
Chapter 13
Human lice: Pediculus and Pthirus

Kosta Y. Mumcuoglu

Abstract Lice have probably been associated with humans since the times of our 
pre-hominid ancestors, and were dispersed throughout the world by early human 
migrants. It has been suggested that the head louse is the ancestor of the human 
louse, and that the body louse developed later when hominids started to wear cloth-
ing. Lice are mentioned in the Bible as the third plague. From Sumerian, Akkadian, 
and Egyptian sources it is also evident that the ancient inhabitants of the Middle 
East were well acquainted with head lice. Head lice and eggs have been found on 
the hair of Egyptian mummies. Nine-thousand-year-old louse eggs were found in 
hair samples from an individual who lived in a cave near the Dead Sea in Israel, 
while large numbers of lice were recovered from a 3,800-year-old female mummy 
from the Loulan period. Louse combs from Pharonic times in Egypt were used for 
delousing. Head lice and their eggs have also been found in combs recovered from 
archaeological excavations in the Judean and Negev deserts of Israel, including 
from Masada and Qumran. Body lice eggs have been found in pre-historic textiles 
from Austria; this louse was also recovered from deposits of farmers in Viking 
Greenland. The remains of a body louse were also found in one of the rooms at the 
Masada fortress dating from the Roman period. The oldest known pubic lice are 
from the Roman period in Britain and from post-medieval deposits in Iceland.

13.1 Human Lice

The human louse, Pediculus humanus, is probably one of the oldest ectoparasites 
of man (Zinsser 1935). Humans are parasitised by two sub-species: the head louse 
Pediculus humanus capitis, and the body louse Pediculus humanus humanus. A 
close relative of this species, Pediculus mjobergi, is a parasite of South American 
monkeys of the family Cebidae (Retanda Salazar 1994)
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Lice have probably been associated with humans since the time of our pre-
hominid ancestors, and were dispersed throughout the world by early human 
migrants (Marsh 1964). It has been suggested that the head louse is the ancestor of 
the human louse, and that the body louse developed later when hominids started to 
wear clothing (Maunder 1983).

Reed et al. (2004) proposed an evolutionary history of P. humanus based on 
morphological and genetic analyses, and confirmed that P. humanus has two lineages 
– one comprising the head and body forms with worldwide distribution, and the 
other consisting of the head louse restricted only to the New World. They came to 
the conclusion that P. humanus originated long before its human host.

Humans went through a population bottleneck around 100,000 years ago, fol-
lowed by expansion. Population genetics studies of human lice revealed that only 
the worldwide lineage passed through this bottleneck and subsequent expansion. 
The New World lineage has not only maintained a relatively stable population 
size but has followed an evolutionary path distinct from that of the worldwide line-
age for the past 1.2 million years. It has also been suggested that these two ancient 
louse lineages could have embarked on these different evolutionary pathways on a 
single host. More likely, the New World louse evolved on an archaic form of 
human before casting its lot with a modern version. While the split between Homo 
sapiens and Homo neanderthalensis was too recent (about 700,000 years ago) to 
support a concurrent split between the worldwide and New World lice lineages, the 
split between H. sapiens and H. erectus (about 1.8 million years ago) could have. 
Reed and colleagues (2004) proposed a scenario in which H. sapiens and H. erectus 
carried distinct types of lice owing to approximately 1 million years of separation. 
As the first waves of modern humans left Africa about 100,000 years ago and modern 
humans replaced archaic forms, the two forms engaged in enough contact for 
archaic lice to make the switch to modern human hosts.

Lice are mentioned in the Bible as the third plague visited on the Egyptians 
when the Pharaoh denied the request of Moses to let the Israelites go. From 
Sumerian, Akkadian, Egyptian, and Biblical sources it is evident that the ancient 
inhabitants of the Middle East were well acquainted with head lice (Bodenheimer 
1947/1948; Driver 1974; Aufderheide and Rodriguez-Martin 1998). In the six-
teenth century B.C., an Egyptian text, known as the Papyrus Ebers, described a 
remedy for lice prepared from date flour.

In the Near East, head lice and eggs have been found on the hair of Egyptian 
mummies (Ruffer 1921; Hoeppli 1956; Fletcher 1994). Nine-thousand-year-old 
louse eggs were found on hair samples from an individual who lived in Nahal 
Hemar Cave near the Dead Sea in Israel (Mumcuoglu and Zias 1991).

In Asia, large numbers of lice were recovered from a 3,800-year-old female 
mummy from the Loulan period (Wen et al. 1987).

