remedy adopted by Greek medicine is the plaster called “Isis.”” The reference to the great Egyptian goddess is
certainly not random-based: the medicament did come from priestly environments, just as other cases of similar products (the Mendesian perfume created by
archpriest Manetho, the “hieratic™ kuphi). The Isis plaster is frequently mentioned by Galen, who stresses its Egyptian origin (Comp.med.gen. X111 758, 5-6
K. 1 Alyvrtio drw, tfi {0181 kahovpévn “the Egyptian medi called Isis) and its effectiveness for healing skin diseases (Meth.med. X1 126, 1-5
K. dumhaota gdppoxa tehéog Svia, kabdmep 16 16 100 Mayaupiovog kel td 10D "Entyévou kai 10 mpocayopevdpevov “Iois eig v t@v éppdtov xpficw “such
plasters as the one of Machairion and the one of Epigonos and the so-called Isis are absolutely effective for the use of tampons™). Discussing the origins of its
name, Galen makes it clear that Isis came from the temples of Egypt (Comp.med.gen. XIII 518, 9 &k 1@V iepdv t@v &v Alybmte kopioBiivan); elsewhere he
reports that some said it came from “the inner rooms of the Hephaisteion in Egypt” (XIII 776, 18-19 &k tév adttov eivar kol ivde ko 1 “Hpalotelov v
Aiybmrg), that is the temple of Pah at Meniphis. Various types of Isis existed, one called “orange” (XIIT 736, 16-19 | "Iotg Aeyopévn kippd gdpfiaxoy
Emuretevypévov Tpog Th Pevpotikd kol xpdvia kal kakondn kol SuceAdi kel pdiicta éml TV &Kpmrqp"mv “The remedy Isis called ‘orange” is effective against
rheumatic and chronic diseases, malignant and deadly sores, especially at the extremities™), one called “green” (XIII 794, 4 © "Io1g yhwpd), one called “for the
head’ (X111 747, 3 1 "Ioig kepodih TpdG Td xetpdvera kai Sucakdi “The Isis for the head, against malignant and deadly sores™). Some called it “of Epigonos™
(XIII 774, 10-11 1 O Tv@dv pév "Emyévov Aeyopévn, Omd Tvev 8¢ Toig “it is called ‘of Epigonos’ by some, Isis by others™) and it was a versatile remedy
(774, 7-8 mokbypnotév Eoti pdppakov) against all types of wounds (774, 11-12 moodoa mpdg v Tpadyc).

== Some other examples of medicines called Aigyptia

Many other remedies recorded in the Greek literature are identified with the attribute Aiyvntia (“Egyptian”), which clearly denotes their provenance. There is
for example a medicament for the ears (Gtukr), which is said Alyvrtio Tpds ts avtas Swbéoes (Gal. Comp.med.loc. X11 639, 5-6 “Egyptian, for the same
ditions™); a liquid ophtahlmic eye-salve (Oypn d@Badpik) called Alyvrtio mpdg Torovg kel Aevkdpata (Gal. Comp.med.loc. X11 737, 5-6 “Egyptian
against calli and leucomas™; also XII 737, 11-12 dAn Atyvrtio tpdg Tohovg kel Aevkdpata Kot keypoviouévag Stabéoeic “another Egyptian against calli and
leucomas and chronic conditions”); a remedy for the mouth (Atyvntio otopatuch, Paul. VII 14, 9); and so on. Some remedies for bleeding wounds are called
Egyptlan though they are ascribed to names of Greek physicians: Gal. Comp.med.gen. XIII 643, 2-3 Avdpopdyov Atyvrtio Evaipog tpavpoTik, GO
Yp “Ands Egypuan for bleeding wounds, as is recorded by Asklepiades™; XIII 645, 5-6 Kiovdtov ®iro&évov xepovpyod
Alymmu mpdS Thg npostp'n psvuc S0béoec “Surgeon Claudius Philoxenos” Egypuan against the aforesaid conditions.” This may mean that even medicaments
created by Greek scientists were labelled ‘Egyptian’ in order to guarantee their effectiveness (see Gal. Comp.med.gen. XTI 649,2-12 duéder Ty Hmd
AckAnmddov Tpdy TdV TGV O’ Epod yeypaupévny Epmhactpov Alyortiav, fiv kol abtog Tod Avspoudyov enoiv dmdpyev kth. “For instance the first
(remedy) of the three (recorded) by Asklepiades and transcribed by me, the Egyptian plaster, which he also says to belong to Andromachos...”).




