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Columns II (left) and IV (right) of the Edwin Smith Surgical Papyrus

This papyrus, transcribed in the Seventeenth Century B.C., is a medical treatise that
contains the earliest reference to the brain anywhere in human records. According to
James Breasted, who translated and published the document in 1930, the word brain
Bl occurs only 8 times in ancient Egyptian, 6 of them on these pages. The papyrus
describes here the symptoms, diagnosis, and prognosis of two patients with compound
fractures of the skull, and compares the surface of the brain to “those ripples that hap-
pen in copper through smelting, with a thing in it that throbs and flutters under your
fingers like the weak spot of the crown of a boy before it becomes whole for him.” The
red ink highlights the patients” ailments and their prognoses. (Reproduced, with per-
mission, from the New York Academy of Medicine Library.)
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