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The historical contributions of Muslim scholars in the form of
manuscripts contain records of authentic and verified research. These
manuscripts are a treasure of knowledge for those who are interested.
A greater part of these manuscripts comprise scientific, especially medical
knowledge. According to some conservative estimates, the number of
manuscripts written or compiled by Muslims during the period of their
ascendancy, is more than 3,000,000. They lie scattered in many parts of
the world. The neglect of this huge collection of manuscripts, (representing
the science of medicine, materia medica and pharmacology in particular)
is greatly regretted. Many of these manuscripts have been reviewed and
translated by scholars of the present age and by those of the Middle Ages.
We come across Indian works translated into Arabic or Persian and the
Arabic books translated into Persian or vice versa. Examples of these
works are given in this paper with brief annotations. Introduction to some
medical manuscripts and rare books in Persian, Arabic and Urdu languages
preserved at the Bait al-Hikrnah, (Hamdard Library) at Madinat al-Hikmabh,
is also given in this paper.

Introduction

Muslim scholarship has, In fact, no parallel anywhere in the world.
Rhetorically, it is more evident in the field of bibliography and national
biography. Ibn al-Nadim gives a list (in his Fihrist) of manuscripts known
to him upto his time, completed about 887 A.D. Outstanding contributions
to national biography were made by Ibn Abi Usaybiah through his
masterpiece ‘Uyun al-Anba fi Tabaqgat al-Atibba. This work is
indispensable for a study of Islamic Medicine and related sciences. We
can mention other writers like Ibn Khallikan (Wafayat al-A’yan) and Ibn
al-Qifti (Ikhbar al-‘Ulama bi-Akhbar al-Hukama) and several others

*Paper presented at the International Congress of the History of Medicine in
Islam and Iran, Tehran, Iran, 3-6 October, 1992.
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who are well known for their written compilations in the realm of medical
knowledge, particularly pharmacy, materia medica and medicinal plants
or natural herbal wealth.

Many of the works described by Ibn al-Nadim are no longer extant
and we would not have known about many works, now extinct, without
recourse to him. Somewhat similar is the position of ‘Uyun al-Anba for
bibliographies of notable figures in history.

The Case of Islamic Literature Produced in the Past

Islamic Science encompasses a vast spectrum of intellectual activity
over a period of a millennium of human history and within a geographical
area extending from Spain to Eastern Asia. Besides being a very important
component of Islamic civilization and culture, related to fields as far apart
as mysticism and technology, it has influenced profoundly science and
learning in the Latin West, in Byzantium, in India and even in China. The
literature produced in the Medieval Ages particularly remains in many of
its aspects to this day as a part of the life pattern of the Muslims and
offers the modern world precious documentary evidence and valuable
practical insight as to how man can live with nature without destroying
the natural environment in the process. The importance of the Islamic
Sciences for an understanding of Western Science and philosophy was
not lost to Western scholars, nor was the significance of the sciences as
an integral part of Islamic and the Oriental Studies in general. Therefore,
with the rise of historical interest in the Orient in the Middle Ages,
methodical research began in the West on various branches of the
Islamic Sciences, although nearly all this research has been from the
beginning and is to this day from the point of view of Western Medicine.
With the establishment of the history of science as a distinct discipline
early during this century, further impetus was given to studies in the
Islamic Sciences and as a result thousands of articles and books have
appeared in various countries. The translation and editing of available
works, done by Muslim scholars and scientists, as manuscripts, is another
huge task to be taken as priority assignment to explore the supremacy
of their experimental knowledge over other nations throughout the
Medieval Ages and later.