In Europe, ancient head lice are known from the Roman period onwards (Hall 
and Kenward 1990; Schelvis 1994; Kenward and Hall 1995; Allison et al. 1999), and 
there are also records from Iceland (Amorosi et al. 1992; Buckland et al. 1992) 
and Greenland (Buckland et al. 1983; Bresciani et al. 1983; Hansen and Gullov 
1989; Sadler 1990).
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In North America, head lice and their eggs have been found on mummified 
remains of prehistoric Indians from the American Southwest (Ewing 1924; Graham 
1965; Horne 1979; Cockburn and Cockburn 1980; Cockburn 1983). Lice have been 
found in hunter-gatherer and agricultural sites in the Unites States (the Great Basin 
of Utah and surrounding states, and the Colorado Plateau) and in central Mexico 
(El-Najjar 1998). The prehistoric peoples in these areas appeared to control the lice 
by eating lice groomed from hair (a common method of louse control among tribal 
cultures, even today) as adult lice have been found deep in the matrix of coprolites 
(Fry 1977; Reinhard et al. 1986; Reinhard and Largent 1989; Reinhard 1990).

In South America, lice were found on the mummy of an Inca prince, who lived 
approximately 500 years ago (Horne and Kawasaki 1984) as well as on mummified 
pre-Columbian Indians from Peru (Fletcher 1994; Reinhard and Buikstra 2003). 
Head louse eggs were recovered from human hair found in Brazil and were carbon 
dated to approximately 10,000 years old (Araujo et al. 2000). Hair samples from 
seven mummies from Camarones, Chile, carbon-dated to ca. 1900–1500 B.C., were 
examined and head lice eggs were found in six of them (M.A. Rivera, K.Y. 
Mumcuoglu, R.T. Matheny and D.G. Matheny, manuscript submitted) (Fig. 13.1).

The oldest combs similar to today’s louse combs date from 1500 B.C. (Zias and 
Mumcuoglu 1989). Royal combs from Pharonic times in Egypt were used for 
delousing (Kamal 1967). Head lice were recovered from the debris found between 
the fine teeth of a wooden comb excavated in Antionoe, Egypt and dated between 
the fifth and sixth centuries A.D. (Palma 1991).

Fig. 13.1 Operculated egg found on the scalp of a mummy from the Chinchorro Tradition, 
Camarones, Northern Chile
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Head lice and their eggs have also been found in combs recovered from archaeo-
logical excavations in the Judean and Negev deserts of Israel, including from 
Masada and Qumran (Fig. 13.2). Most of the combs were two-sided (Fig. 13.3), 
while some were also single-sided (Fig. 13.4). One side of the comb was used to 
open the knots while the second side with the fine teeth was used to remove lice 
and eggs. Most combs found in archaeological excavations were made out of wood; 
some were made from bones and ivory, yet all bear a resemblance to modern day 
combs. Lice were found in 12 out of 24 combs examined from the Judean and 
Negev Deserts. In a comb from Wadi Farah, 4 lice and 88 eggs were found; 2 of 
them were operculated, showing that at this stage the eggs were viable with an 
embryo inside. In one comb from Qumran, 12 lice and 27 eggs were found, 10 of 
them operculated (Mumcuoglu and Zias 1988).

Fig. 13.2 Second nymphal stage of a head louse from a comb from Qumran, Israel (68 A.D.)
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Fig. 13.3 Two-sided wooden comb from the Judean desert, Israel (135 A.D.)

Fig. 13.4 Single-sided wooden comb from the Jordan Valley in Israel (eighth century A.D.)
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Body lice eggs were found in a pre-historic textile from Hallstaetter Salzberg in 
Austria (Hundt 1960). This louse was also recovered from deposits of farmers in 
Viking Greenland and dated to 986–1350 A.D. (Sadler 1990).

The remains of a body louse were also found in one of the rooms at the Masada 
fortress known as the “Casemate of the Scrolls”. Originally constructed during the 
last decade of King Herod’s reign, the Casemate Room was converted into a dwelling 
unit during the first Jewish revolt against the Romans. Following the conquest of 
Masada, the room was used by Roman soldiers as a dumping area. The context and 
nature of the textiles associated with the louse clearly suggest a rebel origin 
(Mumcuoglu et al. 2003).

The oldest pubic lice (Pthirus pubis) found in archaeological deposits are from 
the Roman period (mid-first or second centuries A.D.) in Britain (Buckland et al. 
1992). Pubic lice have also been found in post-medieval deposits in Iceland and 
from samples collected from archaeological remains from eighteenth century 
London (Girling 1984; Kenward 1999, 2001). There are early Chinese, Greek and 
Roman sources, which have been interpreted as referring to pubic lice (Busvine 
1976; Hoeppli and Chi’ang 1940), including the treatment of infestation of eye-
lashes, which, although rare, also occurs in present times (Burns 1987).

Thirty-seven mummies from San Pedro de Atacama, dated up to 2,000 years old, 
were examined for parasites. Pubic hair was present in four mummies, and eggs 
were found attached to the pubic hair in one adult male mummy. Specimens of this 
parasite were also found on the pubic hair of a mummy from Chiribaya Bajan 
(Peru), which was dated to 1050–800 B.C., and in the pleats of a piece of cloth 
associated with a female mummy (Rick et al. 2002).
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