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The study of Assyrian Medical Texts  represents one of the most complex and significant undertakings in the field 

of Assyriology and the history of science. These texts, primarily recovered from the Royal Library of Ashurbanipal

at Nineveh, offer a window into a sophisticated medical system that thrived in the 7th century B.C. and earlier. This

article provides an in-depth technical analysis of these cuneiform documents, exploring their structural

organization, pharmacological complexity, and the modern efforts to reconstruct what is essentially the world’s

oldest medical encyclopedia.

Historical Context and the Ashurbanipal Archive

The majority of our knowledge regarding Neo-Assyrian medicine comes from approximately 800 fragments and 

tablets found in the ruins of the North Palace and Southwest Palace at Nineveh. These were collected by King 

Ashurbanipal (reigned 668–c. 627 B.C.), a monarch who prided himself on his literacy and his ability to read the 

difficult cuneiform script of both Sumerian and Akkadian. The texts are currently preserved in the British Museum, 

where scholars like R. Campbell Thompsonbegan the arduous task of copying and translating them in the early

20th century.

The preservation of these texts was serendipitous; the destruction of Nineveh in 612 B.C. by the Medes and

Babylonians led to the firing and subsequent hardening of the clay tablets, which protected them from the elements

for millennia. However, the physical state of these tablets—often broken into thousands of pieces—requires a

process of "joining" where fragments are physically or digitally reattached to reconstruct the original series.

Theoretical Framework: The Dual Systems of Healing

To understand the technical output of Assyrian medical writers, one must distinguish between the two primary roles 

in the Mesopotamian healthcare system: the Asû and the �	¦—�P. While often simplified as "physician" and "exorcist,"

their roles were deeply integrated within a technical and religious framework.

•  The Asû (Physician): Focused on the physical manifestation of illness. Their approach was empirical and 

pharmacological, involving the application of bandages, salves, and potions.

•  The �	¦—�R�„–æ6�çF�F–öâ�� iest): Focused on the supernatural or underlying etiology of the disease. Their role 

was to diagnose which deity, ghost, or demon had been offended and to remediate the relationship through ritual.

The Assyrian medical texts demonstrate that these two disciplines were not mutually exclusive. A single treatment 

regimen might include both a botanical poultice (the Asû's domain) and an incantation to appease a specific "hand" 

of a god (the �	¦—�P's domain).

Table 1: Comparative Analysis of Healing Roles



Feature The Asû (Clinical Specialist) The �	¦—�R�…&—GV�Â�7�V6–�Æ—7B•

Primary Focus Physical symptoms and external 
pathology.

Spiritual etiology and divine 
intervention.

Methods Pharmacopeia, surgery, wound care. Incantations, phylacteries, rituals.

Documentation Therapeutic recipes (Prescriptions). Diagnostic and Physiognomic 
handbooks.

Material Use Botanicals, minerals, solvents (wine/
oil).

Amulets, sacred figurines, incense.

Technical Classification of the Medical Corpus

The Assyrian medical library is not a random collection of recipes but a highly organized system of technical 

literature. The texts are generally categorized into three major series: the Diagnostic Handbook (Sakikk�°), the 

Therapeutic Series, and the Physiognomic Omens.

1. The Sakikk�²�„F–�gnostic Handbook)

The Sakikk�°is a massive compendium consisting of 40 tablets arranged in a specific anatomical order. The

diagnostic process followed a "top-to-toe" hierarchy, beginning with the head and moving downward to the feet.

This systematic approach mirrors modern medical examinations.

•  Tablets 1-2: General observations and signs encountered by the healer on the way to the patient's house.

•  Tablets 3-14: Symptoms located in the head, including the eyes, ears, and mouth.

•  Tablets 15-25: Diseases of the throat, chest, and abdomen.

•  Tablets 26-40: Neurological conditions, skin diseases, and gynecological issues.

2. The Therapeutic Series

Unlike the diagnostic handbook, the therapeutic texts focus on the how-to of medical practice. These tablets 

typically follow a specific logic: "If a man's head has a scab, you shall take [Substance A], grind it, mix it with

[Substance B], and apply it as a bandage."

These texts are classified by the specific illness or organ system they address. For instance, the series "If a man 

has a cough"contains dozens of recipes for expectorants and inhalants. The technical precision involves specific

measurements of ingredients and detailed instructions on the timing of administration (e.g., "on an empty stomach"

or "at the setting of the sun").

Pharmacological and Chemical Analysis

The work of R. Campbell Thompson was instrumental in identifying the minerals and plants used in Assyrian

medicine. The Assyrians employed a vast array of substances, many of which have confirmed physiological effects.

Common Pharmacological Agents

1.  Botanicals: Opium (GIŠ.HUR.SAG), mandrake, belladonna, cannabis, and various resins like myrrh and 

frankincense.

2.  Minerals: Alum, sulfur, copper salts, and various forms of arsenic. These were often used for their 

antimicrobial and astringent properties.



3.  Animal Products: Honey (as a sterile base), milk, fat, and more esoteric ingredients like "dog's dung" (which 

some scholars believe are code names for specific plants).

Table 2: Technical Breakdown of Substance Applications



Substance Type Specific Ingredient Modern Correlation Assyrian Medical Use

Mineral Alum (at-ba-ru) Potassium Alum Hemostatic agent to stop 
bleeding.

Botanical Cassia (kasû) Cinnamomum cassia Digestive aid and flavoring 
agent.

Solvent Beer (kurunnu) Ethyl Alcohol Base for extracting 
alkaloids from herbs.

Chemical Sulfur (kibr�·GR• Elemental Sulfur Treatment for scabies and 
skin conditions.

