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Abulhayr al’I¹bili, Kit×bu 
‘Umdati ÐÐab÷b fi ma‘rifati nnab×t 
likulli lab÷b (Libro base del 
médico para el conocimiento de 
la botánica por todo experto). 
Vol. 1. Texto Árabe. Edición, 
notas y traducción castellana de 
J. Bustamante, F. Corriente y M. 
Tilmatine. Madrid: Consejo Su-
perior de Investigaciones Cien-
tíficas, 2004 (Fuentes Arábico-
Hispanas; 30); 857 p. 

 
More than sixty years have elapsed 
since D. Miguel Asín Palacios first 
acquainted the academic community 
with one of the most important 
botanical encyclopaedias of medie-
val Islam. Although the ‘Umdat al-
Ðab÷b has ever since attracted the 
attention of a number of scholars, it 
is only now that a true critical 
edition is available at last. This new 
issue of the well-known collection 
Fuentes Arábico-Hispanas publi-
shed by the CSIC is to be shortly 
complemented with a second 
volume containing the matching 
annotated Spanish translation, the 
difficulty of which has required to 
parcel out this publication in three 

parts, the third one containing 
indices and additional annotation. 
The first volume under review here 
contains the Arabic text based upon 
the two extant manuscripts (Madrid, 
Real Academia de la Historia, Col. 
Gayangos, Ms. XL, and Rabat, al-
Khiz×na al-‘¶mma li-l-Kutub wa-l-
Wath×’iq, Ms. 3505), followed by a 
list of textual variants in the 
manuscripts and the Arabic index of 
plant names and their etyma. Only a 
single page foreword appears at the 
beginning and the end of the volume 
(in Arabic and Spanish); therefore, 
this reviewer assumes that data 
regarding the manuscripts, textual 
criticism or editing criteria will be 
included in the study which 
presumably is to accompany the 
Spanish translation and further 
indices in volume 2 or 3. Neverthe-
less, we must celebrate this publica-
tion, the importance of which 
cannot be understood without a 
brief survey of the work under 
discussion, its nature and the history 
of earlier attempts at publishing it. 
 The ‘Umdat al-Ðab÷b is an 
extensive dictionary of plants 
written during the eleventh or 
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twelfth-century in al-Andalus. Each 
entry usually reports the botanic 
genus to which a given plant 
belongs and its different varieties, 
along with the morphological 
description of the root, stem, 
branches, leaves, flower, fruit, sap, 
gums and resins. The texture, 
colour, shape, size or any other 
physical feature such as taste, smell, 
etc. are also mentioned. This is 
followed by the names of the plant 
in a number of languages: Greek, 
Latin, Persian, Berber, Syriac, 
Indian (unspecified), Romance 
languages (‘ajamiyya,.i.e., the 
Andalus÷ Romance dialect, and 
afranj÷, which seems to designate 
North Eastern Iberian Romance), 
etc. Likewise, the habitat of the 
plant is usually given, either in 
terms of type of soil in which it 
grows and the actual places in 
which the author has personally 
seen it. Besides, the description of 
each plant ends with the enumera-
tion of its industrial, domestic and 
pharmacological uses, the latter 
explaining the diseases for which it 
is recommended and the correct 
dosage to be administered. Often, 
the author also refers traditional 
superstitions about alleged virtues 
of a given plant. Therefore, the 
interest of the ‘Umdat al-Ðab÷b is 
beyond any question in terms of 
botanic lexicography, ethnobotany, 
linguistics, toponymy, pharmacolo-
gy and anthropology.  
 Composed in the golden period 
of pharmacological, botanical and 
agronomic literature in al-Andalus, 
the authorship of the ‘Umdat al-

