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1. Introduction 

The oldest civilizations in history are the Sumerian, the Egyptian and the Harappan culture, located in 

present-day India and Pakistan. 

The ancient Mesopotamian civilizations (present-day Syria, Turkey, Kuwait, and Iraq) developed from 3500 

B.C. until 539 BC, when the Persian invasion took place. It includes the Sumerians, the Assyrians, the 

Akkadians and the Babylonian Empire, who practiced magical-religious medicine. 

The four fluvial civilizations that grew around the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, present-day Iraq, had the 

following main characteristics: 

 Sumerian, south of Mesopotamia (from 3500 BC to 2370 BC), which had Ur and Uruk as its main 

cities, was the first urban civilization in the world. They developed cuneiform writing on clay tablets, 

river and land trade, and were polytheists. The Sumerian king Ur-Nammu created the Code of Ur, a 

compendium of laws written between 2100 BC and 2050 BC (Drapkin, 1982). 

 The Akkadian Empire (2334 BC to 2154 BC), in northern Mesopotamia, began a dynasty that lasted 

180 years. 

 The Hittites (from 1500 BC to 1000 BC), in present-day Turkey, and their later conquerors, the 

Assyrians, who came from present-day Iraq (1000 BC to 612 BC), were highly militarized 

civilizations that used cuneiform writing. 

 The Babylonian Empire in central and southern Mesopotamia, along the Euphrates River (1792 BC 

to 539 BC), developed in 1754 BC the Code of Hammurabi, a compilation of 282 written laws on 

stone pillars. This Empire was invaded by the Persians in 539 BC. 
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2. Transmission of knowledge 

Writing can be divided into three types: 

1. The one that describes ideas through pictograms (Egyptian hieroglyphics or Aztec glyphs). 

2. The one that represents words and propositions by characters (Chinese writing, for example). 

3. The one that makes up words with an alphabet. 

The aforementioned civilizations had writing systems. The cuneiform system used by some of the 

Mesopotamian civilizations began with pictograms and later evolved into characters, to describe words or 

syllables (Calvet, 2007). 

The Sumerian civilization is the one with the oldest accreditation on the development of cuneiform writing. 

They did it on clay tablets, of which thousands have been found. 

It is known that there were schools and that one of the professions was that of a scribe; very necessary, given 

the rudimentary method of writing. 

The oldest written documents in the world were discovered in the ruins of the ancient city of Uruk. They 

were a set of more than a thousand small tablets. Most of them, as bureaucratic and administrative agendas 

dating from 3100 BC (Schmandt-Besserat, 1979). 

A certain number of these tablets had lists of words to be learned. As in the Nippur Babylonian Tablets, 

dating from 1790 BC (Robson, 2000). In other words, from 3000 years before the Christian era, the scribes 

were already thinking about the concepts of teaching and study. 

Progress during the following centuries was certainly not rapid at all. However, by the middle of the third 

millennium BC, there must already have been a number of schools in the Sumerian civilization where the 

practice of writing was taught. 

Around 3000 BC, both in Mesopotamia and neighboring Egypt, writing was set on stone or clay using 

wedges of metal, ivory, or wood. Later, papyrus was used, which was derived from an aquatic plant from 

the Nile River, which was used by Egyptian scribes. 

Papyrus was only replaced in 200 BC by parchment, made from the dermis of animals. Later on, it acquired 

great production quality in the city of Pergamon. 

3. Medical codes and documents 

The oldest code of laws that has been found was written on a tablet: the Code of Ur-Nammu, made at least 

300 years before the Code of Hammurabi. It is currently in the Museum of Oriental Antiquities in Istanbul. 

His penalties included those related to harm to the human body and were not based on the Talion law, as is 

the case in the Code of Hammurabi. Somehow they were less severe. 

For example, in the Code of Ur it is detailed that "if a man with a geshpu instrument has cut his nose: 2/3 of 

a silver mina must pay" (Kramer et al., 1985). 

The oldest surviving medical document dates from the Neo-Sumerian period (2112 - 2004 BC) (Webb, 

1957). Possibly, it was a manual of the azu (healer). It relates how medicines were prepared from herbs, 

minerals and animal products, to be used as ointments or to be ingested. Although, proportions or dosages 

are not detailed. 

In a text from the third millennium BC, an author indicates that the azu had a tool kit, to which he added 

curved and straight bronze blades, weighing 2 to 3 shekels (16-24 grams), bronze needles and forceps of 

similar dimensions, as well as hammers, perhaps used to assess reflexes. It also had magnifying glasses, 

made with polished crystal rock. Some have been found that had 10 diopters, although it cannot be 

confirmed that they were diagnostic tools (Yuste, 2010). 
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Hammurabi (1810 BC - 1750 BC) was the sixth king of the First Dynasty of Babylon, present-day Iraq, and 

who founded the Babylonian Empire and extended it to Mesopotamia. He created the Code of Hammurabi, 

the first known written legal regulation in the history of man, until Sumerian was discovered. 

It is sculpted in a series of stelae, the first of which was discovered in 1902. It consists of 282 sentences or 

decrees. It is the oldest manuscript where ocular diseases are described and it is preserved today in the 

Louvre Museum. 

The code separates politics and religion. The fees and penalties for the doctor are established. 

We can mention that, if a free man lost his eye due to medical malpractice, the surgeon's hands were cut off, 

as detailed in Law 218: "If a doctor performed a serious operation with a bronze scalpel and has done die, 

or else if he operated on it and destroyed this man's eye, his hands shall be cut off." Here we also find the 

first description of oculoplastic surgery, referring to the treatment of the infected lacrimal sac or 

dacryocystitis. 

It can be assumed that, if there was a regulation on medical issues, not only with punishments, but with 

payment for the activity, there were recognized professions during the Babylonian and perhaps also 

Sumerian times (González-Inciarte, 2017). 

 

4. Medical education and exercise 

According to the Greek historian Herodotus of Halicarnassus (484 - 426 BC), the Babylonians did not have 

doctors. The patient was taken to the central square to be advised by people who had suffered the same 

symptoms. 

Clinical medicine was in the hands of priests and surgery was in the hands of artisan workers. 

With regard to medical education, what today we can call “students” were, in reality, apprentices without 

an educational curricular structure, who received informal teaching from priests or artisans. 

Magic and healing often coincided, since Babylonian doctors believed that the healing properties of drugs 

depended on the ritual with which they were made and how they were administered to the patient (Mrcophth, 

2022). 

 

5. Conclusion 

It is assumed that medicine and medical teaching in the ancient world, both in Egypt and Mesopotamia, was 

largely in the hands of priests who practiced it with superstition and magic. In this framework, it is difficult 

to differentiate medicine from witchcraft and religion. 

It was only with Hippocrates (460 - 375 to 351 BC) that medicine began to be separated from religion, a 

momentous event that gave a naturalistic vision and promoted the development of medical schools in several 

Greek polis (Retief and Cilliers, 2010). 
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