
 

Heart disease haunted mummies, too

April 3 2014, by Alan Mozes, Healthday Reporter

  
 

  

Thought to be a modern malady, it was as prevalent in ancient times as it is
today, study suggests.

(HealthDay)—Though the pyramids are proof of the ancient Egyptians'
architectural skills, new research on mummies tucked away inside them
unearths a lesser known fact: heart disease was as common then as it is
today.

Much to their surprise, when scientists did full-body CT scans of
4,000-year-old mummies they discovered evidence of hardening of the
arteries.

"Atherosclerosis is supposed to be a disease of modern civilization," said
study author Dr. Adel Allam, a nuclear cardiologist and professor of
cardiology at Al Azhar University in Cairo.
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"It's supposed to be explained by the fact that we're eating all the wrong
foods, not exercising enough, becoming obese and having diabetes. And
a lot of people have said that if we could just go back to the way our
ancestors were living we could even lose this problem," he added.

"So, we wanted to find some way to see if this is true or not," Allam
said. "And by scanning the mummies we discovered that they had as
much heart disease as we had."

Allam and his colleagues presented their findings at the just-concluded
American College of Cardiology annual meeting, in Washington, D.C.

Allam's team actually broadened its initial focus to include naturally
mummified specimens from other societies and socioeconomic
backgrounds. In all, ancient samples were gathered from Lima, Peru;
from the Aleutian people in Alaska; from Native Americans in Nevada;
and from desert-dwellers in Mongolia.

"The idea," said Allam, "was to deal with any criticism that the
mummies of Egypt only represented a rich elite, who would've
presumably eaten more fatty foods than the average ancient Egyptian."

In all, the authors scanned 76 mummies from around the world. Arterial
disease was found in roughly 38 percent of them, with the time of death
pegged at an average age of about 37.

A comparative scan of 178 Cairo cancer patients was also conducted.
These patients ranged in age from 14 to 84.

In the end, a much higher proportion of present-day
Egyptians—approaching 61 percent—were found to have arterial
hardening.
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"So, at first it appeared that although we did find that atherosclerosis
existed among ancient people, the disease is much more frequent and
severe in modern man," Allam said. "But we recognized that very few
ancient Egyptians lived as long as we do today, which means that our
Cairo patient sample was much older than the mummies," he explained.

"So, what we did then was to remove all the patients who were above 60.
And when we did that we had a much more interesting finding: there was
no difference between the mummies and patients in terms of
atherosclerosis incidence or severity," Allam said.

"They were nearly equivalent," he added. "And this was very, very
striking. Because it was not only that the disease existed at that time, but
that there was a big similarity with disease today."

What does it all mean?

"We started this project because we wanted to learn from the dead in
order to help the living," Allam said. "And I think these findings may
start to take us in a new direction. Because the fact is that if you look at
all these mummies from all different places you see that they lived in
many different ways and ate different diets, and yet in spite of it all they
all got the disease as much, and in the same way, that we do today."

Allam said this would suggest that "risk is not just about diet and obesity
and not exercising. Certainly these are important. But it's not the whole
story. There's a missing link here. There must be other factors. Perhaps
inflammation, or perhaps genetics. Or most likely, as is usually the case
in science, there are multiple factors that work together to get things
started and lead to disease."

Dr. Gregg Fonarow, a professor of cardiology at the University of
California, Los Angeles, agreed that the cardiovascular similarities
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indicate that this "leading cause of death and disability globally" is
probably driven by factors that go beyond nutrition and exercise.

"While atherosclerosis has been considered by some to just be a more
recent problem resulting from unhealthy diets and inactive lifestyle,
these studies suggest otherwise," he said.

And, Fonarow added, "the presence of atherosclerosis in pre-modern and
modern humans suggests there may be common predispositions to this
disease process."

Research presented at medical meetings should be viewed as preliminary
until published in a peer-reviewed journal.

  More information: Visit the American Heart Association for more on
atherosclerosis.
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