Masters and Masterpieces on Medicinal Plants or Natural Herbal
Drugs

It has been held until recent times that the oldest treatise in Persian
on medicaments, noted for its philological rather than medical importance,
was the Kitab al-Abniyah ‘an Haqaiq al-Adwiyah (The Book of the
Fundamentals of the Properties of Remedies) by Abu Mansur Muwaffaq.
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It marks the beginning of a long tradition of pharmacological works in
Persian which has spanned over a millennium. During this century also,
important works continued to” be written in Arabic, including the first
treatise on the subject to appear in Spain, the Kitab al-Jami’ bi Agwal
al-Qudama wa’l Muhaddithin min al-Atibba wa’l Mutafalsafin fi’l
Adwiyat al-Mufradah (The Comprehensive Book on the views of the
Ancients and Moderns among Physicians and Philosophers concerning
Simple Drugs) by Abu Bakr ibn Samghun of Cordova in which drugs are
alphabetically arranged and the commentary of Ibn Juljul upon Dioscorides
as well as his treatise on those drugs which are not mentioned by
Dioscorides. Al-Zahrawi has also devoted a good part of his al-Tasrif to
plants and drugs. Besides these contributions, there are certain brilliant
figures connected to Muslim Botanical Sciences in the realm of history
especially of the Medieval Ages.

Some Well-known Muslim Contributions in Botanical Sciences

1. Abu Hanifa al-Dinawari (d. 282 A.H.), Kitab al-Nabat. The
work combines a philological, historical and botanical approach in
its study of plants. The work has been quoted many times over the
centuries.

2. Abu Jafar Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Ghafiqi, Kitab al-Adwiya
al-Mufrada (The Book of Simple Drugs) is exceptional for its
accurate descriptions of plant drugs and richness of information.
Considered by many as the most notable work especially on
herbals.

3. Ibn al-Rumiya, often called al-Nabati, Tafsir Asma al-Adwiyat
al-Mufrada min Kitab Descuridus; Magqala fi-Tarkib al-Adwiya;
Kitab al-Rihla — In this book the author has mentioned those
medicinal plants which came under his observation.

4.  Ibn al-Baitar, Kitab al-Jami‘ li-Mufradat al-Adwiya wal-Aghdhiya,

Kitab al-Mughni fi-1-Adwiya al-Mufrada — lists some 1400 drugs

of plants, animal and mineral origin.

Ibn abi Usaybiah, ‘Uyiiti al-Anbii fi-Tabaqiit al-Atibba’.

Daud al-Antaki, Tadhkirah Kitab al-Adwiya al-Mujarraba.

7. Abu Raihan al-Biruni, Kitab al-Saydanah fi al-Tibb — A vast
compilation of pharmacological knowledge concerning 850 drugs
drawn from every conceivable source with names of the drugs
given in several languages.

8. Al-Razi, the Medical Encyclopaedia al-Hawi, contains explanatory
and research-based references on simple medicinal herbs.

9.  Ibn Sina, Canon contains specific section on simple botanical drugs,

A
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however, in other places wherever he has mentioned treatment for
individual diseases, he has included herbs as panacea. The Seventh
Chapter of the Tabi’yyat (Natural Philosophy) of his Shifa (Book
of Healing) deals extensively with plants from both philosophical
and scientific point of view.

10. Ibn Wahshiyyah, Nabataean Agriculture. Concerned with ancient
agricultural practices — A work which greatly influenced later Muslim
authors.

11. Abu S’aid al-Asma’i, Kitab al-Nabiit wa’l-Shajar (The Book of
Plants and Trees) — in which is assembled information about the
morphology, properties, as well as names.

12.  The Ikhwan al-Safa, devoted one of their Epistles to the morphology,
genesis and manner of growth of plants as well as the numerical
symbolism of their various parts and their place in the total cosmic
order.

13. Ibn Bajjah, regarded as an authority in the field of botanical sciences
wrote two works on the subject the Kitab al-Tajribatayn (The
Book of the Two Experiences) dealing with the medical properties
of herbs and the Kitab fi’l-Nabat (The Book on Plants) dealing
with the physiology of plants.

14. Ibn al-Awwam, wrote a treatise on agriculture entitled Kitab
al-Falaha which deals with 585 plants and explains the cultivation
of more than 50 different fruit trees.

