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Mushrooms in ancient Egypt

Abstract

This article! tackles the question why mushrooms were represented on
the walls of tombs, of temples and in texts written on papyrus sheets and
other various manuscripts found throughout ancient Egypt.

The ancient Egyptians referred to mushrooms by several names, such as:
“sons of the gods”, or “plants of immortality”. Consuming mushrooms was
an exclusive privilege of the Egyptian pharaohs and royalty; ancient scholars
and historians also mentioned mushrooms and their use in their writings
and books, in the Pyramid Texts and in the ancient Egyptian cult.
Mushrooms and other fungi also had extensive medical uses in ancient
Egypt. Furthermore, modern scholars have also theorized the meanings
of the shapes of some ancient Egyptian signs, and their relation to the
shapes of endemic mushrooms.
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1 This article is a summary of a research paper discussing mushrooms in ancient
Egypt, their types, symbolism, availability and uses.
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Modern scientific dating methods, such as the radiocarbon analysis
of human remains found in burial sites determined to be an age of
approximately 18.700 years old have shown that some of the food remains
preserved in dental calculus came from mushrooms. This has led scholars
to conclude that mushrooms and other fungi were in current use by
ancient communities2.

Nature was recorded by ancient Egyptians on the walls of temples
and on sheets of papyrus. Many findings across various Egyptian temples
feature countless pillars that are shaped like plants or plant leaves, while
mushrooms, with their significant tall stems and umbrella caps, were
likewise found depicted and carved.

The earliest record of Egyptian fungi may be dated back to 4.500
B.C., a date corroborated through uncovered depictions of certain extant
kinds of mushrooms that were in current use during in ancient Egypt.
Such depictions were found on the walls of tombs and temples, and also
inscribed within unearthed texts, papyri and various manuscripts found
throughout Egypts.®

Traditionally, Egypt is considered to be the cradle of mycology.
This is because ancient Egyptians had several distinct hieroglyphic
depictions of psychedelic mushrooms that they not only etched into
temple walls, but also noted down in hieroglyphic texts found in various
sites within Egypt.

The majority of temples bearing numerous pillars, such as the
temple of Philae at Aswan, themselves resemble enormous mushrooms;
furthermore, many old dynastic ear studs and other similar items were
crafted in an obvious fungal likeness4.

A pillar with a fan or oyster-shaped top in the Temple of Philae at Aswan

2 Kotowski, M.A., 2019, p. 1.
3 Abdel-Azeem, 2010, p. 124.
4 Arthur, 2000.
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King Khufu, the owner of the Great Pyramid of Giza around 4.575
years ago is said to have adored truffles, and would allegedly made sure
they were routinely available on his royal menus. Moreover, it is important
to highlight that available evidence suggests Predynastic Egyptians did
indeed train their hunting dogs to seek out truffles.

King Khufu The Great Pyramid of Khufu at Giza

Since there is no word for ‘mushroom’ in Egyptian hieroglyphics,
the ancient Egyptians depicted the unnamed, ‘unknown plants’ as
umbrella-shaped figures, referring to them, in the Pyramid Texts, as a
golden plant with magical properties. Nevertheless, mushrooms — including
psychoactive varieties — did carry several vernacular terms or given names
which include epithets such as: “sons of the gods”, “plants of immortality”,
or “food of the Gods”. Ancient Egyptians believed that that Seth, the deity
of storms, created mushrooms by hurling lightning bolts coated in
mushroom seeds to the Earth®.

Since mushrooms do not sprout from seeds, however, ancient
Egyptians also believed that they were placed on the Earth by the god
Osiris. That is the principal motive invoked for limiting their consumption
to the priesthood, the upper classes and royalty (who were seen as having
descended from the Gods themselves). The consumption of mushrooms
was the exclusive privilege of the Egyptian pharaohs and their companions
that shared food with royalty, across the feasting hall.

