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Summary
Islamic medicine reached its maximum during the 10°th and the 13°th centuries. In its origin and growth process, the Islamic medicine is deeply linked to the translations phenomenon. 

In particular mediaeval Islamic medicine in the late Omayad and early Abbasid period was based on works translated from the Greek, Sanskrit, Persian, Nabatean and Syriac languages, combining their own experiences in medical practice with the knowledge obtained from these works. One of the most famous translators was Abu Zayd Hunayn bin Ishaq al Ibadi (808-873), later known in the West as Joannitius Onan. He was the first to introduce a new method of translation, which represents his great innovation, substituting the method “close copy” with the method “semantic copy”. The work of these translators, not only preserved but also enriched and transmitted a great part of the existing whole body of scientific knowledge to posterity.
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Islamic medicine can be considered the     

                                                          convergence and the melting point between the Hippocratic Galenic medicine on one hand and the Persian Indian practical medicine on the other (1). In about 250 years, Arabic medicine achieved a brightness which was reminiscent of Greek medicine better 

times and brought back the medical profession to a certain consideration thanks above all to the interest for the Hippocratic ethics (2). It is known that, as Nagamia reports: “considerable confusion exists in literature regarding the definition of Islamic medicine….that, in its true context can be defined as a body of knowledge of Medicine that was inherited by the Muslims in the early phase of Islamic History (661-861)” (3). 

However the Islamic medicine which, according to Ammar (4), comprehends: ” les médecins exerçant et la médecine exercée en pays de l’Islam, quels que soient le lieu et l’époque”, reached its maximum during the 10°th and the 13°th centuries. 

Even if influenced by previous cultures and knowledges (above all Greek-Roman and Byzantine) in many fields of science and in particular in the field of medical science, Muslims conceived important original and innovative elements, thus developing the experimental method. 

In its origin and growth process, the Islamic medicine is deeply linked to the translations phenomenon. 

As Tschanz (5) reports, the work of Greek, Roman, Indian and other cultures has represented the access to the development of an Islamic corpus of medicine. 

According to Sesen (6): “Medieval Islamic medicine in the late Omayad and early Abbasid period was based on works translated from the Greek, Sanskrit, Persian, Nabatean and Syriac languages, combining their own experiences in medical practice with the knowledge obtained from these works”.  

We must consider at this point that the Arabic rule expansion between the 8°th and the 11°th centuries together with the commercial and mostly the cultural/scientific exchanges supported by the Arabic Islamic world, led on the one hand to a big circulation of informations inside the Empire and on the other to the origin of the translations. The work of translation, both in the administrative and in the cultural/scientific field, has been, within Islam, one of the most important phenomena during these centuries. 

Theological, philosophical, astronomic, mathematic, agricultural and, above all, medical texts were translated into Arabic in particular from Greek but also from Sanskrit, Persian, Nabatean and Syriac languages. 
The use of paper, which in the Mediterranean area was first utilized by the Arabs, played an important role in the work of translations, greatly facilitating their spreading. 
The discovery by the Arabs of the paper manufactory process, most probaly imbued with the Chinese one and learned from the Chinese prisoners, promoted the information exchanges among the scientists and its spreading fostered the books publication and the flourishing of public libraries. It seems that the first paper mill has been established on 751 in Asia Minor, at Samarkand, capital of  Sogdiana, a very suitable place thanks to its watercourses, to the irrigation canals and to the linen and hemp fields. After the example of Samarcanda, on 793 in Baghdad under the Abbasid caliph Harun ar-Rashid another paper mill was established and the use of paper spread throughout the Middle East, North Africa and eventually into Europe. The need of more affordable paper made books and of a wider scientific knowledge led to the translation of medical texts from Greek, Latin, ancient Egyptian, Chinese and other languages into Arabic. To this period and culture can be traced, in part, the Western approach to medicine (7). 
The Pandette by the Alexandrian father Ahrun (who lived in the times of Mohammed) translated by  Masargioyah, an Hebrew scholar from Bassora, can be considered, according to De Maio (1), the first known translation into Arabic. It was an encyclopaedic work of 30 books, written in Syriac language, with scientific material largely derived from Greek medicine. 

According to the Arabic tradition, the first translations originated during the Omayad dinasty (661-750) most probably due to 7° century caliph Halid ibn Yasd ibn Mu’_awiya. As reported by the 10th century Arab author Ibn al-Nadim in his famous catalogue of books “al-Fihrist”( this caliph would have ordered to translate into Arabic from Greek and Coptic some alchemic writings.  These translations did not yet regard the exact sciences. It was under the Abbasid dinasty that the real translation activity especially as concerns scientific and philosophical manuscripts, begun (8). In fact beginning from the half of the 8th century, with the Abbasid caliphate the translation phenomenon not only continued but greatly accelerated and involved the State mostly due to three caliphs,  al-Mansur (712?-775), Harun ar-Rashid (764-809) and al-Ma’Mun (786-833). 
Many of the early translators were Syriac-speaking Christians, who were able to deal with Greek manuscripts either directly or through intermediary Syriac translations.

