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INTRODUCTION
Many scholars explain that Democedes of Croton
and Udjahorresnet of Sais were appointed at the
court of Darius I as personal physicians of the king
and of the royal family.1 A recent comparative study
evidences a very singular fact. The two physicians
worked simultaneously in Elam, over the years
521/520–519 BCE, a period that corresponds to the
first or second year after the king ascended the
throne (Hdt. III, 129–132; Vatican Naophorous [VN],
Reg. L).2 This occurred in a context of two well–
identified events, which were: (1) a foot injury
suffered by the king in the years 521/20 BCE, when
the Egyptian court physicians failed to cure him,
later successfully healed by Democedes (Hdt. III,
129–130); (2) the reorganization, in Sais or throughout
Egypt, of the House of Life, assigned to Udjahorresnet
by Darius, between the second half of 520 BCE and
the first months of 519 BCE, at the time when both
of them were in Elam (VN, Reg. L–LI).3

THE DECLINE OF THE EGYPTIAN MEDICINE IN THE
EARLY YEARS OF DARIUS’ RULE
The failure of the Egyptian physicians to cure Darius
(Hdt. III, 129) was not only inspired by literary and
ideological reasons or by popular literature (to
discredit Egyptian doctors and to exalt the Hellenic
hero),4 but it was also supported by the inscription
of the Vatican Naophorous (Reg. L–LII). During the
year 520 BCE, contemporary with the period
reported by Herodotus (III, 129; summer 521/
beginning 520 BCE), the offices of the pr-anx in Sais,
or even those throughout Egypt, the country where
the court Archiaters came from, were in a state of
ruin (wAzm).5

The roots of the crisis of Egyptian medicine, in the
early years of Darius’ reign, are to be attributed to
multiple causes. Udjahorresnet, by underlining the
ruin of the pr–anx (VN, Reg. LI), gave a very
desolated general picture of Egypt during that
period. The “disaster” he reports (VN, Reg. XL–
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ABSTRACT
A comparative study of Herodotus III, 129–130 and of the Vatican Naophorous (VN) on the historical dynamics
between 522 and 519 BCE, depicts a precise temporal succession ranging from the failure of the Egyptian
physicians to heal King Darius, who was suffering due to a dislocated ankle (successfully healed by
Democedes), to the sovereign ordering Udjahorresnet to return home and restore the offices of the House
of Life either in Sais and/or throughout Egypt. A number of historical, philological and cultural evidences
suggest that the two events may be correlated, according to a new interpretation of the lacuna at Reg. L of
the VN, obtained with the help of modern information technology.
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XLIII; XLVI–XLIX) was great in the nome of Sais (“at
the time of the very great disaster which fell out in
this entire land”). The turmoil, which the Egyptian
homo religiosus experienced as the triumph of Seth,
lord of Chaos, over Osiris, divinity of the cosmic
Order,6 was most likely determined by the following
facts: the loss of sovereignty for the first time in 525
BCE (Hdt. III, 13); a policy of administrative rigor
implemented by Cambyses, especially against the
revenues of the class of priests (Hdt. III, 27–29, 37–
38); the ravages inflicted by foreign mercenaries and
the spoliation of common goods (VN, Reg. XX–XXI);
and the hostility of the people against the satrap
Ariandes, accused of oppression (Hdt. IV, 166, Pol.
7, 11, 7). To the aforementioned causes we might also
add the revolt of Petubastis III, who was a local ruler
and self–proclaimed pharaoh, between the end of
522 BCE and the beginning of 521 BCE.7

