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The Heart as a “Balance” in Everyday
and After Life
Lessons From Ancient Egypt*
Eduardo Vilela, MD, PHD,a Ricardo Fontes-Carvalho, MD, PHDa,b
T hroughout the millennia, the heart has fasci-
nated countless generations, cultures, and
civilizations. Beyond the intrinsic curiosity

for its anatomic and physiologic secrets, humans
have always reflected about the putative role of the
heart at the crossroads between its physical dimen-
sion, the emotions, and the mind.1,2 Nevertheless, it
is interesting to notice that it was only in recent de-
cades that psychological stressors and social determi-
nants have surfaced as emerging and relevant risk
factors for cardiovascular disease.3,4 As this frame-
work gains increasing momentum in current practice,
it is of interest to reflect on past concepts regarding
the role of the heart at the intersection between its
physical and emotional dimensions.

Ancient Egypt was one of the most extraordinary
and enduring civilizations of humankind. The Egyp-
tian civilization left a deep and long-lasting legacy
across several fields of human endeavor, including in
cardiovascular medicine.5-7 Notably, the “Papyrus
Ebers” (so-called because several centuries later it
was bought by the German Egyptologist Georg Ebers)
is one of the best-preserved sources concerning
medical topics and dates from around the 16th cen-
tury BCE. It includes several references about the
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cardiovascular system.2,7,8 Although a detailed un-
derstanding of the circulatory system and pulse
would take many more centuries to mature, it is
enthralling to appreciate the descriptions in this
document hypothesizing that the heart could be
assessed at different locations in the body, whereas if
it “trembled” (both possibly relating to an early
perception of the pulse), it would mean that a disease
could be advancing.8,9

The lavish illustration depicted in Figure 1 provides
another remarkable and intriguing outlook about the
central importance that the heart exerted throughout
the centuries and especially in this complex soci-
ety.5,10-13 At that time, Egyptians viewed the heart as
the center of emotions but also as the center of
memory, thought, and personality. As such, the heart
was able to record each person’s actions throughout
life, thus becoming “heavier” by the burden and
amount of “bad actions.” 5,7 The paramount role of
the heart in ancient Egyptian culture is also under-
scored by the fact that, contrary to most organs, the
heart was intentionally left inside the body at the
time of mummification to allow the deceased an
appropriate passage to eternal life.2,5,14

In more detail, this figure is part of the Papyrus of
Hunefer, a royal scribe from the 19th Dynasty, circa
the 13th century BCE. It illustrates the “weighing of
the heart,” one of the most important steps described
in the Book of the Dead, a collection of spells aimed at
assisting the deceased in the journey to the after-
life.5,10 In the left part of the figure, we can see the
deceased man (dressed in white) taken into
the judgment hall by the jackal-headed god Anubis. In
the center of the composition, we can assist to the
most important step, where the heart can be seen
inside the vase being put on a balance, where it is
being weighed in the Hall of Two Truths by Anubis
against the feather of Maat (also sometimes styled as
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaccas.2023.102010
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FIGURE 1 Book of the Dead of Hunefer, Circa 1285 BCE (19th Dynasty), The British Museum

This detail scene from the Papyrus of Hunefer (circa 1285 BCE), shows the heart of the scribe Hunefer (which is contained inside the vase) being weighed by the jackal-

headed god Anubis on a scale against the feather of truth of Maat. The ibis-headed god Thoth, who is considered the scribe of the gods, records the result. If the heart

is lighter than the feather, Hunefer is to be allowed to continue the journey into the afterlife. If not, the heart is to be eaten by Ammit, the devouring creature who is

chimeric of a crocodile, a lion, and a hippopotamus. Reproduced from Wikipedia.10 This photographic reproduction falls within the public domain.
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Ma’at), the goddess of Truth.5,13 To pass to the next
step in the journey to the afterlife, the heart should be
“lighter” than the feather. This important moment is
recorded by the divine scribe Thoth (the ibis-headed
figure, at the center), who is seen next to Ammit
(sometimes referred to as Ammut, which is the
chimeric figure with the head of a crocodile, the front
legs of a lion, and the hindquarters of a hippopot-
amus, thus representing some of the fearsome ani-
mals of both land and river), who stands guard
attentively while waiting for the result of the judge-
ment.5,11-13 This critical moment is also watched
carefully by the god Osiris (whose domain encom-
passed also the Underworld), the green figure in
white attire to the far right, seated in his shrine sur-
rounded by Isis and Nephthys, and a panel of judges
who observe the judgment as the individual denies
having performed several wrongful actions. The
deceased heart must provide confirmation to these
claims, as the ancient Egyptians believed that the
heart—as the seat of the emotions, the intellect, and
the character—would record the good or bad aspects
of a person’s life.5,13 The pivotal importance attrib-
uted by Egyptians to this step can also be found in the
archaeological findings of so-called “heart scarabs,”
amulets made of stone with the form of a heart or
scarab beetle. A heart scarab was a very valuable item
imbued with a specific spell that was placed among
the mummy’s wrappings, aiming to silence the heart
from possibly denouncing its master during the trial
at this hall.5,12 Should the individual have a “light”
heart and pass this crucial stage of weighing the
heart, he or she would be led afterward by the falcon-
headed god Horus to Osiris and awarded passage. On
the contrary, if the heart was “heavy,” it would be
cast to Ammit (the chimeric animal figure in the
center), who would devour it and, as such, erase the
individual’s personality, memories, and
identity.5,15,16