Procedural Workflow of an Assyrian Healer

The technical execution of medical treatment in the 7th century B.C. followed a rigorous, multi-step workflow. This

procedure ensured that the healer addressed both the physical symptoms and the social/spiritual status of the

patient.

Step 1: Symptomatic Observation

The healer begins by observing the patient's physical state. They look for color changes in the skin (icterus/

jaundice), temperature (fever), and respiratory patterns. The Sakikk�°provides specific technical terms for various

types of pulses and breathing rhythms.

Step 2: Etiological Identification

The healer determines the cause. Is this a physical injury (the result of the Asû's expertise), or is it the "Hand of

Shamash" (a divine punishment)? This step determines which series of tablets the healer will consult for treatment.

Step 3: Compounding the Remedy

The healer or an assistant prepares the medication. This often involved pulverization using a mortar and pestle, 

infusion in wine or beer, or decoction(boiling). The texts frequently specify that the ingredients must be "weighed

according to the standard of the merchant," indicating a high degree of precision in dosing.

Step 4: Application and Observation

The remedy is applied. The Assyrian texts are unique in that they often include a follow-up instruction: "If the

patient recovers, [do X]; if he does not recover, [do Y]." This indicates an iterative approach to healthcare based on

patient response.

The "Introducing Assyrian Medicine" Project

Modern scholarship has moved beyond simple translation into reconstruction. The "Introducing Assyrian

Medicine: healthcare fit for a king" project aims to create a digital, reconstructed encyclopedia of the medical texts

from Nineveh. This project utilizes advanced philological techniques to bridge the gaps in broken tablets.

Technical Challenges in Reconstruction

•  Fragmentary Data: Most tablets exist only as "joins" of smaller pieces. Identifying which pieces fit together 

requires deep knowledge of cuneiform hand-styles and content continuity.

•  Lexicographical Ambiguity: Many plant and mineral names are written in Sumerograms (word-signs) that do 



not have a direct, unambiguous modern equivalent. Identifying "Plant X" often requires analyzing its described 

habitat, its medicinal effects, and its etymological roots in other Semitic languages.

•  Temporal Shifts: The medical knowledge in Ashurbanipal’s library was already centuries old when it was 

collected. Tracking the evolution of medical thought from the Old Babylonian period to the Neo-Assyrian period is a 

major technical hurdle.

Case Studies in Assyrian Medical Practice

Case Study 1: Ophthalmic Disorders

Assyrian medical texts are particularly detailed regarding eye diseases. One series focuses on "The Flickering of 

the Eye"(likely nystagmus or muscle spasms). The treatment involves a mixture of stibium (antimony) and specific

minerals applied with a bronze probe. The technical precision in describing the anatomy of the eyelid and the

conjunctiva is remarkable for the period.

Case Study 2: Gastrointestinal Distress

For patients suffering from "the griping of the bowels,"the texts suggest an enema consisting of oils, plant extracts,

and occasionally milk. The texts specify the hardware used—a bronze tube—and the positioning of the patient to

ensure the remedy's efficacy. This level of procedural detail suggests a highly developed clinical practice.

Comparison of Ancient and Modern Medical Categorization

While the terminology differs, the underlying logic of categorizing disease by organ system is strikingly similar to

modern medical coding (such as the ICD-10). The Assyrians organized their knowledge base to allow for rapid

retrieval by a practicing healer.

Table 3: Comparison of Medical Systems



Feature Assyrian Medical System (c. 650 
B.C.)

Modern Clinical Medicine (21st 
Century)

Organizational Logic Top-to-toe anatomical hierarchy. Systemic/Etiological hierarchy.

Diagnosis Basis Observation of symptoms + Omens. Biophysical markers + Imaging + Lab 
tests.

Primary Media Cuneiform on Clay Tablets. Digital Electronic Health Records 
(EHR).

Pharmacology Direct botanical/mineral extracts. Synthetic compounds/Molecular 
biology.

Patient Record Shared library templates for general 
cases.

Individualized patient history.

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting in Translation

For the modern researcher or technical writer, translating these texts presents several "failure modes" that must be

addressed through rigorous methodology.

•  Error of Anachronism: Assuming an ancient term corresponds exactly to a modern disease. For example, the 

"Hand of a Ghost" may refer to symptoms of epilepsy, but it also encompasses a specific social and religious status 

that the modern term "epilepsy" lacks.

•  Chemical Misidentification: Many minerals used in the texts were impure. "Copper" might actually be a mixture 

of copper and arsenic. Modern reconstructions must account for the chemical impurities present in the 7th century 

B.C.

•  Grammatical Ambiguity: Cuneiform is a polyvalent script. A single sign can have multiple sounds or meanings. 

Contextual analysis of the surrounding text is the only "troubleshooting" method to ensure the correct technical 

translation.

Summary and Broader Implications

The Assyrian Medical Texts from the British Museum represent the pinnacle of ancient Mesopotamian scientific

achievement. Through the work of R. Campbell Thompson and contemporary digital humanities projects, we are

finally beginning to understand the depth of their technical knowledge. These texts prove that the foundations of

medical categorization, systematic pharmacopeia, and clinical observation were laid long before the classical

Greek period.

By treating the tablets not just as historical artifacts but as technical manuals, we gain insight into the rigorous logic 

of the Neo-Assyrian world. The ongoing reconstruction of the Encyclopaedia of Assyrian Medicine ensures that 

this 2,500-year-old knowledge base continues to contribute to our understanding of the evolution of human health 

and scientific thought. As we refine our translations and chemical analyses, the sophistication of the Asû and the 

�	¦—�Pbecomes increasingly clear, bridging the gap between the ancient clay tablets and the digital databases of

modern medicine.
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