The tumultuous historical conjuncture, which
affected the temple institutions, explains the ruin of
the offices (VN, Reg. L–LII), the progressive default
of medical studies, and the decrease of qualified
personnel. Greco-Roman literature has preserved
memory of the diaspora towards the West of priest
and magicians, especially those with medical skills,
refugees from Egypt, at the time of the first Persian
invasion (525–404 BCE). For the period ranging
between end 6th and beginning 5th century BCE,
stories like the ones of Paapis and Calasiris are quite 
meaningful. The first, Παάπις, is one of the protag-
onists of the novel Wonders beyond Thule by Antonius 
Diogenes (3rd century CE). The character is identified 
as ἱερεὺς αἰγύπτιος. Following the devastation
suffered by his homeland (πατρίδος αὐτοῦ
λεηλατηθείσης), he sought shelter at first in the
Phoenician city of Tyre, hosted by a local family, and
then at Leontini in Sicily, by the tyrant Aenesidemus.
From Sicily, he reached the island of Thule. During
his journey, he visited the territories of Italy,
traveling on foot, from Rhegium to Metapontum. Of
him, the text recalls, apart his τέχνῃ μαγικῇ, the
knapsack with the books and the box of herbs
(βιβλίων καὶ τῶν βοτανῶν τὸ κιβώτιον). Paapis’
duties match pretty well to those of the scribe of the
House of Life (zXAw pr–anx) or of the lector-priest
(Xry–Hbt).8 The reference to the disaster in Egypt is
most unlikely to be identified with the consequences
of the rebellion in 486 BCE; they are, rather, to be
attributed to the results of Cambyses’ conquest of
Egypt (525 BCE). As for Aenesidemus, tyrant of
Leontini, also mentioned by Pausanias (5, 22, 7),
most scholars agree to correlate his political activity

with that of Gelon and Hippocrates of Syracuse
(about 498/78 BCE).9 The tale of Calasiris in
Heliodorus’ Aethiopica (3rd century CE) seems to
take place in the 5th century BCE, at the time of the
first Persian invasion of Egypt. The character,
presented as ἱερεὺς σοφός of Isis and as a faithful to
the God of the Sun, escapes Egypt after the
Achaemenid invasion and flees into exile at Delphi
in Greece.10

According to Diodorus (Bibl. 1, 82, 3), the Egyptian
physicians traditionally detailed patient’s therapy
in written prescriptions (θεραπείας προσάγουσι
κατὰ νόμον ἔγγραφον). This practice was also con-
firmed during earlier historical periods. The texts,
considered sacred, were written and kept in the
library of the House of Life, an authentic scriptorium
and a privileged place for the high qualification of
the court zwnww.11 The scripts were a guarantee
against every possible error or failure:

If they [the physicians] follow the rules of
this law as they read them in the sacred
book (ἐκ τῆς ἱερᾶς βίβλου νόμοις) and
yet are unable to save their patient, they
are absolved from any charge and go
unpunished (ἀθῷοι παντὸς ἐγκλήματος
ἀπολύονται); but if they go contrary to
the law’s prescriptions in any respect (τι
παρὰ τὰ γεγραμμένα ποιήσωσι), they
must submit to a trial with death as the
penalty (θανάτου κρίσιν).12

In ancient Egypt there was a widespread conviction
that not a single physician could ever do better than
the knowledge that was consolidated over time and
belonged to the best experts in the field.13 The obli-
gation to respect the texts was already pointed out
by Aristotle (Pol. 1286a 12–14): “and indeed in Egypt
physicians have the right to alter their prescription
after four days (μετὰ τὴν τετρήμερον κινεῖν), 
although if one of them alters it before he does so at
his own risk.”14

Herodotus’ reference to the death penalty to
which the zwnww were initially convicted if they
were found guilty of having been surpassed by a
Greek doctor (III, 132) suggests that the accusation
may have been made against them because they did
not follow or understand the prescriptions of the
sacred books. Certainly, the problem must not have
been a value judgment on Egyptian medicine in
absolute terms. As it seems to emerge from the study
of pharaonic medical papyri (Smith, Ebers, Hearst,
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Ramesseum V, Berlin n. 3038), the zwnww had
developed a highly qualified level of knowledge in
treating osteo–articular traumas, not dissimilar from
the one documented in the surgical treatises of the
Corpus Hippocraticum. For example, as the Edwin
Smith Papyrus attests, Egyptian physicians were
able to perform, with great precision, differential
diagnoses between distortion, dislocation, and
fracture, as it might be described in a modern
surgical treatise.15 The fact that the Egyptian doctors
were saved by Democedes suggests that the
Achaemenid leadership had judged their failure to
have a more complex origin needing a special
attention. To the lack of success in healing Darius
(Hdt. III, 130), one could add the fatal event that took
place one year before during the summer of 522
BCE, having as a protagonist his predecessor
Cambyses, who died from a complication of a
wound on his thigh (Hdt. III, 64, 3; Ctes. FGrH 688,
F13, 14; DB I, 11, 43). The possibility that it might
have been a case of ill–treated septic osteomyelitis is
not to be excluded.16

