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IMHOTEP 
MASTER OF ANCIENT EGYPTIAN KNOWLEDGE 

by 

Arch. Dawoud Khalil Messiha M.S. 

Imhotep means literally "he who comes in peace"; he was a delied sage who lived in the reign 
ofKing Zoser ofthe IIIrd dynasty (about 2800 B.C.); a vizier orthat king and the originator 
ofthe complex at Saqqara. He was one ofZoser's chief In 
nr'.w;,~II'I.T wisdom, in formulation of wise proverbs, in medicine and architecture. 

is the oldest medical in history, although his books have Later ;;:~r'il'u... 
used to pour few drops of water before starting to write as an act of respect to 
people sang of his proverbs centuries later, and two thousand live bund red years after 
death he a god of medicine. He was worshipped in later periods as God of 
bealing, and his cbapel at Saqqara, wbicb was calied Asklepion by the Greeks a 
sanatorium for the were dedicated to hirn in temples in the Theban 
..Antu...." Tbc Greeks calied titles were on base of 
statue; be was counselor of Lower Egypt king, cbief of Upper Egypt king's 
director of the great house, noble man and cbief of priests of Heliopolis or Anu. 

LowerEgypt engineer, chief aU tbe king's affairs Lower and Upper 
His record reaches from tbe age (C. 2800 B.C.) througb tbe Middle 
kingdom into tbe period of foreign reign of Egypt, almos! indeed 
subjugation of tbe country by tbe Arabs in A.D. 

IN THE of the world Egypt Most of the ancient raees of the world have 
was the pioneer eountry as the found a place 
evolution of medicine. To her belongs more 

of raised the attributed miraeulous powers in 
hitherto and apparently persons to 

high reputation is aeknowledged by were worshipped 
Homer when he says: "In the men are Hindus, Babylonians, 
more in medieine than any of human Azetes, and Phoenicians; many of them had 
kind". to which restored suffering 
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wornen, whether afflicted mentally or 
physically. 

Imbotep first appears on the 

rd Dynasty ca. 2900 
fellow-countrymen 

in healing \.A'"",ao'.., that he was 
eventually raised to the status of deity of 
medicine. We shall describe remarkable 
progress from at 
court a Pharaoh to 
rnedicine. 

Imhotep was born in Ankhtowe a suburb 
ca. 3000 descended from 

who In 

devotcd his life to various activities which 
may under 
headings: 

6-Magician-Physician 

926, astatue of 
elose to the temenous 

wh ich appears to 
Imhotep. On the 
titles inscribed Hierogliphic and 
as follows The Chancellor of the 

The office of vizier to the ruling Pharaoh was 
one of high dignity and responsibility. The 
following titles in itself indicates the 
multitudinous responsibilities the office: 
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Judge, Overseer of the King's 
Bearer the royal seal, Chief of all works 
the that which 
brings, 
Supervisor everything in this 
Amongst some the departments 

are enumerated the Judiciary, 
Treasury, War (Army and navy), 

Iture, and the 

to allow of its cultivation. The result was that 
grew very scare and all 

of food came to an 
attributed to 
respect and worship to Khenum, 
the and one of 
controlling the sources the N ile. 

vizier Imhotep and 
birthplace the 
rule there over i1. Imhotep 
absence so that he might consu It the papyrus 
rolls in library of chief 
brief interval he revealed to the 

way to which bad 
unimaginable ages. 

at once wrote to 
and 

the king 
to the temple the 

to make 
bim, and to 
response khenum ....4414'2'-'<1..< " 
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Imhotep titles inscribed in Hieroglyphic on the pedestal of King Zoser Statue. 

Saqqara Step Pyramid, built around 2900 Be. 
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Saqqara Step Pyramid - The earliest large stoße structure known 
to history and remarkable work oe the architect Imhotep. 
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dream, and promised that Nile should 
and never 

timely intervention 
Zoser a decree and 

advice of his vizier lmhotep the 
with a strip land over seventy mHes in 

on of the Nile, with all its 
revenues and taxes. He further endowed the 

of the with 
gold, ivory, 
and woods so as to 
the temple. 