In support of this enshrined position, scholars have unearthed an
ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphic inscription carved about 4.600 years ago
which states in no uncertain terms that common citizens were forbidden

5 Abdel-Azeem, 2018, p. 149.
6 Budge, 1967.
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from consuming or even touching mushrooms, given that they were strictly
consumed by members of royalty and the higher echelons of the priesthood;
it was considered as the food of, and for, the Gods.
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* Wall reliefs itn mushrooms and mushroom baskets ffeings.
Hathor Temple, Dendera, Egypt

Ancient Egyptians considered mushrooms a scrumptious source
of power, a delicious and healthy source of food — a fact also chronicled
by the writings of various scholars and historians, such asAthenaeus of
Naucratis7, an Egyptian scholar who, in the early 400s, included a
mushroom-containing recipe for a dish called ‘Mykai’ in his book,
“Deipnosophistae” (The Banqueting Professors / The Gastronomers /
The Learned Banqueters), a description of several conversations on food,
literature, and the arts over a series of banquets held in Rome at the house
of the rich patron Larensius). In his book, Athenaeus mentioned that
‘Mykai’ was, in fact, stewed mushroom — a popular dish during the
Roman era.

Athenaeus also recommended mushrooms as a healthy food, and
mentioned their benefits and medicinal uses by ancient Egyptians,
pointing to mushrooms’ great significance — both culinary and medicinal
— during the pharaonic era.

Athenaeus of Naucratis
Pliny the Elder

7 Kaibel, 1890, pp. 561-564.
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In his Historia Naturalis, Pliny the Elder® described fungal
ecology, noting that the generative base of mushrooms can be traced to
slime, to fermented wet soils and the roots of trees. According to Pliny, the
most poisonous mushrooms are those which have a livid colouring. Pliny
also mentioned a few known cases of poisonings caused by mushrooms
which resulted in death. The author also described various ways of
distinguishing between edible and poisonous mushrooms.

Further evidence of the availability and consumption of mushrooms
in ancient Egypt is recorded in the ‘Egyptian Book of the Dead’, Papyrus
of Ani9, which mentions that mushrooms are called “the food of the Gods”,
“celestial food” and “the flesh of the Gods”. Indeed, ancient Egyptians
believed that mushrooms were the plants of immortality, and called them
“a gift from the God Osiris”.

Egyptologists have argued that ancient Egyptians cultivated
mushrooms and other kinds of fungi on barley grains, noting their culinary
and medical uses as well as their cultural, spiritual and religious significance.
In the Pyramid Texts, some entries refer to an unknown red and golden
plant used in sacred rites, which scholars agree probably refers to various
kinds of mushrooms.

Concerning the use of other kinds of fungi, the Hearst papyrus
(1550 B.C.) contains prescriptions 89-92 that record the treatment of skin
abrasions or contusions by the use of mouldy bread crumbs as one of the
principal ingredients, which offers further clarity that ancient Egyptian
physicians were aware that moulds were helpful and effective in the
prevention and treatment of skin infections, demonstrating a thorough
knowledge of the use of fungi as a medical ingredient in the treatment of
ailments.

7

5 B T KRy et AL TN
Hearst papyrus, Plate II The Pyramid Texts, Pyramid of Teti, Saqqara
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8 Harduin (commentator) 1827, Alexandre, Lemaire (eds.), pp. XLIX-L.
9 Budge, 1967.
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In what follows, we offer several clear depictions of various
mushroom species in ancient Egyptian art:

18th Dynasty sandstone (1570 — 1342 BC)° Akhenaten and Nefertiti,
depicted alongside a figure similar to the Amanita muscaria
mushroom?

Panaeolus Macrolepiota White Button

/ sphinctrinus Mushroom

Might be\

White Pine
Cone mushroom Mushrooms mushroom
Mushrooms

Shitaki Portobello honey agaric

Wall relief depicting mushrooms and mushroom basket offerings found
in Hathor Temple, Dendera, Egypt.

10 http://www.worldwidestore.com/36340c.htm
11 Arthur, 2003, pp. 44—53.
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Wall relief depicting mushrooms

Ancient Egyptian faience bead or ear stud, in the shape of a mushroom?2

In conclusion, we can safely claim that Ancient Egyptians did, in
fact, know mushrooms very well — they cultivated and used them as a
source of food, while mushrooms held special significance in ancient
Egyptian culture, traditions and religious rituals. However, we can just as
rightly claim that the previously available information and data from
ancient Egypt concerning fungi in general and mushrooms in particular
is still incomplete, and in need of much further study.

12 https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/collection-search-
results/?item_id=299929.
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