Since 525 BCE Udjahorresnet was referred among
the court physicians. He also followed the king
returning to Persia in spring–summer 522 BCE.17 We
are, however, unable to determine if Udjahorresnet
treated Cambyses and Darius. Most certainly, court
physicians worked in teams (Xen. Cyr. 8, II, 23–25)
and Udjahorresnet at that time was the responsible
for the health of the members of the Royal Palace.18

He came from Sais, one of the most important
medical centers of the Delta, as most probably all the
other doctors employed by the Great King. More
specifically, the specialists for musculoskeletal
disorders were not just the laic swnww, but also the
wab-priests of Sekhmet: to the latter, for example,
were dedicated the Edwin Smith Papyrus, the oldest
surgical treatise of ancient Egypt (Case 1 Gloss A).19

The study and computer processing of the first
color and high-resolution digital and macro photos
of the lacuna in VN Reg. LI allow us to confirm and
partially integrate Alan Gardiner’s hypothesis (1938:
158). The analysis shows the concrete and reasonable
probability of interpreting the traces present as
pertinent to the signs G36–T11–W24, meaning wr-
zwnw, “Chief of physicians.” The overall text at this
stage becomes zmn xA n pr-anx n wr-zwnw (“to set to
rights the offices of the House of Life <and of the
Chief of physicians>”). The sign in the gap N35 is
purely conjectural: it is, however, well suited within
the spaces of the column and to the context of the

discourse. Given this, we may believe that Darius
made the decision not only to restore the offices of
pr-anx in general but more specifically to set to rights
those of the wr-zwnw (VN, Reg. LI).20

SOME COMPOSITE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN
HERODOTUS AND THE REFORM OF THE
HOUSE OF LIFE
A plurality of clues, unequivocally strong, precise,
and concordant, allows for the proposal of a new
idea to scholars: to correlate, in one same cause/effect
nexus, the restoration of the offices of House of Life,
either in Sais or throughout Egypt (VN, Reg. L–LI),
with the story of the failure of the Egyptian
physicians in giving medical care to King Darius, as
related by Herodotus (III, 129):21

(1) The two events are contextual. Not only do
they belong to the same macro–period, that is, the
first years of the reign (521/19 BCE), but one also
succeeds the other. The injury of the king and the
arrival at court of Democedes can be dated after the
death of Oroetes, the Persian satrap of Sardis,
sometimes between summer 521 and beginning 520
BCE. Similarly, the order to restore the offices of the
pr-anx and wr-zwnw was given by Darius after the
definitive conquest of Elam, in the second half of 520
BCE, and in any case no later than the beginning of
the campaign against the Scythians Tigraxaudā
(“wearing pointed caps Saka”) in spring 519 BCE.
According to the whole scenario, the minimum time
lapse between the two events is a few months
(beginning/end 520 BCE), and the maximum is a year
or a little over a year (summer 521/beginning 519
BCE). On the other hand, using a different chrono-
logy for dating Darius’ injury and Democedes’ call
to court (in 522 BCE or not later than spring 521
BCE; i.e., in 520 BCE), the temporal nexus between
the failure of the Egyptian physicians and the restora-
tion of the pr-anx, ordered by the Great King, remains
very effective.22

