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This paper is going to shed light on a rare Arabic pharmaceutical manuscript concerning
simple medicaments entitle Tarjuman al-atibba’ wa-lisan al-alibba (The Interpreter of Physi-
cians and the Language of the Wise concerning Simple Medicaments). The importance of this
text appears due to the mentioned synonyms of the simple medicaments, this point has a great
value as many substances’ names differed according either to the variation of geographical
area or the different dialects in the Arab World parts, and that was the main reason of author-
ing this text as the author (Taqi al-Din) himself stated (see below), therefore, it looks a valuable
and largely unknown text that will be of interest to many historians of medicine. Anyway, only
three copies are recorded (until now) over the world of this alphabetical pharmaco-botanical
dictionary.

To speak about the author of this book Taqi al-Din Muhammad ibn ma®raf al-Shami
(known as Taqt al-Din), he lived in the 16th century (1526-1585 AD) was better known
for his astronomical writings, and was active in Istanbul at the Ottoman court. He was the
founder and the director of the Istanbul Observatory and worked in the fields of mathemat-
ics, astronomy, optics, and mechanics. He made various astronomical instruments and was
the first astronomer to use an automatic—mechanical clock for his astronomical observations.
Furthermore, he advanced the arithmetic of decimal fractions and used them in the calculation
of astronomical tables. (Hockey et al. 2014, 1122). In this entry in the Biographical Ency-
clopedia of Astronomers, Thsan Fazlioglu provides more details about the biography of Taqt
al-Din. Fazlioglu states that Taqi al-Din wrote only one medical book, without giving the title
of the work (Ibid, 1123).
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Kahhalah refers to him also as an astronomical observer, but without mentioning this
book or even discussing if he was a physician or possessed medical knowledge (Kahhalah
1993, 3:727). The same can be said about Al-Zirikl1, who only lists the books by Taqt al-Din
on astronomy (Al-ZiriklIt 2002, 7:105). Previously, Hajji Khalifah in his encyclopedia Kashf
al-Zuniin had not mentioned this book either.

However, while al-Baghdadi did not talk about this text in his encyclopedia Iydah al-
makniin, he listed the author and the work in his second encyclopedia Hadiyat al-arifin.
Here, al-Baghdadi states that Taqt al-Din was a famous physician who authored a book on
simple and compound drugs, Tarjuman al-atibba®. He referred to him as al-Shami (the Syr-
ian/Damascene) without giving more information about his biography (Al-Baghdadr 1951,
2:257).

Taqt al-Din starts the dictionary with an explanation of the reason for writing it; he says:

“When I was a young, I read medical books and I needed to know some names
of simple or compound drugs. Moreover, I found many differences between the
books in [their ways of] telling the names, with some mentioning the Arabic
names, others the Persian or Greek ones. In addition, there was confusion about
the names for the same simple drug, so my soul desired to distinguish these names
and clarify the true one of each of them. Therefore, I started, whenever I found
a synonym or the correction of a name, writing it down and keeping it in my
notebook, until I realized that it was time to put all of these into one volume, the
purpose of which is not to identify the name but to tell the synonyms. And then I
added some medical uses and some alternative drugs, in addition to mentioning
some of their weights to be used in therapies.”

However, before starting with the names, Taqi al-Din states that he arranges the book
alphabetically according to the first and second letters of the name in each entry (in contrast
with the common practice in Arabic dictionaries to sort entries by the last root consonant).
First listing the names starting with the letter Hamzah/Alif and proceeding until the letter Ya°.
The system Taqt al-Din uses is to give the main name of the drug and its synonyms, adding
medical uses only in some entries. In addition, he includes some names of compound drugs.

The first observation is that this lexicon is not meant for identifying the simple drugs
like Ibn al-Baytar’s (d. 1248 AD) encyclopedia al-Jami€ or other similar books; notably, this
lexicon focuses on the synonyms for the names of simple drugs, so it could be considered a
glossary of synonyms.

Although the main purpose of this book is to provide the synonyms of simple drugs used
in the history of Arabic medicine, occasionally Taqi al-Din mentions more details for some
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of these simples. Three interesting examples will be highlighted:

* When speaking about the Arabian jasmine (Jasminum sambac), Taqt al-Din makes an
interesting point about the historical diffusion of this species, saying that this kind of
rose arrived in the Ottoman lands during his lifetime (i.e., the 16th century), though he
does not mention from where it came and who brought it.