Ðab÷b has been subject of much 
speculation for a long time. Little is 
known about Abý l-Khayr’s life, 
namely, that he was a contemporary 
of the king al-Mu‘tamid of Seville 
(r. 1069-1091), and that he wrote a 
Kit×b al-Fil×¬a (ed. and trans. by J. 
Carabaza Bravo, Madrid: AECI, 
1991). Since, as E. García Sánchez 
has noted (“El botánico anónimo 
sevillano y su relación con la 
escuela agronómica andalusí”, in 
Ciencias de la Naturaleza en al-
Andalus, III, Granada: CSIC, 1994, 
pp. 193-210), medieval Islamic 
biographical sources are silent with 
regard to Andalusi agronomists, 
perhaps now we are closer to a 
definitive attribution. In fact, 
according to the auto-biographical 
data found in the ‘Umdat al-Ðab÷b, 
Abý l-Khayr would have been a 
disciple of the Andalusi agronomists 
Ibn Ba½½×l and Ibn al-Lunquh (d. 
1105), and probably worked in that 
sovereign’s experimental garden (a 
feature of medieval Islam—
particularly fashionable in al-
Andalus— usually overlooked by 
historians of later epochs). Chrono-
logically, he lived in the second half 
of the eleventh century, probably 
also in the beginning of the twelfth 
century and, to judge by the number 
of places in which he states to have 
seen a particular plant, we may 
assume that he travelled extensively 
throughout the Iberian Peninsula, at 
the time immersed in the “Recon-
quista” warfare against the Petty 
Kingdoms and the Almoravid 
invasion. In 1990, according to the 
analysis of textual evidence regard-



Reviews  277 
 

ing the attribution to Abý l-Khayr of 
a Kit×b al-Nab×t in later Islamic 
botanical works, the author’s 
identification was suggested by E. 
García Sánchez and was also 
immediately claimed by M.A. al-
KhaÐÐ×b÷ in his edition of this work. 
The former, however, found 
particularly striking the fact that 
Abý l-Khayr himself is quoted once 
as a source in his own botanic 
treatise, and therefore, unless the 
scholars responsible for the present 
edition have done new findings in 
this front, perhaps new manuscript 
copies or biographical data in other 
sources would have to come to light 
in order to confirm definitively that 
Abý l-Khayr al-Ishb÷l÷ is the author 
of the ‘Umdat al-Ðab÷b fi ma‘rifat 
al-nab×t li-kulli lab÷b. Nevertheless, 
the attribution of the work under 
review raises an issue which is 
worth of comment with regard to 
the copying trade. Interestingly, the 
two extant copies are attributed to 
the Christian physician from 
Baghdad, al-Mukht×r b. al-©asan b. 
‘Abdýn b. Sa‘dýn, known as Ibn 
BuÐl×n (d. 1066). Although such an 
authorship could be easily refuted in 
the case of this work, it is a 
significant example of the extent to 
which Muslim copyists can be 
absolutely ignorant about the work 
they are reproducing, or worse, that 
they could intentionally attribute it 
to a well-known figure for the sake 
of mere profit, in spite of which, 
however, the copysts’ attributions of 
a given work to a particular medie-
val Islamic scholar in the mss. are 
often taken as a reliable evidence of 

its authorship. Incidentally, another 
issue raised by the work under 
discussion is what ever became of a 
third manuscript containing the 
‘Umdat al-Ðab÷b, owned and 
brought to the attention of the 
scientific community by Georges S. 
Colin towards 1938, which was 
anonymous according to Asín’s 
knowledge. 

Concerning earlier published 
versions of this work, in 1943, 
under the title Glosario de voces 
romances registradas por un botá-
nico anónimo hispano-musulmán. 
Siglos XI-XII (Granada: CSIC; 
reimp. facsimil Zaragoza: Institu-
ción Fernando el Católico, Universi-
dad de Zaragoza, 1994), D. Miguel 
Asín  published a partial edition and 
translation of this botanical work. 
His main aim was to track down 
traces of the Romance language 
spoken in the Islamic and Christian 
lands of the Iberian Peninsula 
during the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. Since he focused exclusi-
vely on the linguistic aspect, he only 
excerpted the Romance names and 
included the Arabic text when it 
concerned their interpretation. 
Furthermore, he omitted on purpose 
about fifty items or entries whose 
meaning he had not been able to 
identify. Later on, in 1990, M. A. al-
KhaÐÐ×b÷ produced a first whole 
edition of the Arabic text (2 vols., 
Rabat: Akadimiyya al-Mamlaka al-
Maghribiyya, 1990; 2nd ed., Beirut: 
D×r al-Gharb al-Isl×m÷, 1995). 
However, this publication was far 
from being a critical edition. Very 
much in the line of earlier works by 
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the same scholar, he blended the 
contents of the extant manuscripts 
and rearranged the material alphabe-
tically in order to facilitate consulta-
tion of the work. Likewise, he 
omitted particular sections of the 
text and the linguistic analysis of 
non-Arabic terms. What we have 
now in the present volume is not 
only a scholarly Western edition, 
but also –and more importantly—a 
work produced by a fortunately 
assembled team of specialists in 
Arabic linguistics, botanic 
lexicology and dialectology. The 
solid backgrounds of F. Corriente, J. 
Bustamante and M. Tilmatine in 
these fields can only result in a 
major contribution to Islamic 
studies in general and —when com-
pleted with the Spanish translation 
and study— in an indispensable tool 
for scholars dealing with the history 
of medieval Islamic medicine, 
pharmacology and allied sciences.   