(2) The official motivation of Darius’ provision is
not unknown, since it is explicitly reported by the
VN at Reg. LII (the statue was probably located in
the temple of Neith, in Sais). The king, without any
advice from Udjahorresnet, “gave these provisions,”
because “he knew well the beneficial power of these
arts for preserving the life of all the sick in the body.”
The form rx=f “he knew” is related to terms that
express the meaning of “being familiar, experiencing
something in relation to oneself.”23 In the VN text,
the lemma is parallel to rx in the value of “learned,
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wise expert.” As such, it is reasonable to believe that,
for internal consistency of the lexicon on the dorsal
pillar, it did not represent an abstract knowledge,
but a real and conscious one. We can deduct that the
sovereign’s interest had focused on the “sick-issue”
not for a generic reason, but because he had
personally experienced sickness (“in relation to
himself”) just a few months before, in summer–
autumn 521 BCE (Hdt. III, 129). Just about the time
when the Udjahorresnet’s mission was ordered, in
the second half of 520 BCE, the trauma (treated by
Democedes) should have been recently healed or
still healing. According to the Corpus Hippocraticum,
the tibio–tarsal dislocation required first an intensive
treatment (from 1 to 7 days), in the absence of
complications, and then a bed rest prognosis of 40
days (to restore joint congruity), followed by a
period of variable length to restore atrophy and for
motor rehabilitation therapy (Fract. 13–14; Art. 24).
So it is curious that, during the entire period (from
autumn 521 to spring 519 BCE), King Darius stayed
away from direct engagement on the battlefields, as 
well as from traveling and the army. The circumstance
seems fully compatible with a long convalescence,
given the nature of the injury (dislocation of the 
astragalus). The prognosis of this injury is rather
severe, even today, despite the extraordinary progress
of medical science.24

(3) Darius’ interest in medicine was probably also
supported by the breast disease that shortly
afterwards affected Queen Atossa, an inflammatory
mastitis with suppuration, which was efficiently
healed by Democedes (Hdt. III, 133) and was
perhaps linked to the birth of their first son, Xerxes,
in the year 520/19 BCE.25 Atossa had three other sons
with the king: Hystaspes, Masistes, and Achemene
(Hdt. VIII, 7). According to the Persians by
Aeschylus, the Queen was still alive when Xerxes
marched against Greece (480 BCE). The fact that her
name did not appear contemporarily in the
Persepolis tablets does not prove that she had died
by that time.26 The pr-anx of Sais in Egypt, attached
to the temple of Neith and home of wr-zwnw
Udjahorresnet, was considered to be excellent in
obstetric studies.27 In the pharaonic age, around the
temple of the Great Mother of Ra, who funded the
“giving birth” (VN, Reg. XVI), stood  a school of
gynecology.28 A mammisi (pr-mz.t), the House of Birth
and the Divine Child, could also have been nearby:
moreover, the Ebers Papyrus, whose scribe came
from Sais and Heliopolis (Eb. 1 = Hearst Papyrus,

78), dedicated the chapters nos. 783–839 to the
diseases of women.29

(4) The decision to restore the offices of the House
of Life in Sais, or throughout Egypt, has often been
associated with a general political-administrative
need, linked to an attempt of the Great King to have
his authority better accepted in the occupied
countries. By analogy, many similar activities have
been recalled, as, for example, in the Aramaic and
Demotic translation of Egyptian juridical matters
(Chr. Demot., V.  Col. C 6–16), the mission of Ezra and
Nemiah in Jerusalem (Exod. VII, 27, VIII, 25–90, IX,
15, Nem. I, 7–5, II, 1–2, XII, 27–44, XIII, 31); the
freedom of worship recognized in the Easter Letter
from Elephantine and in the trilingual inscription of
Letoon from Xanthos. By the mission assigned to
Udjahorresnet, Darius demonstrated his favor
towards the cults and local traditions, as Cambyses
did towards the sanctuary of Neith (VN, Reg. XX–
XXXVIII). The king might have intended to establish
in advance the bases for his legitimation in the eyes
of the Egyptians, as a pharaoh, through the support
of pr-anx, which aimed at protecting the life of the
sovereign, representative on the earth of Horus, the
guardian of the cosmic Order.30 The closest link to
the Vatican Naophorous was identified in the Demotic
Chronicle.31 Originally, however, there was a confusion
about the dating of the document. Careful reading
of the text, according to Spiegelberg edition (1914:
176, Plate VII, 178, Plate VIIa, 144), allows the events
to be placed not in the 3rd, but rather in the 4th
regnal year of Darius (518/17 BCE). Indeed, the
Achaemenid ruler started the reorganization of
Egypt only after visiting Memphis, in summer 518
BCE. At the time, when Udjahorresnet was ordered
to return home (second half of 520 BCE), Egypt had
not been completely pacified.32