This legend is inscribed on a rock on 
the about two south 

period 
its form it 

as old as the IIIrd Dynasty. (A similar 
years famine in Egypt IS In 

XLI. 54). 

't"r"flr'r> throws on 
existed 

royal 
master. 

Imhotep, "the the 
was a 

and owed some 
knowledge to father 

who was 
of South and N orth 

it was 
a transition 

of the earlier 
which is met 

with under the next Dynasty, was constructed 
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by the superimposItion of five 
sma Her on an original large one. It 
never had the continuous 
which true 
which Imhotep selected, a 

at overlooking 
Memphis. It covered an area 
approximately 597 yards from north to 
and 304 yards from east to west. 

a 
rising unequal to a height 
11s base measurements were approximately 
411 east to west and feet from 
north to south. Tura stone was used 
throughout for the outer 
buiJdings and local stone for 
cores. 

pyramid 
access to a maze of 

corridors forming a 
without among other 
the Old Kingdom. The halls and 
were lined with blue green 
inlaid faience, bearing the 
titles. 

in its 
in the stone 

northern jamb. Many other buildings in the 
were 

doors, often 
measurements 
columns with various decorations 
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Tbe Heb-Sed courtyard is Jocated east of the great courtyard, and its largest sides are 
delimited by two se ries of chapels buHt using tbree different architectural styles. 

This panel consisting of many rectangular elements in the faience was formed within 
underground cbambers ofKing's Zoser pyramid. 
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one of the most 
architecture of 

this complex. 

In the "",.,,,,...,.0 chosen were 
elements earlier 

used as In more 
constructions. This explanation, he be\ieves, 

account for traces red paint 
on the columns, red 

used to represent wood, 
green would employed to 

rpn,rp';;:Plu the sterns plants. 

stone 
palace at 

stone. 
handled were 

instead slabs in 
buildings, showing that the technique of 
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and 

stone had not been rnastered. 


architecture 
elements were not the 

Pyramid excelted 
It was also equipped on ascale 

Recent lClj"~,,,!n.I' 

successors in 

a monument comparable 


with his Pyramid enclosure. 


IT WORTH 

an 
110 

to 
according to a plan 

heaven to earth near 

temple on the 
Imhotep in days 
temple was 

III and 
57 Re. 

were 
served in rotation and enjoyed 
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three montlls leave between two periods of 
service. The chief lector priest or ritualist 
belongs to the higher class and was a 
permanent fu nctionary entrusted with 
important duties. One of these was to attend 
the dai Iy cu It of tbe temp le, where he 
sprinkled the god with water fumigated hirn 
with incense, clothed and anointed hirn, 
applied cosmetics to his eyes and arrayed hirn 
with various ornaments. He also had to rec ite 
prayers from the holy books during the 
temple liturgy, and since according to the 
Egyptian faith these religious texts possessed 
magical powers, the common people 
regarded this priest as a magician. 

The chief lector priest also assisted at the 
ritual of embalrnment and rec ital speIls while 
the manipulations were in progress. Further, 
he officiated at the ceremonies connected 
with the presentation of offerings in the 
mortuary cult, which has been called the 
"Liturgy of Funerary Offerings". 

Another series of ceremonies was known as 
"The opening of the Mouth", the object belog 
to restore to the inert corpse the functions of 
wh ich it had been deprived by death and 
embJamment. Here a lso the chief lector priest 
was responsible for the order of ritual, 
although he had various assistants, especiaJly 
the Sem who in many respects played the 
princ ipaJ part. 

In theory, of course, the King was the only 
priest and, as the incarnation of Horus, 
performed the whole funerary ritual for the 
dead person, conceived as Horus 's dead 
father Osiris. In the eyes of the common 
people, however, the chief ritualist 
represented the King and the wielded 
mysterious powers that raised hirn far above 
the level of ordinary humanity. 

4-Imbotep As Sage aod Scribe 

Imhotep enjoyed the reputation of being one 
of the greatest of Egyptian Sages, his farne 

for wisdom made so deep an impression on 
his countrymen that he endures as anational 
tradition for many centuries. 