      
Cristina Alvarez Millán 

 
 

King, David A., In Synchrony 
with the Heavens. Studies in 
Astronomical Timekeeping and 
Instrumentation in Medieval 
Islamic Civilization. Volume 
One. The Call of the Muezzin. 
Islamic Philosophy, Theology 
and Science. Texts and Studies. 
Edited by H. Daiber and D. 
Pingree. E.J. Brill, Leiden-
Boston, 2004. 
 
King, David A., In Synchrony 
with the Heavens. Studies in 

Astronomical Timekeeping and 
Instrumentation in Medieval 
Islamic Civilization. Volume 
Two. Instruments of Mass 
Calculation. Islamic Philosophy, 
Theology and Science. Texts and 
Studies. Edited by H. Daiber and 
D. Pingree. E.J. Brill, Leiden-
Boston, 2005. 

 
In Synchrony with the Heavens is 
another excellent contribution by 
David King to the history of 
medieval Arabic science. It includes 
thirty-three studies carried out at 
different times but focused on two 
main subjects: timekeeping by the 
stars, and astronomical instruments. 

Volume One presents various 
studies dealing with timekeeping by 
the sun and stars and the regulation 
of the astronomically defined times 
of Muslim prayers. The author has 
gathered a set of independent 
studies which were not intended to 
form part of a book, but which, 
together, form a coherent whole. 
The studies are as follows:  

I) A survey of tables for 
timekeeping by the sun and stars; II) 
A survey of tables for regulating the 
times of prayer; III) A survey of 
arithmetical shadow-schemes for 
time-reckoning; IV) On the times of 
prayer in Islam; V) On the role of 
the muezzin and the muwaqqit in 
medieval Islamic societies; VI is 
divided into: VIa) Universal 
solutions in Islamic astronomy and 
VIb) Universal solutions from 
Mamluk Syria and Egypt; while VII 
has three parts: VIIa) On the 
orientation of medieval Islamic 
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architecture and cities, VIIb) 
Architecture and astronomy: The 
ventilators of medieval Cairo and 
their secrets and VIIc) Safavid 
world-maps centred on Mecca; VIII: 
Aspects of practical astronomy in 
mosques and monasteries; IX: 
When the night sky over Qandahar 
was lit only by stars. 

Volume Two deals with astrono-
mical instruments. As the author 
states in the preface of the book, the 
instruments for observation and 
calculation devised in medieval 
Islamic societies constitute the 
missing link between the instru-
ments of the Greeks and those of the 
late Europeans before the invention 
of the telescope. Once again, the 
studies collected here were not 
intended to form a book, and in this 
case the internal relationship 
between the studies is not as close 
in the first volume. The numeration 
of the articles follows on from 
Volume One: 

X) Astronomical instrumentation 
in the Islamic world; followed by 
XI) An approximate formula for 
timekeeping (750-1900); XII en-
compasses two papers: XIIa) On the 
universal horary quadrant for 
timekeeping by the sun and XIIb) 
On universal horary dials for 
timekeeping by the sun and stars; 
while XIII consists on 6 studies: 
XIII) Selected early Islamic 
astrolabes; XIIIa) The neglected 
astrolabe – A supplement to the 
standard literature on the favourite 
astronomical instrument of the 
Middle Ages; XIIIb) The oldest 
astrolabe in the world, from 8th-