(5) In a scenario of turmoil and instability, the
decision to restore the offices of pr-anx and wr-zwnw
(VN, Reg. LI), showing particular attention to the
“sick-issue,” seems to reflect a specific interest linked
to the functioning of the court healthcare, which had
always been supported by Egyptian physicians since
the reign of Cyrus (Hdt. III, 1). The discourse
becomes even more rigorous if we consider that the
word pr-anx identified primarily the structures
dedicated to the protection of the life (anx) of the
sovereign, in his quality of pharaoh. Within these
offices, not only the sacred texts of medicine, magic,
theology, astronomy, etc. were elaborated and
transmitted, but it was also the place where doctors
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usually received their formal training—and this is
one of the most relevant items—especially those
destined to become the court “chief physicians” who
specialized in caregiving to the king and the royal
family, in Egypt and outside Egypt. On the other
hand, although the pr-anx was a very complex
institution, Darius focused his attention on
promoting those medical arts capable of keeping
alive all the “sick,” literally all those who are
“suffering in the body.”33 The determinative Aa2 in
xAyt (VN, Reg. LII), referring to the “body,” reinforces
the translation “sick,” which, according to  Heinrich
Schäfer (1899: 72–74), has been considered canonical
in the medical literature. The specific and prevalent
interest of Darius in restoring the offices of the
House of Life and providing them with personnel
and material seems to be for having more qualified
physicians at his disposal, for himself and the
Persian court.34

(6) The custom of the ancient kings of availing
themselves of the services of Egyptian physicians is
widely documented since the Late Bronze Age.35 On
the one hand, the crisis of the institutions from
which the chief–physicians of the royal family were
chosen, and, on the other hand, the king’s urgent
need for himself and Queen Atossa to be treated by
Democedes—a physician not included in the official
structure and recruited in fortuitous circumstances
(Hdt. III, 129–130)—may have constituted a serious
problem for Darius and the Achaemenid court. The
aforementioned reasons can explain the importance
attributed to the event and its exceptional nature.
While excluding the possibility of employing Persian
physicians (perhaps as a consequence of the
political-dynastic conflict with the Magi) and having
great difficulties to find expert practitioners within
the Hellenic world (both for logistical difficulties and
for cultural differences), the reference point
remained always Egypt. After all, although
Democedes was well known at Sardis in Lydia (Hdt.
III, 129), he was called only during an emergency.
But the appeal for Egyptian physicians continued
even after the 6th century BCE, as evidenced by the
presence of medical personnel aboard the ships of
Xerxes (Hdt. VII, 181) and the figures of Sam-taoui-
tef-nekht and Wn-nefer (Onnophris), physician-
priests at the court of Artaxerxes II, III, IV (404/335
BCE), and Darius III (335/30 BCE).36

Therefore, the reorganization of the offices of the
pr-anx and the wr-zwnw, in Sais or throughout Egypt
(520/19 BCE), seems to have happened not by

chance, nor by a general tolerant Realpolitik, but as a
consequence of the failure of the Egyptians
physicians in treating the dislocated ankle of Darius.
According to this concept, the different singularities
evidenced by the new examination of the Vatican
Naophorous seem to find, for each and every one of
them, a more complete and organic explanation, at
least according to the sources available today. The
thesis, based on a comparative method, offers a new
perspective.37 This occurs in a very particular stage
when the scholars tend to consider Democedes as a
purely literary character, fruit of Herodotus’
imagination,38 while the discovery of the tomb of
Udjahorresnet at Abusir, in the late 1990s, although
confirming the prominent role played by the health
official from Sais, has only partially brought new
relevant information to light.39

THE REFORM OF THE HOUSE OF LIFE RECONSIDERED
IN ITS HISTORICAL CONTEXT
According to the most important vexatae quaestiones,
several key elements of the reform of the pr-anx
desired by Darius seemed to be justified from an
historical point of view, i.e.:

