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FOREWORD

Going through world history one comes across the phenomenon of
a dazzling efflorescence of creative genius. This has occurred almost as
a sudden outburst of talent in different climes and different periods.
What strikes a scholar of intellectual history as surprising is the fact
that during pre-modern days when communications were rudimentary
and when arrangements for translation from one language to another
and for transmission were minimal, knowledge somehow managed to
transcend geographical and linguistic barriers. Great minds did not
recognise any impediments. What they created belonged to all mankind.
Sooner or later, sooner rather than later, it spilled over into neighbouring
regions. It spread like the rays of the sun. What is equally fascinating
is the constellation of great creative minds representing a glorious outflow
of cerebral energy.

Great men, however, of the periods of efflorescence in the past,
used to have all knowledge as their domain. They left their imprint on
various branches of science and philosophy. By a mighty heave these
great men pushed knowledge forward. What they created or wrote became
human heritage.

Some of the periods of collective creativity that leap to mind are
those relating to Egypt, ancient Greece, which is the mother of Western
civilization, Rome, Mesopotamia, China and India. Their civilizations
produced men who have dominated human thought and changed forever
the course of human situation, attitude and endeavour. In our own time
we are witness to a scientific and technological revolution which has
transformed the world and reduced it to a global village. It has tapped
and released unsuspected energies. But each scientist in our period has
focused on a limited area and studied it threadbare; for this is an age of
specialisation promoted and sustained by team-work.

Such periods in history as we have referred to, are marked by a
groundswell of knowledge and characterised by sudden advent of a
galaxy of men who claim all knowledge as their own and whose
monumental additions to knowledge transcend their age and their country.
One of these glorious ages owes its occurrence to the intellectual curiosity
and ferment generated by Islam. During the four centuries commencing
AD 800, all additions to human knowledge were made by Muslims and
Arabs. This statement of George Sarton, the historian of science, appears
all the more bafflingly surprising when one thinks of the great
civilizations that had preceded Islam and had not petered out. We are
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therefore inclined to believe that sudden and simultaneous flowering of
genius is as spontaneous as natural forces.

Towering geniuses, such as Avicenna and al-Beruni, like the Greek
masters from whose fountains of knowledge they drank deep, epitomised
the indivisibility of knowledge. On the one hand this cuts across the
ever narrowing specialisation of our own age, on the other it gives the
lie to the recent division of learning into religious and secular domains.
However, howsoever great and original a genius might be, he would
symbolise in sum the culmination and perfection of the efforts made by
his predecessors over formative centuries.

It would be appropriate that after giving this background we provide
to the reader some details about the life and time of the author of Al-
Qanun fi'l Tibb.

Al-Shaikh al-Ra’is Abu ‘Ali al-Husain Bin ‘Abdullah Bin Sina
was born (980 AD) in village Kharmaithan near Bukhara, the capital of
the Persian Samanid dynasty. He acquired his early education from his
father, a learned man of Isma‘ili persuasion. His father combined
scholarship with administrative experience which his son, a prodigy,
inherited in varying proportions. The house of his father was the meeting
place of learned men. These meetings fanned the precocity of the young
perceptive listener from the side lines. Endowed with an incredibly
tenacious memory Abu ‘Ali before he completed ten years of age had
memorised not only the Qur’an but all significant Arabic poetry. He
learnt logic and mathematics under teachers whom he unceremoniously
outgrew. At 18, Ibn Sina mastered all the knowledge of his day. No
mean achievement by any standards. Because of the political turmoil in
central Asia Ibn Sina crossed the desert to reach Bukhara. As a physician
he treated and cured Nuh Ibn Mansur, the Samanid Prince who lay
critically ill. This gave him access not only to the royal court and position
of power but also, what is even more important, to the well-stocked
library of the Samanids. He devoured books on Islamic law, medicine,
metaphysics and on all branches of knowledge.