century Baghdad; XIIIc) Astrolabes 
from late-9th- and 10th-century 
Baghdad; XIIId) A medieval Italian 
testimonial to a forgotten Islamic 
tradition of non-standard astrolabes 
and XIIIe) The origin of the 
astrolabe according to medieval 
Islamic sources; XIV is composed 
of 8 articles: XIV) Selected late 
Islamic astrolabes; XIVa) An 
astrolabe made by the Yemeni 
Sultan al-Ashraf; XIVb) Some 
astronomical instruments from 
medieval Syria; XIVc) A monu-
mental astrolabe from 13th-century 
Damascus; XIVd) An astrolabe for 
the Sultan Ulugh Beg; XIVe) Two 
astrolabes for the Ottoman Sultan 
Bayazid II; XIVf) Brief remarks on 
astronomical instruments from 
Muslim India and XIVg) A 
universal astrolabe from 17th-
century Lahore; XV) An astrolabe 
from medieval Spain with inscrip-
tions in Hebrew, Arabic and Latin; 
XVI) The geographical data on 
early medieval Islamic instruments; 
XVII) The quatrefoil as decoration 
on astrolabe retes; XVIII) A 
checklist of Islamic astronomical 
instruments to ca. 1500, ordered 
chronologically by region. 

With the compilation of so many 
papers, some new and some 
reprints, most of which were pre-
printed under the general acronym 
“SATMI”, used by the author since 
the mid 1970s to refer to a 
collection of unpublished papers on 
these subjects, and often based on 
the study of unedited sources, these 
two volumes represent a major 
contribution to the history of 
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medieval science. But the two books 
in fact offer much more. The list of 
sources and subjects they introduce 
is so vast that an entire generation 
of scholars would be required to 
study them in depth. David King 
describes this task with the aim not 
only of showing how much remains 
to be done, but also, and even more 
importantly, to arouse the reader’s 
curiosity and interest. The bibliogra-
phy, instruments, tables and manus-
cript references and so on are so 
huge that readers may feel lost if 
they have not already read some of 
the papers and have some acquaint-
tance with the related information. 

As the studies presented in the 
two volumes were not initially 
intended to be collected in a book, 
there are several repetitions and the 
internal cross-references are not 
always well accomplished. How-
ever, this slight problem is more 
than offset by the advantage of 
having all these studies together in 
only two volumes. This will greatly 
facilitate the work of the researchers 
in the subject.  

In addition to the text, the two 
volumes contain a vast array of 
pictures, figures, diagrams, formu-
las, editions of Arabic texts and, last 
but not least, an impressive biblio-
graphy (complemented by the 
bibliographies in some of the 
studies), as well as a complete set of 
indexes on topics, proper names and 
titles, selected modern scholars, 
technical terms, parameters, instru-
ments and manuscripts consulted. 
Volume one contains a list of 
comments on the studies previously 

published from both volumes and 
volume two has two chapters 
devoted to this subject, one for each 
volume. Both volumes include a 
page of errata, although -inevitable 
in books of this kind- there are some 
more which have been overlooked. 

Printed on high quality paper, 
both volumes are over a thousand 
pages long and are almost twice the 
size of a normal book. This may 
give an idea of their weight, which 
may make them rather difficult to 
consult. However, their interest is 
beyond doubt for researchers in a 
number of fields, not only the 
history of exact sciences, but also 
the history of cultures and religions 
of any society from medieval to 
modern times. Definitely, they will 
be a required reference point for all 
those working or interested in these 
fields.  

 
Mercè Comes 

 
 

Peter E. Pormann & Emily 
Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic 
Medicine Edinburgh University 
Press, 2007 

 
The book under review presents a 
study of certain aspects of the 
development of medicine in Islam 
although, as the authors state in the 
introduction, their aim is not to 
present a complete history of 
medieval Islamic medicine in a 
single volume but to concentrate on 
specific points and to highlight them 
with particular examples. Never-
theless, the study includes a consi-
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derable amount of unpublished 
material, making it not only a state 
of the art but a research project in 
itself. 

As the authors state in the 
introduction, the medical tradition 
developed in Islam during the 
Middle Ages has influenced the 
fates of countless human beings. It 
is the story of contact and cultural 
exchange across countries and 
creeds, affecting caliphs, kings, 
courtesans and commoners. In 
addition to being fascinating in its 
own right, this tradition formed the 
roots from which modern Western 
medicine emerged.  