(1) The exceptional nature of the event, linked to the
conservatism of Egyptian culture and to the specific
object of action, was not limited to a mere material
restoration of buildings but also extended to the
recruitment of teachers and students and to the
professional training of court physicians;

(2) The de–contextualization of this initiative from
any programmed political-administrative dynamic
seemed evident in a moment of regional instability
of Egypt and before its complete reorganization,
which effectively took place at the end 518 BCE, after
the Scythian campaign (519 BCE), the march of the
monarch with his army upon Memphis, and, finally,
his acclamation as pharaoh;

(3) The immediate instauration of a centralized
training system to qualify medical personal was an
exception to the ordinary transmission of knowledge
from father to son. This was probably aimed to meet
the needs of the Achaemenid court, to remedy the
ruin of the pr-anx generated by the Persian
occupation of Egypt, and to tackle the problem of the
diaspora of teachers and students after the
restrictions implemented by Cambyses upon the
temples and the priesthood;

(4) Darius’ special interest in “medicine” and
principally in the office of wr-zwnw was strictly
related to the medical ends of the pr-anx, with a
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particular attention to the activities for “preserving
the life of the sick,” of those “with the body
oppressed by disease.”40

Around the middle of the 5th century BCE,
Herodotus reports on the presence of a large number
of doctors in Egypt (πάντα δ‘ ἰητρῶν ἐστι πλέα [II,
84]). This event seems to have appropriate historical
roots. It is legitimate to assume that Herodotus
(who often uses Homer’s authority, reconciling facts
and literature without falling into contradictions as
much as possible),41 during his journey in Egypt, did
nothing but record the effects of the reform imple-
mented by Udjahorresnet in 519 BCE in Sais or even
throughout Egypt, and, in any case, more generally,
the effects of the interest of the Achaemenid sover-
eign in medical art. After the diaspora of qualified
personal, in the early years of Persian rule (the
stories of Paapis and Calasiris were meaningful
[Phot. Bibl. 166, 109a–110b; Heliod. Ethiop. II, 21]), it
is reasonable to believe that the reform wanted by
Darius in a few decades (from 519 BCE to about
455/50 BCE [Herodotus’ journey]) promoted many
young talents capable of adequately renewing the
praiseworthy tradition of Egyptian medicine. 
Referring to the specialized nature of the ἰατρικὴ
τέχνη (Hdt. II, 84), the Vatican inscription (VN, Reg.
LII) confirms that numerous works were carried out
in the House of Life. On the other hand, the reform
of pr-anx aimed to restore the offices to their previous
state. Specialized knowledge belonged to the history
of Egyptian medicine. According to Gérard Godron
(1986: 287–288), the medical specialization, very 
different from how it is conceived today, was
propaedeutic to the professional maturity of the
zwnww, and it was not obtained before having
learned the many disciplines of which medical art is
composed, which is an art for the protection of Life
(zanx). The “masters” are referred to as “wise ones”
in the VN, Reg. LI, namely, according to George
Posener (1936: 4), as “those who know everything”
(rx nb).42 Moreover, the medical art, rather than
being a single well–limited discipline, having the
general purpose of saving the lives of the sick,
included all the works and study subjects of the pr-
anx. The encyclopedic knowledge was a prerogative
of the Egyptian intelligentsia, as evidenced by the
affair of Peteēse, a member of the College of Teudjoi
in Upper Egypt, chosen to accompany the pharaoh
Psammeticus II to Syria (594/88 BCE): “thou art a
scribe of the House of Life; there is not a thing that

they shall ask thee to which there is not a suitable
answer.”43 General expertise was at the height of
specialized learning. At the time of Herodotus’ jour-
ney, it is reasonable to think that, after the reform of
the offices of the pr-anx, Egyptian medicine was
slowly and painfully returning to normality.44

