


History of occupational medicine: relevance of Imhotep and the Edwin Smith papyrus
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Final portion of the Edwin Smith papyrus containing the incomplete case of back pain (courtesy of the New York Academy
of Medicine).

atically the injuries sustained by the workers during
the construction of the pyramid, and that these obser-
vations formed the basis for the papyrus which later
became the Edwin Smith document.6 ' Certainly,
some cases in the Edwin Smith papyrus would be
consistent with descriptions of occupational trauma
to workers engaged in heavy construction.

If this is correct it seems evident that Imhotep con-

fronted many of the same occupational injuries that
face modern industrial physicians. Particularly
intriguing from the point of view of occupational
medicine is the final case described in the papyrus
which deals with back pain7 (figure).

TITLE
Instructions concerning a sprain of a vertebra [in] his
spinal column.

EXAMINATION
If thou examinest [a man having] a sprain in a verte-
bra of his spinal column, thou shouldst say to him:
"Extend now thy two legs [and] contract them both

[again]." When he extends them both he contracts
them both immediately because of the pain he causes

in the vertebra of his spinal column in which he
suffers.

DIAGNOSIS
Thou shouldst say concerning him: "One having a

sprain in a vertebra of his spinal column. An ailment
which I will treat."

TREATMENT
Thou shouldst place him prostrate on his back; thou
shouldst make for him... Unfortunately for modern
medicine the case is incomplete. To this day, the
answer to the appropriate management of back pain
remains a major enigma in occupational medicine.
"Plus ca change, plus c'est la meme chose."

In sum, it appears that the ancient Egyptian medi-
cal literature has considerable relevance to occupa-

tional medicine. Perhaps we should even regard the
Edwin Smith papyrus as the first manual of
occupational trauma and Imhotep as the grandfather
of occupational medicine.

69

,;

'-7_

-i-m

....

0..

.r.

46

 group.bmj.com on February 15, 2012 - Published by oem.bmj.comDownloaded from 



70
References

1 Goldwater LJ. Historical highlights in occupational medicine.
(Readings and perspectives in medicine booklet No 9, medical
history program, the Trent collection and the Occupational
Medicine Service.) Durham, North Carolina: Duke University
Medical Center, 1985:1.

2 Rom WN. Environmental and occupational medicine. Boston:
Little, Brown and Company, 1983:3.

3 Hunter D. The diseases of occupations. London: Hodder and
Stoughton, 1978:1-61.

Brandt-Rauf, Brandt-Rauf
4 Leake CD. The old Egyptian medical papyri. Lawrence, Kansas,

University of Kansas Press, 1952.
5 McGrew RE. Encyclopedia of medical history. New York:

McGraw-Hill, 1985:105-6.
6 Beasley AW. The origins of orthopaedics. J R Soc Med

1982;72:648-55.
7 Breasted JH. The Edwin Smith papyrus: published infacsimile and

hieroglyphic transliteration with translation and commentary in
two volumes. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1930.

8 Cormack M. Imhotep, builder in stone. New York: F Watts, 1965.

Destruction of manuscripts

From 1 July 1985 articles submitted for publication
will not be returned. Authors whose papers are
rejected will be advised of the decision and the
manuscripts will be kept under security for three
months to deal with any inquiries and then destroyed.
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