The powerful depiction of the “weighing of the
heart” tells us a lot about the role of the heart in
ancient Egypt. Indeed, although its manifestly sym-
bolic nature should be acknowledged in a contem-
porary setting, it nonetheless reinforces the even
more prominent role that the heart played in the
ancient world, as also attested by many other civili-
zations.1,17 Some of these include distant regions such
as the Mesoamerican cultures—where the concept of
the heart as the center of passion has also been sug-
gested—but also, for example, in ancient Greece,
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where this “cardiocentric” view of the heart as the
center of the soul and emotions would later be chal-
lenged by pioneers such as Herophilus.17-19

Despite its allegoric nature, the notion imbued in
this illustration that an individual’s actions
throughout life could have a distinct impact (whether
positive or negative) on the heart can resonate with
present day settings.4,20 The concept that not only
the presence of a given cardiovascular risk factor
(such as smoking and dyslipidemia) but also the
duration and intensity of exposure could be relevant
in terms of disease expression resonates deeply with
this metaphoric portrayal.4 Moreover, the mentioned
relationship between cardiovascular and psychologi-
cal pathologies (across different contexts) once more
recalls the ancient notions of the interdependence
between the heart and mind. Indeed, adhering to
healthy lifestyles throughout life can reduce the
burden of disease across different stages of the car-
diovascular continuum, as attested by current
guidelines.4 In addition, both genetic pathologies
(such as hypertrophic cardiomyopathy) and others,
such as storage disorders (namely, Fabry disease and
hemochromatosis) with progressive accumulation of
different materials leading to a “heavier” and
dysfunctional heart, also draw close parallels to this
illustration.21,22 Of note, inasmuch as ancient Egyp-
tians placed substantial importance in “heart scarabs”
to protect oneself from the (figurative) burden of a
“heavy heart,” so too could the current use of
implantable cardioverter-defibrillators in diseases
such as hypertrophic cardiomyopathy be viewed as a
modern day iteration of this item, used as a way to
protect the individual from adverse events linked to a
(nonfigurative) “heavy heart.” As such, even thou-
sands of years after the depiction of the “weighing of
the heart,” an overall equilibrium of both physical
and psychological factors can still lead to a healthier
heart, providing a direct link to a “lighter heart” as
ascribed by our forefathers from this bygone era.

Finally, ancient Egypt keeps providing relevant
inputs to our understanding of cardiovascular
disease.6,15,23,24 Although atherosclerotic disease is
oftentimes associated with modern societies and
lifestyles, findings from studies on mummies from
different time periods are challenging this
notion.6,15,23,24 Although atherosclerotic disease in
the ancient Egyptian civilization was described more
than 150 years ago in an autopsy study, more recent
studies using computed tomography have provided
novel insights.23,24 Data from the Horus study, where
mummies from diverse geographic regions (including
Egypt but also the Americas and the Aleutian Islands)
were subjected to computed tomography scans, show
that atherosclerosis was already common thousands
of years ago.24 Although the full scope of these find-
ings remains to be fully ascertained, these have
nonetheless challenged prior paradigms concerning
the pathophysiology of atherosclerosis, leading to a
renewed interest in the interplay and potential rela-
tive role of ancillary factors such as the environment,
genetics, and inflammation.24,25

Medicine continues to progressively evolve into an
increasingly integrative discipline. The incorporation
of knowledge from a range of diverse fields, while
maintaining a strong focus on its core tenets, can
allow for an ever more personalized and tailored
approach to the individual patient. Reflecting on
some of the concepts echoing from ancient Egypt
should inspire us as we push forward and keep
unravelling some of the sundry mysteries of the
heart, a highly complex and multidimensional organ,
seated prominently at the intersection of several
facets of human life.
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