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Canada family medicine graduates provide the majority 
of emergency care [4]. Understandably this may differ in 
other countries.

In our study dentists accounted for 6% of the phys-
ician deaths, but this was an overall figure from 21 coun-
tries [1].
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Physician Deaths in India During 
COVID-19 Pandemic

Dear Sir,
We read the report ‘Physician deaths from corona virus 
(COVID-19) disease’ by Ing et  al., with great concern 
[1]. The authors conducted a Google search and found 
reports of 278 physician deaths due to COVID-19. The 
average age of death was 63.7  years, 90% were males, 
and a significant number of them worked as general prac-
titioners and emergency room doctors [1]. However, the 
report did not cover physician deaths in India, the second 
most populous country and a COVID-19 hotspot.

India lost its first doctor to COVID-19 on 9 April 
2020 [2]. A  recent study showed that there were 104 
COVID-19-related physician deaths in India. Around 
55% of deaths were below the age of 60 years, 30% were 
below the age of 50 years and 21% were below the age 
of 40 years [3]. The average age of death was 56 years 
(range: 22–96 years), which is lower than Ing et al. re-
port, but consistent with the much higher proportion 
of younger people in India. Consistent with Ing et  al., 
92% of the doctors were males and around half worked 
as general practitioners. Around 27% of deaths were in 
surgical specialties [3]. As India currently has the highest 
number of COVID-19 cases per day, there is an urgent 

need to protect doctors and other front-line workers 
through education and training and adequate provision 
of appropriate personal protective equipment.
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Against COVID-19: Inspired by 
Greek Myth

Dear Sirs,
We read the article ‘Physician deaths from corona virus 
(COVID-19) disease’ by Ing et al. [1] and then, we could 
recall the symbols of medical care and the dedication of 
doctors in ancient Greek mythology.

Do you remember the Hippocratic oath? More than 
a decade ago, the authors also took the oath before sev-
eral Greek gods and goddesses and became a medical 
doctor. It includes a comprehensive overview of duties 
and professional behaviour for doctors, patients and so-
ciety. The oath begins with the following phrase: ‘I swear 
by Apollo the physician, and Asclepius, and Hygieia and 
Panacea…’ [2] Apollo is associated with medicine as well 
as treatment, and his son, Asclepius, is a symbol of the 
healing. Hygieia and Panacea are goddesses of hygiene 
and panacea (i.e. cure-all), respectively.

The current global COVID-19 crisis reminds us of the 
significance of the gods or goddesses in the Hippocratic oath. 
The two gods stand for the physician, an essential resource 
to weather the COVID-19 crisis, and the two goddesses rep-
resent what the physicians do: hygiene and medication.

Greek mythology has numerous stories of infectious 
diseases. At the beginning of the Myrmidon story, the 
epidemic is well-described. Just because Zeus’s mistress 
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name and country name are the same, in the form of 
plague, the curse of the goddess Hera spread throughout 
the country, Aegina. Symptoms of the patients suffering 
from the disease were as follows [2]: ‘At first the cheek 
was flushed, and the breath drawn with difficulty. The 
tongue grew rough and swelled, and the dry mouth stood 
open with its veins enlarged and gasped for the air. Men 
could not bear the heat of their clothes or their beds, 
but preferred to lie on the bare ground, and the ground 
did not cool them, but on the contrary, they heated the 
spot where they lay’ (Figure 1). It reveals the pain of pa-
tients suffering from high fever, and this figure overlaps 
with those of patients currently suffering from COVID-
19. The following phrase, inter alia, describes the sacri-
fice of physicians in the story about plague of Aegina, 
is mournful and moving [3]: ‘Nor could the physicians 
help, for the disease attacked them also, and the contact 
of the sick gave them infection, so that the most faithful 
were the first victims’. It also overlaps with front-line 
doctors who are struggling against COVID-19.

We do not have a panacea for COVID-19 yet; how-
ever, we may gain the power of the goddess Hygieia by 
washing our hands, keeping social distance and wearing 
masks. Soon the goddess Panacea is about to come. God 
bless most faithful ones, the physicians, who are fighting 
against COVID-19.
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Figure1. Plague of Aegina [4].

Credit: Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of Belinda L. Randall from 
the collection of John Witt Randall to Harvard University, 1892. Etching and 
engraving. Photo: ©President and Fellows of Harvard College.
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