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Reviews 

Peter E. Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2007. Pp. 240. £18.99. ISBN 9780748620678. 

This is the first monograph after Manfred Ullmann's monumental Die Medizin im Islam (Leiden, 
1970), which sets out to introduce the reader to the medical tradition of the medieval Middle 
East. 1 The authors do not intend to substitute the earlier publication, but rather to succeed and 
supplement it (p. 4). Pormann and Savage-Smith have chosen a thematic approach. The chapters 
discuss 1) The emergence of Islamic medicine, 2) Medical theory, 3) Physicians and society, 
4) Practice, 5) Popular medicine, and 6) Afterlife. In each chapter, a great variety of issues is 
addressed in an impressively clear, concise and complex manner. The authors have selected pas
sages from a variety of primary sources which illustrate their descriptions and result in a rich, 
vivid and differentiated picture of the medical tradition in the medieval Middle East. At the 
same time, they are careful not to take these accounts at face value and point out frequently the 
literary context the quotations are taken from. Equally well chosen are the illustrations, some of 
them from medieval manuscripts, others reconstructions of a hospital or of medieval theories of 
the movement of the blood. Among the many positive aspects of this book is that the authors 
often contextualise medical history elegantly within the wider field of Islamic history, which 
reveals the whole complexity of this intellectual and practical tradition. They also frequently 
explain specific elements of Islamic culture which makes the book ideal for a non-specialist 
readership. Such readers will equally appreciate the lucid explanations of the more technical 
aspects of medical history. Among the quotations there is much valuable new material, and some 
of the discussions contain original scholarship which will make this volume equally appealing to 
specialists. At the end of the book is a bibliography of texts, mainly in Western languages, and 
separately, an index which also includes the bibliographical details of the Arabic texts. Even 
though the index is a useful tool, the division of the bibliography is not user-friendly. Very help
ful are the short bibliographies of recommended reading at the end of each chapter. 

In this altogether excellent and very readable book there are only a few points which could be 
improved. In the discussion of Greek medicine, the interesting question of parallels between 
medicine and philosophy is addressed (p. 12), but unfortunately this thread is not taken up again 
in the account of the Graeco-Arabic translation movement in ninth/tenth-century Baghdad. 
Instead, there is a lengthy passage on why Greek poetry was not translated into Arabic (pp. 28-9). 
Interesting as this question might be, in this context it seems out of place. Also in need of improve
ment is the account of the transmission of Islamic medicine into the Latin West (pp. 164-5). 
Instead of discussing the context of this translation movement, its interesting parallels with 
the Graeco-Arabic one, and its structural peculiarities, there is little more than a list of texts 
translated into Latin and their translators. The passage on Arabic medicine in the Renaissance 
(pp. 169-70) should include a reference to the important recent work of Dag Nikolaus Hasse.' 

1 A considerably shorter English version has been published under the tide Islamic Medicine 
(Edinburgh, 1978). Earlier introductions include Edward G. Browne, Arabian Medicine (Cam
bridge, 1921) and Cyril Elgood, A Medical History of Persia and the Eastern Caliphate from the 
Earliest Times until the Year AD 1932 (Cambridge, 1951). 

2 'Die humanistische Polemik gegen arabische Autoritaten. Grundsatzliches zum Forschungs
stand', Neulateinischesjahrbuch, 3 (2001), 65-79. Hasse dealt in more detail with this subject in 
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A publication that would be worth mentioning for the connection between the transmission of 
medical knowledge and trade is R. A. Donkin's study on camphor.3 

Among the many laudable aspects of chis book is the emphasis on regional backgrounds which 
are, for example, usually mentioned when the authors refer co a hisrorical figure. In chis context, 
I would like co present a brief addition to the discussion of the hospital in the Islamic world. We 
still do not possess a convincing explanation for the face, also mentioned in che book, chat the first 
hospital in Muslim Spain was not built before 1397 (p. 100), whereas in the core lands of the 
Middle Ease hospitals already emerged from the lace eighth century onwards (p. 96). However, 
Muslim Spain was for 150 years under the rule of two Berber dynasties, the Almoravids and the 
Almohads, and belonged to the same political entity as much of North and West Africa. Arabic 
historiography records chat che Almohad Caliph Abu YusufYa'qub ( 1184--99) founded hospitals 
in Marrakech, al-Q~r al-Kabir and Sale (all in present-day Morocco),4 something which is not 
mentioned in the book. Al-Marrakushi in his historiography, written in 1204, describes the insti
tution as follows: 

[Abu Yusuf] built a hospital in Marrakech-I do not believe there is anything in the world 
like it. He selected a wide space in the most balanced pare of the city and ordered the 
masons to build it in the most perfect way. They decorated the building with the most 
beautiful inscriptions and masterly ornaments .... He ordered chat plants with a pleasant 
smell and such with fruits should be planted there, and he had water flowing around all the 
rooms in addition co four ponds in the centre, one of chem of white marble. Then he 
ordered the hospital co be furnished with valuable tapestries of wool, linen, silk and leather, 
which are beyond description .... He endowed it with thirty dinars each day for food and 
ocher expenses except for medicaments. He employed there pharmacists co prepare drugs as 
drinks, oils, or to apply co the eyes. He provided cloches for the patients for night and day 
co sleep in during summer and winter. When a poor patient recovered and lefr, he was given 
a sum of money until he could fend for himself .... If a stranger was taken ill in Marrakech, 
he was brought co the hospital and created until he recovered or died. Every Friday after 
prayer, Abu Ya'qub Yusuf rode co the hospital, entered it and asked about the patients .... 
He continued doing this until his death.5 

The location of chis hospital is unknown today. Bue if we are co believe Marrakushi's account, the 
foundation of hospitals might very well have been pare of the political strategy of at lease one of 
the Almohad Caliphs. Why was chis limited co the African part of their dominion? Perhaps 
because al-Andalus had a vibrant and diverse urban structure in which such needs were already 
taken care of. Medical care might have been a legacy of che petty kingdoms and the strong local 
patronage in Muslim Spain. Hopefully, research will find an explanation for this problem chat 
can be incorporated in future editions of chis book which undoubtedly deserves co become the 
standard textbook on medieval Islamic medicine for the foreseeable future. 

AnnaAkasoy 
Oriental Institute, Oxford University 

his Habilitationsschrifc, submitted co the University of Wurzburg in July 2004, Arabic Sciences 
and Philosophy in the Renaissance: Motives and Techniques of Reception, 307 pp. 

3 Dragon's Brain Perfome. An Historical Geography of Camphor (Boston, 1999). 
4 See also Gascon Deverdun, Marrakech des origins a 1912: Texte (Rabat, 1966), 244--7. 
5 Al-Mu 'jib Ji talkhif akhbar al-Maghrib, ed. Mu(:iammad Zaynhum Mu(:iammad 'Azab ( Cairo, 

1994), 237-8. 
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