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Introduction
Throughout the ages, the health and wellness of royal families have captured the
attention and imagination of their subjects and historians alike. The lives of kings,
queens, emperors, and nobility were not just personal matters but matters of state,
with the fate of entire nations sometimes hinging on the well-being of a single
individual. From the Pharaohs of ancient Egypt to today’s modern monarchs, the
pursuit of health—and the avoidance of illness—has been both a private struggle and
a public spectacle.

Royalty, endowed with immense wealth and influence, often had unparalleled access
to the era’s most advanced remedies, skilled healers, and esoteric therapies. Courts
across continents were gathering places for the brightest physicians, herbalists, and,
quite often, charlatans, all seeking to cure, or at least alleviate, the ills of their rulers.
Yet, for most of history, even the mightiest sovereigns were bound by the limitations
and superstitions of the time. Their medical regimens offer a unique window into the
evolution of both science and society.

This journey through royal health and medicine reveals how superstitions, spirituality,
and the blossoming of scientific inquiry converged in the palace halls. From the
ritualistic practices surrounding the “king’s touch” to counteract scrofula, to the
empirical advances of anatomy and inoculation, each era both shaped and was shaped
by its royal patients. Monarchs often became early adopters of innovative treatments,
their recoveries or misfortunes influencing popular attitudes and even public health
policy.

But privilege did not always equate to safety, as numerous tragic examples attest.
Epidemics swept through castles as relentlessly as hovels, and the medical mistakes
of trusted advisors sometimes hastened royal decline. Despite their resources, royal
families remained vulnerable to the same maladies and misunderstandings as their
subjects, reminding us of the universal human struggle against illness and mortality.

In recent centuries, the intersection of medicine and royalty has become increasingly
public and at times political, with royal families reflecting broader trends in health care
while still influencing them. The embrace of preventive medicine, mental health
advocacy, and cutting-edge treatments underscores their ongoing role not just as
symbols, but as participants in the advancement of wellness and public health.

“Regal Remedies” invites you to travel through time and around the globe, to discover
the intimate, strange, and often awe-inspiring world of royal health and medicine. In
these chapters, ancient spells and surgical innovations abound, revealing not just how
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monarchs lived and died, but how their pursuit of healing pushed society—and
science—forward.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Pharaoh’s Physicians: Healing
Practices in Ancient Egypt
In the sun-drenched lands of ancient Egypt, where the Nile brought life and the
pharaohs ruled as living gods, the pursuit of health and the fight against illness were
pursuits intertwined with the divine. For a ruler whose very existence was believed to
guarantee the fertility of the land and the prosperity of the people, good health was
not merely a personal desire but a sacred duty. Thus, the pharaohs and their royal
courts commanded the attention of the most skilled healers, priests, and physicians,
whose practices often represented the pinnacle of medical knowledge in their time.

The understanding of medicine in ancient Egypt was remarkably sophisticated for its
era, a blend of empirical observation, elaborate rituals, and deep-seated religious
beliefs. Unlike later periods where a single, overarching medical theory might
dominate, Egyptian healing was pragmatic, drawing from various sources. The earliest
records, etched in hieroglyphs and preserved on papyrus, reveal a system of
specialized doctors long before such divisions were common elsewhere. There were
dentists, ophthalmologists, gastroenterologists, and even "shepherds of the anus,"
indicating a surprisingly granular approach to ailments.

Imagine the court of a pharaoh, perhaps during the New Kingdom, bustling with
activity. Should the divine ruler suffer from a toothache, a specialist would be
summoned, armed with tools and knowledge passed down through generations. These
were not mere tooth-pullers; evidence suggests procedures akin to modern dental
work, including fillings and even rudimentary bridges. Such specialized care was, of
course, the exclusive domain of the elite, with the pharaoh at the very apex of this
privileged medical hierarchy. Their health was a matter of national security, and no
expense was spared in its preservation.

The Ebers Papyrus, dating back to approximately 1550 BCE, serves as a remarkable
testament to the breadth of Egyptian medical understanding. This extensive text, over
a hundred pages long, details remedies for a vast array of conditions, from crocodile
bites to dermatological issues and even early forms of contraception. Within its pages,
one finds prescriptions for herbal concoctions, instructions for surgical procedures, and
incantations to ward off malevolent spirits believed to cause sickness. The pharaoh
and his family would have had immediate access to the treatments described within
such revered texts, prepared by the most knowledgeable physicians in the land.

Beyond the practical applications, a significant component of Egyptian medicine for
the royalty involved magical and religious elements. Sickness was often attributed to
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the wrath of gods, the malice of demons, or the malevolent gaze of an evil eye.
Therefore, alongside poultices and potions, a royal physician would likely employ
amulets, charms, and spoken spells to appease deities or expel evil influences. Priests
frequently doubled as healers, blurring the lines between the sacred and the scientific.
For a pharaoh, whose divine lineage was unquestioned, appealing to the gods for
health was a natural extension of their daily life and rule.

Consider, for instance, the intricate rituals surrounding a royal illness. A physician
might consult celestial alignments, interpret dreams, and offer sacrifices to gods like
Sekhmet, the goddess of healing and destruction, or Thoth, the god of knowledge and
magic. The efficacy of a treatment for a pharaoh might be judged not just by its
physiological effects, but also by its adherence to sacred traditions and its ability to
restore cosmic balance. This holistic approach, combining empirical remedies with
spiritual intervention, was a hallmark of royal medical care in ancient Egypt.

The royal diet also played a crucial role in maintaining the pharaoh’s health. While
common Egyptians subsisted largely on bread and beer, the pharaoh’s table would
have groaned under the weight of exotic fruits, prime cuts of meat, and various
vegetables, all believed to contribute to vitality and longevity. Honey, revered for its
antiseptic properties, was a frequent ingredient in both food and medicine. The royal
kitchens, therefore, functioned not just to sate hunger but as an extension of the
pharaoh’s medical regimen, carefully curated to promote well-being.

Mummification, while a posthumous practice, also offered ancient Egyptians an
unparalleled, albeit indirect, understanding of human anatomy. The elaborate process
of preserving the deceased pharaoh's body involved the careful removal of organs and
a detailed, if ritualistic, inspection of the internal structure. While not performed on
living patients, this consistent exposure to the inner workings of the human body likely
provided physicians with a foundational knowledge that surpassed many of their
contemporaries in other civilizations. This practical anatomical insight, combined with
their written medical texts, formed a powerful basis for their diagnostic and treatment
capabilities.

The royal physicians themselves were figures of immense prestige and influence. They
held high positions within the court, often serving as trusted advisors and confidantes
to the pharaoh. Their proximity to divine power elevated their status, and success in
treating a royal ailment brought considerable rewards and renown. Failure, however,
could lead to dire consequences. This high-stakes environment undoubtedly spurred
continuous learning and refinement of their craft. They were not just healers but
scholars, often literate and well-versed in astronomical observations and religious
texts, further solidifying their integral role in the royal household.

Indeed, the legacy of these pharaoh’s physicians extended beyond the immediate
health of their rulers. Their meticulous record-keeping on papyrus scrolls ensured that
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medical knowledge was not lost but accumulated and passed down through
generations. These ancient texts, now translated, continue to offer invaluable insights
into early medical practices, revealing a nuanced and often effective approach to
healing that belies the common misconception of ancient medicine as purely primitive.
The foundation they laid, driven by the imperative to keep their divine rulers hale and
hearty, contributed significantly to the broader tapestry of medical history.
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