As regards his literary activities, he is said to 
have produced works on medierne and 
architecture, as weil as on more general 
subjects, and some of his works were extant 
at the dawn of the Christian era. His 
proverbs, embodying the ph iJosophy of life 
whieh experienee had taught, were handed 
down from generation to generation, and 
were noted for their grace and poetie dietion, 
their author being described as a master of 
poetry. 

A REMARKABLE song, known as the 
"Song of the Harper", has survived in wbieh 
the names of Imhopet and Hardedef (A 
prince of the IV Dynasty and probably a Son 
of King Khufu) are linked together. Their 
philosophy is that of those persons who in all 
ages of the world have said "Let us eat and 
drink, for tomorrow we die". This poem was 
evidently a great favorite since we have 
several vers ions differing in date by several 
centuries. It would of course not be faire to 
judge of Imhopte' s philosophy from so 
slender a basis as that presented by the "Song 
of the Harper" . As his reputation was so 
enduring, there were doubtless precepts and 
proverbs enjoining a higher moralily. 

Imhotep aslo filled the office of a royal 
scribe- an important post, since government 
business was carried on in writing. Doubtless 
in this office he formed the connecting link 
between Zoser and his subordinate officials. 
Centuries after his death, lhe Egyptian scribes 
used to pour a libation out of their water 
bowel to Imhotep . 

5-Imhotep as Astronomer 

If the references to Imhotep in Hermetic 
Literature can be trusted, he was also 
interested m astronomy and astrology, 
although no special observations are 
associated with his name. 
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Tbree Papyrus columns decorate tbe eastero wall ofthe courtyrads. 

Papyrus was tbe symbol of Lower Egypt. 


Imhotep statue, made of bronze - Late period, 
Egyptian Cairo Museum. 
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VIlY,,\lIWTt & 

was attributed 

year, as weil 
the sun, moon and stars 

III the Egyptian 

A remarkable the 
of 

it 

UU)OCfruS Siculus writes is no country 
where the position and movements of the 

been observed with such accuracy 
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chief ritualist 
probably none than Imhotep. 
of the magical performance are not given in 
the 

wooed; it is his 
the sick that has 

and that led 

circles. 

MAGIC AND MEDICINE 

medical papyri, such as 
are constantly 

and ,n','fV',,,t,,,,n,, 

lines. It 

nothing 
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King PtoJemy V worsbipping Imbotep and other deities . 

.... 

Imhotep - Deity ofMedicine. 

---~---
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are arranged according to 

to the surgeon. 

human organs. 
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A similar process of gradual elevation to 
rank of demigod and to 
occllrred in the case of another noted 
Vlz. Amenophis, the son 

under Amenophis 

The demigod appears to have lasted 

therefore 
had 
Egyptian 
practiced in 

doubtless 
probably 
Pyramid 
Imhotep 
Imhotep 

a place of 

to the subject IS 

and OCCllfS 
to 

rite 

reign of Mycerinus 
of the Persian period. 

extend 
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T he worship of lmhotep: 
The eu lt of Imhotep was probably first 
associated with his tomb, which, as already 
mentjoned, was situated outside the city of 
Memphis on the edge of the desert to the 
west of the town. As time went on his cult 
spread throughout the land of Egypt and even 
into Nubia. More and more widely was 
l mhotep accepted as the deity of medicine, 
and worshipped as on a level with the fu ll 
gods of Egypt. The popularity of Irnhotep 
will cause no surprise, since he both hea led 
the sick, protected from accident, gave 
chi ldren to sterile women and bestowed life 
on all men. In fact during the Hellenistic 
per iod the sage Imhotep, now defied, appears 
to have become the principal god worshipped 
at Memphis. 

THERE IS AN interesting reference to the 
god Imhotep in the ritual of EmbaJmment, 
which gave djrections for the anointing and 
bandaging of the mummy as it was being 
prepared for sepulture. Every Egyptian died 
in the flfm belief that in the course of his 
joumey through the U nderworld or Duat he 
would be provided with magic speIJs which 
would enable hirn to make his way 
unhindered and obtain for hirn ample 
supplies of nourislunent. Imhotep was one of 
those to whom were attributed such "words 
of power" which protected the dead from all 
kinds of enemies. Maspero attributes this 
signal favour to the qualifications of 
arehitect, physic ian, sage and magician, but 
attributes the apotheosis mainly to his skill in 
Magie. It is, he says, in virtue of his powers 
as a magician that Imhotep was defied. 