But such a smooth passage through life could not continue for
long in that tumultuous age. The mighty empire of the Samanids was
toppled by Mahmud of Ghazna whose unquenchable thirst for conquest
and plunder was tasted by India in the shape of as many as seventeen
invasions. From now on Abu ‘Ali was thrown into a cauldron of turmoil
and tribulation, fleeing invading hordes sometimes, plagued by intrigue
and insecurity, at other times going into hiding to save his life and
surfacing again. He reminds one of the Omayyad Prince Abdur Rahman
who escaped one danger after another till he reached Andalus and ruled
it and of Zaheeruddin Babar, the Prince of Ferghana who left unending
battles behind, found refuge in India and founded the mighty Moghul
empire. The latter has been in the news over the years for all wrong
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reasons. Abdul Rahman preceded Abu ‘Ali by more than two centuries.
The latter anticipated Babar by about 500 years. All the three shared a
life full of adventure, danger and risks. But the similarity ends here.
Abu ‘Ali founded an intellectual empire which outgrew and outlasted
the temporal empires in Spain and India, enlightenment and alleviation
of misery flowed from his efforts. Strange as it seems in our age of
specialization where among other things no two implements are so far
removed from each other as the pen and the sword, Ibn Sina wielded
both with felicity. For him the transition from one to the other was
fluent and un-obstructed. Many of his notes he dictated from horseback
while riding to the battle ground. Once he escaped from prison under
cover of siege by donning the attire of a dervish. On the death of his
patron Shams al-Dawla, he had been thrown into prison for refusal to
continue as Vazir. Except for a few islands of peace and security Abu
‘Ali Sina’s life was a tempestuous ocean. The unrest and ferment was
caused on the one hand by the losing battle which the Persians waged
against Turkish attack and on the other by Persian dynasties breaking
away from the Abbaside Caliphate.

It was in Hamadan that he wrote his two great books Kitab al-
Shifa and al-Qanun fi’l-Tibb. The former is reckoned as the largest
work of its kind ever written by one man. It comprised logic, natural
sciences including psychology, geometry, astronomy, arithmetic, music
and metaphysics. The latter is admittedly the most famous book on
medicine. It is based on Greek physicians and Arabic works. The author’s
vast clinical experience is not adequately reflected in al-Qanun because
some of the relevant notes were lost during his frequent journeys triggered
either by escape from danger or by an insatiable quest for knowledge.

“Occupied during the day with his duties at Court as both physician
and administrator, Abu ‘Ali Sina spent almost every night with his
students composing his work and carrying out general, philosophical
and scientific discussions relating to them: (amidst) musical performances
and gaiety that lasted until small hours” (Encyclopaedia Brittanica.)

On the death of Shams al-Dawla in 1022, Abu ‘Ali Sina fled to
Isfahan, a town that Iranians equate with half the world ( Uiz —id ).
In Isfahan he spent the last 14 years of his life in comparative peace.
It is here that under the appreciative patronage of ‘Ala’ al-Daula he
gave the finishing touches to his two great books and wrote about 200
tracts. Here he also wrote his work in Persian on Aristotelian philosophy.
One is struck here by how the evolution of languages gets tied up with
conquests. The Arab conquest of Iran took place in the seventh century
AD. Persia accepted Arabic influences liberally. After some time Arabic
became the language of scholarship in Iran. That is why we find great
Persian scholars, like Avicenna, writing their books in Arabic. The same
thing happened here in India when Persian became the language of
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scholarship. It was gradually replaced here by Urdu as Arabic was
eventually replaced as language of scholarship in Iran by Persian.

Abu ‘Ali’s intimately personal thought and his mystic quest are
reflected in another major work : Kitab al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat. Here
he has been credited with determining the direction that Islamic
philosophy has taken ever since. Al-Shifa no less than Al-Qanun was a
monumental work. It was more comprehensive and even more impressive
in the world of ideas. It covered a larger range and variety of knowledge.
Its author appears as a natural historian, physicist and mathematician.
His treatment of minerals wielded, through its Latin translation,
considerable influence not only during the Middle Ages but also the
period of Renaissance that followed. He made abiding contributions to
geology, minerology and chemistry. He anticipates, to the surprise of
modern minds the subsequent theories about formation of sedimentary
rocks, the chronological alternation of land and sea over wide spaces,
the formation of mountains, the devination of fossils as remains of
animals. .