The reform of the pr-anx, ordered by the king (VN,
Reg. L–LI) at the time of the dislocated ankle (Hdt.
III, 129) and the mastitis of Atossa (Hdt. III, 133), is
currently the only specific event able to confirm the
Democedes’ affair at the Achaemenid court. On the
other hand, there is very extraordinary documentary
evidence. After the therapeutic success, the doctor of
Croton was indicated by the eunuchs as the “man
who had restored to life the king” (βασιλέϊ οὗτος
εἴη, ὃς τὴν ψυχὴν ἀπέδωκε [Hdt. III, 130, 4]).45 This
locution, rather than being an exaggeration or
defining the physical and psychical comfort brought
to the patient,46 is confirmed, on a linguistic and
conceptual level, by the words of the wr-zwnw
Udjahorresnet at the VN, Reg. LII: Darius “knew
well the beneficial power of these arts for preserving
the life of all the sick in the body.” Both in Hdt. III,
130, 4 and in the VN, to the ἰητρικὴ τέχνη and to the
medical arts or abilities (Hmt) is attributed the
purpose of giving back/renewing life (τὴν ψυχὴν
ἀπέδωκε/zanx).47 The locution formed by the lemma
ψυχή and the verb ἀποδίδωμι—with ψυχή meaning
life and not yet soul48—constitutes a hápax legómenon:
in the literary panorama of ancient Greece, this
expression is present only in Herodotus’ Historiae
and exclusively in the words of the eunuchs of
Darius.49 Similarly, the form ὑπὸ τοῦ παρεόντος
κακοῦ, used to characterize the King’s incessant
pain (Hdt. III, 129), seems to trace the Egyptian
notion of “sick,” evidenced in the Reg. LII of the VN
and within the medical papyri (Eb. 1, 3–4 = Hearst,
78), meaning a person who is “under the weight of
pain” (Xr[y] xAyt). In this regard, the linguistic
symmetry about the preposition “below” (ὑπὸ /
Xr[y]) and the conceptual reference to “pain” and 
“suffering” as “evil” (κακοῦ/xAyt) are very remark-
able.50

According to the Corpus Hippocraticum, medical art
had a specific mission: not that of “giving back life”
to the sick person, but rather that of working in favor
of health, nourishment, and preservation of man
(ὑγιείῃ τε καὶ τροφῇ καὶ σωτηρίῃ [De prisc. med. 3,
38–39]). The link to the protection of ὑγίεια and not
of ψυχή is quite evident in the classical sources. So



106

in Plato’s concept, medicine is ὑγιεινοῦ ἐπιστήμη
(Carm. 165c 10–11): its purpose is to provide the
body with health and strength (ὑγίειαν καὶ ῥώμην),
offering drugs and nourishment (φάρμακα καὶ
τροφὴν [Phaed. 270b]). In Xenophon’s description,
the doctors’ activities are configured as ἡ τῆς ὑγιείας
ἐπιμέλεια (Cyr. 1, 6, 16, 4); Aristotle, son of the
physician Nicomachus, believed that medicine (Eth.
Nicom. 1094a–1097a) has its achievement (τέλη) in
health (ἰατρικῆς μὲν γὰρ ὑγίεια). Herodotus, by
referring to the success of Democedes in treating
Darius’ ankle, adopts the phrase ὑγιέα μιν ἐόντα
ἀπέδεξε (III, 130) and ὑγιέα ἐποίησε (III, 130). The
same thing concerns the Queen Atossa’s breast
disease: ὑγιέα ποιήσειν (III, 133); ὑγιέα ἀπέδεξε
(III, 134). A similar picture, related to Democedes, is
found in Dion Chrysostomus’ text: ὑγιῆ ἀπέδειξεν
(Or. 77/78). Moreover, the Hippocratic surgical
treatises describe, about the osteo-articular traumas,
a series of proceedings aimed at ὑγιέας ποιέειν (Art.
78; Fract. 1–13). The aim of restoring health is
confirmed, during the archaic period, by Solon (fr.
13, 62 W [ὑγιῆ]) and later by Pindar (Pyth. III, 73),
referring to the art of Chiron and Asclepius
(ὑγίειαν).51