These translators not simply translated the ancient mnuscripts, thus trasmitting the ideas of other authors unchanged, but rather developed and refined the science, and above all the medicine, of the Ancients. Translations in different domains of medicine were done by specialists: most of the translators were in fact physicians and their writings not only followed Hippocrates and Galen, but also greatly extended the analytical approach of the earlier writers (9). It is important to note that it was mainly due to this translation movement that the technical vocabulary of medicine in Arabic has been created.   

The Islamic scientists, after entering in contact above all with the Greek manuscripts, assimilated and divulgated them, refashioning the classical Hippocratic Galenic medicine into the so called Arabized Galenism, which became the basis of European medicine until the Renaissance period.

The “Bayt al Hikmah”(( in Baghdad was, for a period, the privileged production place of the translation work. Later on, this translation movement left this circle. According to the more recent researches, from the time of al-Ma’mum the “Bayt al Hikmah” was not the only translation centre. The translators, more and more numerous, became independent scholars and started working for maecenates (10). In this period the patronage, as well as the literary circles function was very important and the history of translations can be identified with the lords munificence. Several caliphs and rich men of science and culture, in fact, promoted the great translation activity during the 8th and 11th centuries. The activity of these translators (in Arabic language terjuman, from which derives the term dragoman) was so blooming that a tax on the work of these interpreters has been introduced. Little by little regular schools of translators were created which were transmitted from father to  son. 

One of the most famous translators was Abu Zayd Hunayn bin Ishaq al Ibadi (808-873), later known in the West as Joannitius Onan. He was born near Baghdad, at al-Hira, where his father was a pharmacist. His nisba((( denotes that Hunayn descended from the ‘ibad, the Arabians which in the past were converted to Christianity and which, when Islam spread, belonged to the Syrian Nestorian Christian Church. It seems that Hunayn was bilingued from youth, since Arabic was the language of his native town and Syriac was the language of the liturgy and of higher social level Christians.

In his translation work, Hunayn benefited by the help of many collaborators, among which his son Ishaq ibn Hunayn and his nephew Hubaysh bin al-Hasan, both skilled in medicine. In the field of medicine their translations concerned, above all, the texts of Hippocrates, Galen and Dioscorides 
He was the first to introduce a new method of translation, which represents his great innovation, substituting the method “close copy”, a strictly literal translation,  with the method “semantic copy” a method that, according to S. Johna (11), satisfies the demand of modern philology. In fact there were many different technical terms used by Greek authors which did not have a synonymous correspondent in the Arabic language. Hunayn created Arabic terms to correspond to the terms used in Greek sciences. In their Arabic translations, Hunayn and his school avoided, as far as possible, merely literal transcription (closed copy method), rather preferring to create new words (semantic copy method). In this manner they contributed to forge the Arabic scientific terminology thus creating new Arabic terms in order to obtain the same meaning of the terms used in Greek manuscripts.
In his Risala written to Ali ibn Yahya in 865, Hunayn left some occasional comments concerning his philological method: he used to collect as many ancient manuscripts as possible (in search of manuscripts he travelled to Syria, Palestine and Egypt) and he used to collate them to have a valid basic text for his translations. It was of a great importance for him the knowledge of the  original language and the knowledge of the final language, as well as the mastery of the topic.
Hunayn not only worked as a translator but he was also the author of  numerous original works, mainly on medical, but also on philosophical, geophysical, meteorological, zoological, linguistic and religious themes (12). One of his most  important work is Kitab al Masa’il al (Introduction to the healing arts).

As referred by S. Johna (11), ibn-Ishaq became famous in mediaeval Europe for his introduction to the Ars parva Galeni, which was translated into Latin under the title “Isagoge Johannity”, but perhaps his greatest achievements were in the field of opthalmology: his studies represented in fact the starting point for Arabic ophtalmology. In conclusion, it is important to remember that, beginning from the 10°th century, for at least three centuries, Arabic language consolidated as the language of the philosophic, medical and, in generally, of the  scientific thought and reached Iran and Andalusia, through the Iberian peninsula and the North Africa. Later on, the translations into Latin introduced the Muslim science into the European culture and education, especially into Italy and France.

Thanks to the work of these translators, a great part of the existing whole body of scientific knowledge was not only preserved, but analyzed, enriched, transferred and finally bequeated to the future generations. 
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( Ibn al-Nadim, son of a famous book-seller in Baghdad, compiled at the end of the 10°th century the “al-Fihrist”, 


a catalogue of the until then known authors and of their writings.





(( “House of Wisdom” the Abbasyd scientific institution which comprehended a library and an academy. Its  principal activity was the translation of philosophical and scientific works from the Greek originals.


((( In nomenclature the nisba, or “noun of relation” is one of the components of the mediaeval Arabic proper name. Its function is to express the relation of the individual to a group, a person, a place, a concept or a thing. 
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