Ibn Sina led a full-blooded life, replete with adventure, enterprise
and scholarship. His was infinitely more than what is termed as an
encyclopaedic mind. It is not only that, he grappled with, assimilated
and comprehended all knowledge available in his time; but his additions
to knowledge themselves were encyclopaedic in their dimension. He
brought to bear upon his natural talent, a diligence, an industry a
concentration and a resolve that recognised no impediments. A group
once found fault with his Arabic. Avicenna responded by toiling on
Arabic philology for three years at a stretch. Almost as unbelievable as
the marvels of his tenacious memory and the great products of his
broad-based scholarship are his consistency, concentration and focused
will power that prompted him to brave all hazards and to produce works
of universal benefit and ever-lasting merit while he was fleeing from
danger, intrigue and acrimony. His personality was as colourful as his
life was productive. One can imagine with admiration the great master
surrounded by his pupils moving from one town to another, often fleeing
for life, in a clandestine fashion, delivering lectures and dictating notes
as if no disturbance could deflect him and his band of devoted disciples
from their purpose. '

Of a book that became the main source of medical knowledge in
the East and the West it was natural that many translations should have
been made. Al-Qanun was translated into Latin in the 12th century by
Gerard of Cremona (AD 1114-1187) and the Book of Healing was
partially translated. The Canon (al-Qanun) enjoyed for several centuries
the status of medical authority. Ibn Sina continued to be bracketed with
Hippocrates and Galen as all-time authorities on medicine. Al-Qanun is
recognised as the most authoritative work in Greco-Arab system of
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medicine. As we have seen Ibn Sina assimilated the medical sciences
traceable to the: Greek philosopher-physicians as adapted and amplified
and sharpened by the great Muslim physicians of the two centuries
preceding him. His own contribution consisted not only in assimilating
and bringing order into a vast mass of medical literature but in the wide
use of the observational and experimental method. The Canon describes
in detail the human body, “Its constitution, temperament, faculties, its
diseases, hygienics and death”. It treats of various diseases.

Al-Qanun is divided into five volumes with various Discourses
and Sections. The first volume deals with general principles of medicine,
physiology, pathology, etiology, hygiene, symptomatalogy, anatomy and
general rules and methods of treatment. The second one is concerned
with simple drugs and the third is related to particular diseases. The
fourth volume deals with general diseases, while the present volume,
the fifth and the last in the series is on formulary of compound medicine.
It is in the Section where use of herbs in the treatment of diseases has
been discussed, that the author is least indebted to Greek physicians. It
is, therefore, in a way the most original and clinically the most important
Section of al-Qanun.

Al-Qanun exercised tremendous influence on the development of
medicine. Its popularity can be inferred from the fact that its translation
by Gerard of Cremona (AD 1114-1187) went into thirty editions during
the last three decades of the fifteenth century. Parts of the book were
translated into German, Italian, French and English. Dr. O.C. Gruner
translated its 1st volume from Latin into English (1930). Dr. Col. Mazhar
Shah also translated its First volume at Karachi in 1966 (from Urdu).

Hakeem Abdul Hameed (b. Delhi 1908 — d. 1999), a renowned
practitioner, reviver and promoter of the Unani system of medicine in
India, realised that all translations of al-Qanun derived their lineage and
deficiencies from Gruner’s translation and decided to do two things :
(1) to prepare an authentic, properly edited version of the original text
(2) to translate it into English direct from the authenticated Arabic
version.