LONG BEFORE the Greek conquest of 
Egypt by Alexander, Imhotep had become 
generaIJy recognized as the deity of 
medicine. The Greeks who called hirn 
Imouthes amaJgamated him with their own 
Asklepios, so that for some centuries the 
Egyptian deity of medicine may be described 
as in some measure a fusion of the ancient 
Imhotep and the much more modem 
AskJepios. During the Ptolemaic period there 

seems to have been some relation between 
the worship of Imhotep and that of the sacred 
bull of Ptah named Apis. 
Incubation in I mhotep temples: 
Incubation is meant the practice of sleeping 
or at any rate passing the night in some 
sacred spot, such as the court of a temple, in 
the hope of receiving a div ine message or 
revelation, usually in favor of a siek devotee. 

Incubation in the period ofthe Demigod: 
In the Oxyrynchus papyrus a lready referred 
to, the writer named Nechauti' , who 
performed the duties of a priest and who had 
apparently found the papyrus in Imhotep 's 
temple, teils a remarkable story of a devotee 
and which throws a vivid light on the practice 
of incubation. The story relates to the mother 
of N echautis who was attacked with quartan 
ague. This illness induced her fri ends to seek 
assistance at the temple of Imhotep, who 
appeared to the sick woman in dreams and 
cured her by simple remedies for which bOlh 
mother and son showed their thanks by 
sacrifices. SubsequentJy Nechautis himself 
fell iJJ, suffering from pain in his right side, 
violent fever, loss of breath and coughing, 
associated with the pain in his side. He too, in 
his turn, and accompanied by his mother, 
hastened to the shrine and lapsed into halt: 
conscious sleep. Again Jmhotep appeared in a 
vision to the mother who awaked and fOll nd 
the fever had departed her son leaving hi m 
healthy. Again son and mother expressed 
their gratitude to Imhotep. The text then 
proceeds to recount the history of Asklepios 
(Imhotep), son of (Hephaistos- in late period 
Ptah was called Hephaistos) and the man ner 
in which he told Mycerionus to busy rumse lf 
with his tomb. It is c1ear that though Imhotep 
was not yet recognized as a fuU deity, he was 
to some extent worshipped in the same 
manner as a god. 

Incubation in tbe period of Deity of 
medicine: 
An interesting story written in Demotic on 
Papyrus on the verso of a document which 
contains official writings in Greek dated in 
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Imbotep deity ofMedicine seated. 

Pbilae temple - built around 283-221 Be. in Pbilae island in the Nile of Aswan, 
southern Egypt. 
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it is thou who givest a son to her 
none. Listen to and 

Mahituaskhit, 
temple and dreamed a 

dream in which one spoke with "Art thou 
not of who 
dost remedy 

god. 
comes, go to the 

and thou 

awoke from dream 

IS ALSO evidence of a similar story 
of sterility being cured by 

ofa Ptah 
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reign of Ptolemy XIII (c. 71 Re.). The 
details are in a 
Ptolemaic period now 
museum, • ·,"''''U'4% 
Reg. No. 147. 

Incubation sleep in temples was restored to 
for forms of oracu lar 

honoured. 
some 
so much so stone altars sacred to 
Imhotep were actually set up 

on 
offered. 

Another temple of Imhotep bui!t by Plolemy 
283-245 also the 

existed at Philae (calIed sometimes the 
island) 
Egyptian 
day. 
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<!ULU",", to the god Asklepios. 
to 

evoked, added his 
errors of previous 

who helps you". 

IlU1VL....·U appears in 

to the temple of Deir 

temple of 


to tbose in which 


even 
of Debot, Dakka and 

were dedicated 
and (Askelpios), the 

the principal god ofhealing. 
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iIluminated the streets with 
prolonged 

Important 
or even weeks. 

accompanying inscription 
carved pedestal of g lost statue ,.."""",n/"''; 

now in the British Museum teils 

23rd 

day- 2nd month of summer. (1 
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