The phrase τὴν ψυχὴν ἀπέδωκε, attributed by
Herodotus to the court eunuchs (III, 130, 3), should
be evaluated from a perspective based on the culture
to which they belonged. The eunuchs were
identified both as the emasculated custodians of the
harem and the closest collaborators of the Great
King. To them, whose fidelity was thought to be
total (Hdt. VIII, 105), very delicate administrative
and political tasks were conferred (Hdt. I, 117; III, 4).
Ctesias of Cnidus (Phot. Bibl. 72, 37a 26–40a 5)
describes them as the figures that exerted a great
influence on the sovereign (μέγιστον δὲ παρ’ αὐτῶι
ἠδύνατο). Xenophon (Cyr. 7, 5, 60–66) reports that
Cyrus favored eunuchs for his personal guard (περὶ
τὸ βασίλειον φύλακας). During the reign of Darius,
among the most powerful characters that the
sources recall were Artasyras and the eunuch
Bagapate. The latter, already at the service of Cyrus,
conspired against Cambyses before joining the fight
against the Magician, and he died after having
guarded for seven years the tomb of Darius (Phot.
Bibl. 72, 37a 26–40 a 5).52 A leading role among the
sovereign collaborators was usually reserved to the
chief physicians. During the years 521–519 BCE, the
physicians of Darius were Egyptians (Hdt. III, 120–

130). The Archiater and Administrator of the Palace
was Udjahorresnet, since 525 BCE under the reign of
Cambyses (VN, Reg. XIII–XIV). The renewal of Life
and the cosmic order of Osiris (P. Salt 825) were the
core objectives of the pr-anx (VN, Reg. LII) as centers
of elaboration and conservation of the sacred texts.
Hecataeus of Abdera, Greek historian at the court
of Ptolemy I Soter (367–283 BCE), visiting the
funerary complex of Ramesses II in Thebes towards
the end of the 4th century BCE, translates the signs
located on the Sacred Library (ἱερὰν βιβλιοθήκην)
with the expression Ψυχῆς ἰατρεῖον (FGrHist 264 F
25 = Diod. Bibl. 1, 49). Therefore, the equivalence
with pr-anx is thought to be the most appropriate, 
given the Egyptian tradition. Connected to the
Library stood, “wall–to–wall,” the so–called “triclinia
room,” above which, on the roof, according to the
story, stood the king’s tomb. The place represented,
in its entirety, the House of Life, the House of the
Living Osiris associated with the pharaoh. The term
ἰατρεῖον (= medical workshop) is referred to the
work of the zwnww and the wab-priests of Sekhmet.
The physicians, through the sacrae litterae, could
renew the vital forces, the earthly and eternal
processes of the Cosmos, protecting the sovereign’s
life, health, and body.53 Sometimes the lemma ψυχή
has been associated not with the anx but with the kA,
the “vital force” or the “soul” of the deceased king.54

In the 3rd century BCE, as documented by the 
bilingual stele of Tanis (Canopus Decree 34 [Urk II,
151–152]), the locution pr-anx was translated in Greek
with the adjective ἱερός οr with the substantive
form τὸ ἱερόν.55 The expression τὴν ψυχὴν ἀπέδωκε
(Hdt. III, 130, 3) agrees with the locution zanx of VN,
Reg. LII: according to the lexicon of the medical
papyri, this is not specifically related to the cadavers
or even to the rubble, but to the “sick,” to those who
are “in the body under the weight of pain” (Xr xAyt).56

Linking the different aspects of the discourse, it is
not difficult to recognize that the tradition recorded
by Herodotus had collected directly or indirectly
the voice of Udjahorresnet, not as a eunuch in a
literal sense (we do not know if he actually was
one, since only his father, mother, and brothers are
remembered in the VN), but as chief physician of
Darius and administrator of the Royal Palace. On
the other hand, the eunuchs could not but reflect
the culture of the Egyptian zwnww who were officially
at the head of the Health Services in Persia since
the time of Cyrus.57
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CONCLUSIONS
According to the comparative study of Herodotus
III, 129–130, and the Vatican Naophorous, Reg. L–LII,
we may reasonably believe that the main cause for
the reform of the House of Life, in Sais or throughout
Egypt, assigned by Darius to Udjahorresnet, was the
failure of the Egyptian physicians to heal the
Achaemenid king between 521 and 519 BCE. A
plurality of clues, unequivocally strong, precise, and
concordant, allows the proposal of this new idea and
hopes for further insights and interdisciplinary
studies.58
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