The Arabic text of al-Qanun was first printed at Rome in AD
1593 in a beautiful edition. It was also published in Egypt in 1877, in
Tehran in 1878 and in India in 1906. Nearer home, Hakeem Abdul
Hameed felt that the twin project of editing and translation should be
executed through team work. The work was started in 1972 under the
aegis of the Institute of History of Medicine and Medical Research
which later merged into Jamia Hamdard (1989). It received the savant’s
constant and meticulous supervision. He acquired the photocopy of the
oldest extant manuscript preserved in Turkey, transcribed in AD 1221,
alongwith some other manuscripts and commentaries. He also made
available the printed editions of Rome (1593), Egypt (1877), Tehran
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(1879) and Lucknow (1905). The Turkish manuscript was ”}ade the
basis of this critical edition. Thus for five volumes of the edited text
were prepared and published in the following sequence:

Volume 1 in 1981, Volume I in 1987, Volume III in 1989, Volume

IV in 1996 and Volume V in 1996. )
Out of these, two volumes (I & II) have been translated into English
and published respectively in the years 1993 and 1998, Volumes II.I and
IV are in various stages of translation, scheduled to be completed in the
year 2002 when thirty years of concerted team work on this worth-while
but delayed project would have come to a fruitful end. The latter day
sage-physician of Delhi was all the time looking for men in the know
whose services could be utilised for achieving the goal. Prominent among
those whose services be enlisted was the noted scholar Late Maulana
Said Ahmad Akbarabadi. Hakeem Abdul Hameed also consulted some
practitioners of modern medicine. Maulana Abdul Hai Farooqi, now
Reader in the Deptt. of Islamic Studies, functioned throughout as the
translator-in-chief. He is full of interesting lore about how the project
took shape and progressed under the vigilant eye of the famous modern
day Tabib who was appropriately given the Avicenna Award by the
Russian Government. Syed Ausaf Ali assisted the project through its
various stages and vetted the translation. Part of the vetting was done
by Dr. S. B. Vohora. Syed Riaz Ali Perwaz, Research Officer, Deptt. of
Islamic Studies, by his tireless efforts in checking the translation
meticulously, made a substantial contribution to the project. Arshad
Ahmad, Junior Assistant of the Department of Islamic Studies, has been
favourably noticed for typing the manuscripts neatly and correctly.

The preparatory steps that Hakeem Abdul Hameed took to facilitate
translation included the preparation of an Arabic-English glossary
containing the names of simple drugs and medical terms used in
al-Qanun. He also had a chart prepared listing and converting into their
modern equivalents the weights and measures figuring in Avicenna’s
Magnum Opus. .

Even making an allowance for the complicated nature of the project
and the difficulty in locating the various versions of al-Qanun through
global search and identifying, deciphering and unravelling obscure words
and terms, and for the glitches unavoidable in teamwork of this nature
and for the heavy pre-occupations of the prime mover of the porject,
one feels that its completion is taking longer than it should have done.
Having said that one should bestow unstinted praise on the team involved
in this monumental work. Vice Chancellor Siraj Hussain’s personal
interest in the project will ensure its completion according to the revised
schedule.

Book V of al-Qanun fi'l Tibb is a huge inventory of drugs and
diseases indicating at lucid length how drugs are prepared and how
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diseases are cured. For the lay reader the most interesting part is the
“Theoretical Discourse on the necessity of compound medicines.” In the
short discourse covering about four pages the writer gives one cogent
reason after another why in many cases prescription of compound drugs
becomes unavoidable. The pellucid clarity of the reasoning is augmented
by the fact that the Master used to dictate his works in response to his
pupils’ questioning gaze as well as their explicit queries, as he proceeded.
There is nothing that he leaves ambiguous or unexplained. It is a real
delight to go through the logical exposition, each step leading to the
other in almost impeccable sequence. Let me quote “Sometimes we
don’t have simple drugs which can be effective in complicated diseases.
If such simple drugs were available for a particular disease we would
prefer them to compound medicine. Sometimes we do not have even
compound medicines for complex diseases. In such cases a compound
medicine may require an additional potency in one of its ingredients.”
Then he goes on to give examples to illustrate his point. One realises
here how much more cerebral and personal and minute is the Unani
method of treatment compared to modern medicine where medication
comes ready made in synthetic doses. One may also recall here the
popular belief regarding differences in the mode of treatment in the
schools of Delhi and Lucknow. The Jhavai Tola tabibs held aloft the
banner of «=/54* (simple drugs) and their treatment was none-the-
less efficacious for their pronounced avoidance of compound drugs.