Manuscripts on Medicinal Botanics

As a whole, this topic covers the subjects of materia medica, crude
drugs, their taxonomy or identification (pharmacognosy), pharmacology,
distribution as well as their procurement from different sources or through
cultivation. Muslims have not only made remarkable contributions of
indexing the medicinal flora of various regions but they have added new
experiences in therapeutics to the existing knowledge especially in the
Medieval Ages.

According to some conservative estimates the number of
manuscripts written or compiled by Muslims in Middle Ages number
more than three million. These lie scattered in many parts of the world
e.g., in Cairo, Istanbul, Hyderabad, London, Leipzig, Leiden, Berlin,
Calcutta, Patna, the Bodleian, the Bibliotheque Nationale and in the special
collections of individuals. These manuscripts are mostly in Arabic and
Persian in which most of the manuscripts of biological sciences have
been compiled in the Middle Ages. Some of the publications/compilations
in manuscript form as referred by the Institute of History of Medicine
and Medical Research are mentioned in Appendix 1.
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The Manuscript Section of Bait al-Hikmah, Hamdard Library

The section contains over 118 manuscripts of mostly the Muslim
masters of Medicine and Pharmacy. Hamdard Foundation Pakistan having
a full-fledged publication unit has also published a catalogue of these
manuscripts entitled Tauzihi Fihrist Makhtutat Kutub Khana Hamdard.
Being the very first volume of its manuscripts’ holdings in medicine
(Tibbi-Uloom) it has been compiled in Urdu by Fuzlullah Faruqi Nadvi
(in 1981) in which MSS have been described in brief. A list of these MSS
is given in Appendix 2. Another Catalogue of Persian MSS in the Bait
al-Hikmah Library has been published in 1989 by Iran-Pakistan Institute
of Persian Studies. This catalogue contains introduction to about
150 manuscripts on medicine and pharmacy included in the list of more
than 590 manuscripts on 36 subjects under 444 topics. This list of Persian
MSS was prepared by Syed Khizar A. Naushahi in 1988 at Hamdard
Foundation Library and at present he is working on other MSS at the
Bait al-Hikmah. As regards the translation, editing and publication of
works, Hamdard published the text and edited translation of Al-Biruni’s
Kitab al-Saydanah which contains information about several hundred
drugs used in Greco-Arab System of Medicine.

At the Bait al-Hikmah (Hamdard Library), a Centre for Academic
Research, and a research oriented Translation Bureau is being established
and other facilities for higher education and research are being provided
under a research cell comprising learned scholars of international repute.
Hamdard University plans to mobilize research and translation work on
manuscripts as an academic endeavour particularly to identify the Muslim
contributions towards medical and botanical sciences and to explore the
supremacy of Muslim scholars in Theoretical as well as in Natural and
Applied Sciences.

Epilogue

Over the centuries, Greco-Arab System of Medicine, mainly based
on herbal medicines for relief of ailments, has developed with time.
Muslims practising this system have not only taken advantage of materia
medica used in the therapeutic arts of ancient civilizations but they have
also made remarkable contributions as a written heritage of knowledge
to this therapeutic art and to the herbo-medical wealth for the new
comers. In order to achieve the Goal of Health for all by the year 2000
and beyond, it is high time to take maximum benefit from the knowledge
rendered by the Muslim Masters of botanical sciences. Work on
these manuscripts may unfold before the world, supremacy of these
professionals in such fields. It would be a new chapter in the history of
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medico-botanical sciences on the one hand and the task of editing and
translation of manuscripts as a new field on the other hand for the
generations to come. There is a strong need of editing and publication of
all such manuscripts particularly those in our Museums, Libraries and
private collections for the benefit of the Scholars and Scientists interested
in Greco-Arab or Islamic System of Medicine.

Therefore, with reference to the subject discussed and for the
whole academic world particularly those related to the history of science
and medicine, I would like to suggest the following as of utmost importance
for the preservation and transmission of our written legacy from the past
to the future:

Collection and Procurement of MSS.

Cataloguing of MSS.

Translation, Editing and Publication of MSS.
Development of Preservation Techniques of MSS.
Dissemination and Exchange of Information about MSS.

ARl .
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