The first aim of this book is to 
demonstrate that, contrary to the 
stereotypical picture, medieval 
Islamic medicine was not simply a 
conduit for Greek ideas but a venue 
for innovation and change. The 
medical needs and practices of the 
medieval Islamic world over a vast 
area and time-span were neither 
uniform nor unchanging. Everyday 
medical practices and the general 
health of the Islamic community 
were influenced by many factors: 
religious, climatic, social and 
economic conditions, battles, 
plagues, and other epidemics. The 
resulting medical literature and 
practices involved a rich and diverse 
mixture of religions and cultures 
which were reflected in both the 
physicians and the patients.  

Therefore, instead of trying to 
compress the entire history of 
medieval Islamic medicine into one 
volume, the authors present an 
overview. One of the reasons is that 

there are several topics that have yet 
to receive proper attention and, as a 
result, it is still not possible to 
undertake a comprehensive history 
of medicine in the Muslim World. 
Instead, the authors have chosen to 
examine certain aspects of the social 
history of medicine, such as female 
patients and practitioners, hospitals, 
public health care, rural and urban 
provisions, medical ethics and 
education. Rather than simply 
describing the medical theory and 
offering a chronology of famous 
physicians, the authors are keen to 
explore the problem of how patients 
were actually treated. 

The medical tradition described 
in the book is intimately linked to 
the European tradition. It had its 
origins primarily in parts of the 
Greek-speaking world located in 
modern Turkey and Egypt, and it 
made significant contributions to 
late medieval and Renaissance 
medicine in Europe. And even 
though medical theory and 
anatomical and pathological know-
ledge were to change radically, 
particularly in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, the authors see 
the history of medieval Islamic 
medicine essentially as the history 
of the origins of early modern 
Western medicine. 

The book is conceived as a 
supplement to Manfred Ullmann’s 
Islamic Medicine, a survey comple-
ted in 1976 and whose earlier 
volume was published, like the 
present study, in the Edinburgh 
University Press Islamic Surveys. 
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The contents of the book are 
organized in five topics discussed in 
the first five chapters: the emergen-
ce of medieval Islamic medicine 
and its intense cross-pollination 
with other cultures, notably by way 
of translation, but also by trade and 
travel; the theoretical medical 
framework and extensive literature 
that guided learned doctors in their 
work; the function of physicians 
from various backgrounds within 
society as a whole; medical care as 
seen through preserved case 
histories, studying the application of 
medical practices to specific 
patients and the remedies they 
resorted to; and the role of magical 
therapies, folkloric traditions and 
devout religious invocations in 
scholarly as well as everyday 
medicine. A concluding chapter on 
the afterlife of medieval Islamic 
medicine reflects on its impact upon 
the European medical tradition and 
examines the ways in which 
medieval Islamic medicine is still 
practiced today.  

In the six chapters, the authors 
raise a series of questions (and offer 
good answers to them). How did 
Islamic medical writers attain such a 
high standard of medical knowledge 
and such successful treatments? 
What was the position of the 
physician in medieval Islamic 
society, and how did one become a 
physician? How do the many 
theoretical treatises relate to the 
actual practice of medicine? What 
role did the Islamic hospitals play in 
the provision of medical care and in 
the education of physicians? 

The first chapter, devoted to the 
emergence of Islamic medicine, is 
the story of the emergence of 
Islamic medicine from a diverse 
background of early traditions. The 
text identifies the elements taken 
from Bedouin, Greek, Indian and 
Chinese medicine, the Sassanid 
Empire and the Syriac tradition, and 
reviews the myth of Gondēsh×pýr. 
The translation movement is 
described and some misconceptions 
of this movement are analyzed and 
corrected in the light of recent 
studies, for instance, the role of the 
institution known as “The House of 
Wisdom”. The medical terminology 
created by the translators and, in 
particular, by Hunayn ibn Is¬×q and 
his collaborators is analyzed giving 
examples of the intervention of 
translators not only at the scientific 
but also in the cultural level, such as 
the replacement of the polytheistic 
references in Greek medical texts 
with the reference to All×h.  