We have already noticed that posterity has placed Hippocrates,
Galen and Avicenna in the same bracket. Was it rivalry in reputation
that led Avicenna to make an uncharitable remark about Galen, known
to the East as «/ »¥ & while dealing with antidotes (al-Tiryaq al-
Faruq) writes Sheikh al-Rais “The best formula of this antidote is the
same which has been actually prescribed by Andromachus. Many
physicians like Galen and others have tried to include or exclude certain
ingredients. Though it was neither imperative for them to do so nor they
had any strong reason to change it, yet they did so merely for the sake
of being remembered like Andromachus. It is correct to say that they
should not bring any change in this formula which has been
experimentally proved useful”. One cannot rule out that Galen made the
impugned changes in the light of his own clinical experience. Here Ibn
Sina, despite all his innovative dynamism, appears for a little while, to
be in the company of no-changers and status quoists. Intellectual giants
are not necessarily models of generosity.

The great merit of al-Qanun, however, is that it makes no claim
without following it with proof — clear, lucid, easily comprehensible
and irresistible. This explains its uninterrupted popularity as source
material over centuries for aspirants to medical knowledge and practice
in the Orient and the Occident.
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What next? It is acknowledged that a) despite its undisputed
ascendancy for a thousand years much of al-Qanun has not been closely
studied. b) It has also been stated that its utility and clarity were
substantially augmented by its commentaries. Of these the most important
was the commentary by Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi. c) We also know that a
number of translations of the great work have been made.

It seems to the writer of this foreword that flowing from the three
facts described above:

a)  ameaningful comparison between some selected translations could
be instituted

b)  Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi's commentary should be unearthed and
studied

¢)  aprobe may be conducted to find out why the Greco-Arab system
of medicine did not make any notable headway after Shaikh al-
Rais. The Indian subcontinent itself attracted or produced great
practitioners of the system whose contribution to the further
evolution of the system was negligible. Is it because of the
deadening awe that Ibn Sina’s Himalayan genius aroused or it was
because of the intellectual sloth that overtook those who followed?

At the dawn of the third millennium one recalls with nostalgic
anguish that at the commencement of the second millennium Muslims
were the undisputed rulers of the realm of knowledge. A thousand years
later they find themselves reduced to abysmal ignorance. Why? If there
ever was food for thought it is here.

New Delhi SAIYID HAMID
February 21, 2002 Chancellor
Jamia Hamdard
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DISCOURSE XII
Diseases of the body from the head to the toe
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Properties of another pill
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Property of a decoction
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Eye and its diseases
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Shiaf attributed to Mahur

Rupture of cornea

Sprinkling powder for filling up the corneal cavity
Fistula lachrymalis

Shiaf asfar

A unique collyrium
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Properties of strewing powder for opacity of the cornea
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DISCOURSE 111
Ear and its diseases

Pain, Inflammation, pus and heaviness of the ear

Other medicine
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Medicine to be used in hardness of the hearing, tinnitus
and sonitus of the ear
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Tooth Powder
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A Laug prepared with nabati gum
A medicine useful in cough and severe stiffness of the chest

Lauq prepared for the cough caused by cold and
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Medicine for the patient of chronic diseases of stomach

Ayarij — attributed to Antiaftarus

Tablets — called agras Amadunis

The aperient attributed to Thamisun

Plaster prepared by Bulu-arkhis

The medicine called Dabid irsa
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Hepatitis ~ the ointment made of wild myrtle
Ma'jun to be used in sclerosis of the liver

Oil of mazerion to be taken in dyscrasia of liver
Safuf to be used in initial stage of dropsy
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Vaginal suppository applied to cold uterus which dissolves
its hard swelling

DISCOURSE VII
Rheumatism, gout and sciatica

Ointment useful in the weakness of legs
Formulation of the pills prepared with white bryoni
Another pill prepared with henna

Sciatica — A medicine for sciatica

Gout

DISCOURSE VIII
Alopecia

Formulation of an epitheme for alopecia

Black hair dye

The weights and measures as described in the book
Kunnash Sahir

The weights and measures described by Yuhanna
b. Sarafyun in his Kunnash
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