The second chapter deals with 
medical theory, starting with the 
description of the medical principle 
of the humoral pathology, inherited 
from the Greeks and which, 
combined with the “six non-
naturals” (factors external to the 
body over which a person may have 
some control), provided an explana-
tory basis for the cause and nature 
of illness. Concepts related to the 
structure and function of the body 
such the pneuma, together with 
some innovations in this field such 
the formulation of the pulmonary 
transit by Ibn al-Naf÷s, who 
corrected the interpretation found in 
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Galen, are analyzed. The study 
makes clear that this discovery is 
not equivalent to the demonstration 
of the continuous circular motion of 
the blood throughout the body 
published by Harvey in 1628. 

Another aspect described in this 
chapter is the importance given by 
Islamic medicine to the patient’s 
state of mind when treating an 
illness. This concern led some 
physicians to write treatises on 
moral philosophy motivated by the 
idea that philosophy could provide 
spiritual health which in turn can 
influence bodily well-being. The 
importance played by diet to 
prevent illness is clear, as is the 
stress on using pharmacology as a 
final resort. Here the authors 
describe the two most prominent 
pharmacological sources of Antiqui-
ty, namely Dioscorides’ On Medici-
nal Substances and Galen’s On the 
Powers of Simple Drugs and 
describe methods of diagnosis, 
classifications found in medical 
treatises of diseases of different 
kinds, and sections in medical 
encyclopedias devoted to anatomy, 
surgery and ophthalmology. 

The following part of this chapter 
is devoted to the description of the 
different types of medical discourse 
in which the treatises were written: 
compendiums or encyclopedias 
were the most popular but, for 
teaching purposes, medical ques-
tions were often discussed in the 
form of questions and answers or in 
verse. 

The prophetic medicine articula-
ted by religious scholars rather than 

physicians aiming to produce a 
guide that would be acceptable to 
pious Muslims is also mentioned by 
the authors as a part of the medical 
theory within Islam, and some of 
the treatises produced are described 
in its context. 

The third chapter entitled 
Physicians and society tries to 
answer the question of how physic-
cians operated within a larger social 
context. It would be unsatisfactory 
to investigate only the care of the 
elite within a metropolitan setting. 
The authors have therefore high-
lighted other aspects, such as 
provisions for the poor, competition 
in the medical market place, and 
women as patients and practitioners. 
Certain trends and tendencies 
emerge regarding the position of the 
physician within the different 
societies. It is likely that this 
preliminary picture reflects the 
situation at other times and in other 
urban or rural settings within the 
confines of medieval Islam. 

The chapter also examines the 
ways in which a student might 
become a doctor. Mainly there were 
three ways: family tradition, in 
which sons followed in their 
fathers’ footsteps, paying a doctor 
for classes, or in a hospital by 
practicing and training there. There 
is a fourth possibility, the majlis 
(session) which also provided an 
opportunity for medical education. 
The text gives examples of all of 
them. 

Other topics dealt with in this 
chapter are medical regulation and 
medical ethics and the status of 
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physicians. There is also a descript-
ion of the main characteristics of 
hospitals in the Islamic world, 
which can be compared with the 
facilities offered by contemporary 
Christian monasteries and hospices.  

In chapter four we find one of the 
most interesting topics of this study, 
namely the actual practice of 
medicine in Islam. It is difficult to 
find reliable evidence of it due to 
the absence or scarcity of the 
sources. Nevertheless, the authors 
have compiled and analyzed some 
case histories and clinical notes 
from sources such as al-R×z÷’s al-
Kit×b al-H×w÷ and al-Kaskar÷’s 
Compendium. These notes describe 
questions such as drug therapy, 
bloodletting, cauterization, surgery 
of different kinds, anesthesia and 
antisepsis, circumcision, diet and 
personal hygiene (for instance, a 
form of dental hygiene regularly 
practiced by all the strata of the 
society is described, consisting of 
cleaning the teeth using a brush 
called siw×k made from the ar×k 
tree. Recent studies have demons-
trated that the wood of this tree 
prevents plaque and inflammation 
of the gums due to the fluoride and 
tannins in its wood).  

Chapter five is devoted to 
popular medicine. It describes 
magical, folkloric and astrological 
practices which formed part of the 
medical pluralism of the time and 
reflected ancient beliefs and 
customs that long predated Islam. 
The reliance at times on astrology 
and magic can be seen at all levels 
of the society. To varying degrees, 

magical and astrological techniques 
were an integral part of all medical 
practice, whether learned or 
traditional. Amulets and talismans 
were widely used, and learned 
physicians and scholars discussed 
their efficacy in their treatises. This 
chapter describes the contents of 
some extant manuals of magical 
methods. Treatises on Prophetic 
Medicine also come under the 
heading of popular medicine, 
containing folkloric and magical 
remedies and invocations to protect 
from jinn and the Evil Eye. This 
chapter includes information on 
magic-medicinal bowls and on the 
use of astrology by physicians, who 
followed Hippocrates’ dictum “the 
science of the stars is no small part 
of the science of medicine”.  

The last chapter of this study is 
entitled Afterlife. The authors offer a 
panoramic view of how the 
medieval Islamic medical tradition 
spread to other regions of the world, 
beginning with Europe to the north-
west, and then south and east, to 
look at the continuation of this 
tradition within other Islamic 
countries. Throughout the process 
of transmission, translations were 
required, and many subtle changes 
ensued. Islamic medicine also faced 
challenges from competing medical 
systems, most notably modem 
Western medicine: indeed, the 
Islamic tradition was eventually 
pushed to the margins of medical 
care. 

The chapter gives information on 
Medieval Latin and Byzantine 
Greek translations of Arabic 
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medical texts, on the role of the 
Jews as transmitters, and of the 
Crusades as an occasion for 
exchanging medical ideas and 
translations like the one carried out 
by Stephen of Antioch from al-
Majýs÷’s Complete Book of the 
Medical Art. This influence conti-
nued during the Renaissance, a 
period in which the medical works 
of al-R×z÷ and Ibn S÷n× continued to 
be highly influential sources. As for 
the East, the text gives information 
on the influence of Islamic medicine 
in the Ottoman Empire, in Safavid 
Persia and in the Indian subconti-
nent. This influence is evident 
throughout the Islamic countries 
even today. 

At the end of each chapter, 
before the notes section, the authors 
provide a paragraph with suggest-
ions for further reading on the topics 
covered. 

In their conclusion, the authors 
discuss the extent to which Islamic 
physicians can be considered to be 
innovative. The answer is that, 
while maintaining great respect for 
the authority of ancient texts, they 
often tested and challenged their 
precursors. Al-R×z÷ is, possibly, the 
outstanding example of this. Physi-
cians also compiled compendia, 
which skillfully organized the 
medical precepts and principia: the 
Canon of Medicine by Ibn S÷n× is a 
good example. Some later physi-
cians (both European and Islamic) 
were so impressed by the 
methodically construed system that 
they may have thought that it 
required no further elaboration or 

development. Innovation was also 
evident in what we would today call 
“public health care”, comprising 
public bath-houses, drainage sys-
tems and hospitals that contributed 
to the general health of the populat-
ion. 

Two other questions are 
addressed and answered in the 
conclusion of the book: why did this 
tradition emerge when and where it 
did, and why do certain aspects still 
prove attractive to peoples in many 
parts of the world? The answer to 
the first question is that Islamic 
society tolerated other customs and 
confessions and permitted peoples 
of divergent backgrounds and 
beliefs to cooperate and to 
participate in a joint scientific 
discourse. 

As for the second question, the 
basic medical system was what we 
would today term ‘holistic’. The 
concern was for the improvement of 
the patient through manipulation of 
environmental factors and diet. 
When those proved insufficient, 
medicaments were applied. Inter-
vention was kept to a minimum. 
This approach resonates with many 
current trends in medical care. 

The book ends with a good 
bibliography that contains studies 
by modern scholars as well as 
translations into modern European 
languages of the sources discussed 
in the study. There is also a 
comparative chronology between 
the “East” and “West” from 450 
BC, the time of Hippocrates, until 
1814 when al-Sal×w÷ was active in 
the North of Africa. An index of 
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names and works gives references 
to the historical personalities and 
the titles of their writings. This 
index includes references to 
translations as well as editions when 
they are published. There is also a 
general index which includes 
mainly medical concepts and names 
of places. The book has 22 
illustrations, most of them corres-
ponding to pages of Arabic 
manuscripts containing medical 
treatises. 

In summary, this is a very useful 
overview of some important aspects 
of the development of medicine in 
Medieval Islam. 
 

Emilia Calvo 
 

 
 