* About the Safsaf willow (Salix mucronata), Taqt al-Din says that it could be used for
bladder stone; where the deceased grand vizier Kara Mustafa Pasha (d. 1583 AD) had
always advised people to use this plant for treating bladder stone.

* In the entry on Coriander (Coriandrum sativum), Taqi al-Din recounts a personal expe-
rience: He had felt severe pain in his left-hand due to a substance flowing from the head.
He tried to heal the complaint with hot oils without getting any benefit, until he met the
great teacher Sa°di Basha (fl. 1534 AD) who ordered Taqi al-Din to add coriander to
his diet, in addition to taking one spoonful of that drug daily, and he was cured within
one week after the encounter.

It is understandable considering that Taqt al-Din was not a practical healer or a physician,
but his interest was only reading medical books, as becomes clear from an analysis of the
quotations and sources of information Taqt al-Din uses. In relation to the huge number of
entries, direct citations are generally rare. However, the following points regarding the sources
seem relevant:

* Taqt al-Din quotes Dioscorides (d. ca. 90 AD), Galen (d. ca. 210 AD), al-Majus1
(d. 994 AD), and al-Tifashi (Ahmad ibn Yusuf al-Tifashi, d. 1253 AD) once each. In
addition, he quotes al-Jawhar1 (d. 1002 AD) twice. He was the author of a famous
Arabic dictionary known as al-Sihah, and a comparison with the source text confirms
that Taqt al-Din’s quotations are correct.

* Taqt al-Din criticizes Ibn Jazlah (d. 1100 AD, the author of the Minhaj al-Bayan) when
speaking about the thorny broom (Calicotome spinose). Ibn Jazlah claims that this
substance is the root of spikenard (Aralia racemosa). Again, Taqt al-Din’s quote from
Ibn Jazlah’s book can be confirmed as correct. Moreover, the criticism of Taqt al-Din
is also justified, because many Arabic sources on simple drugs claim that the thorny
broom is not the root of spikenard, even if some people might misidentify it as was the
case with Ibn Jazlah.
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While the number of quotations in this book is small, Taqt al-Din mentions Ibn al-Kutubi
(d. 1353 AD) many times. Indeed, Taqt al-Din cites a book by Ibn al-Kutubi entitled Ma la
yasa‘u al-tabib jahluh (What a physician cannot afford to ignore), written as a summary of
Ibn al-Baytar’s authoritative al-Jami€. Some quotations contain criticisms of Ibn al-Kutubf,
but when compared to Ibn al-Kutubt’s text, it turns out that Taqt al-Din’s quotations are some-
times erroneous. However, in some quotations, Taqt al-Din discusses information from Ibn
al-Kutubi, especially on the issue of synonyms for some alien, imported simples. For instance,
Taqt al-Din says that Talisfir denotes the leaves of the Indian olive and that Ibn al-Kutubi de-
nies this. However, it is important to state that this synonym created confusion among authors
of books on simple drugs. While al-Majisi (d. 930 AD) states that the term refers to the leaves
of the Indian olive, Ibn Juljul (d. 994 AD) relates it to the European ash (Fraxinus excelsior),
while al-Ghafiqt (d. ca. 1165 AD) identifies it as nutmeg (Myristica fragrans). However, all
Arabic sources on simple drugs mention that it is a simple drug imported from India.

Although it seems an interesting book, especially as it gives the synonyms of simple drugs
that were used in Arabic medicine, the number of copies of this manuscript is very limited.
A search in the catalogues of the main libraries holding Arabic manuscripts worldwide only
identified three copies (see below).

Lines
Library Number Folios / Date of scribe H/AD Notes
Page
state  Librar Berlin/ |Ms. or. quart A scan of this copy is available at
Hbrary _ - Of quart o3 13 |1234/1819 Jum‘a al-Majid center under Nr.
Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin  |527
709339
Incomplete copy (for more
National  Library  of th quantitative information about
. MS A 75 131 (21 17" cent. AD . N
Medicine this copy see the website link of
NLM below)
. . . Haci Besir Aga . 5
Suleymaniye Library 658/2 66 25 979/1572 (ihsanoglu and Sesen 2008, 1/185)

To conclude this review, I would say: despite the importance of this book to identifying
a wide variety of synonyms of simple medicaments were used in the history of medicine,
unfortunately, it is still unedited yet, and this paper might be a call for researchers worldwide
to prepare a critical edition of this importance pharmaco-botanical dictionary.

Academia Letters, December 2021 ©2021 by the author — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0

Corresponding Author: Ayman Yasin ATAT, aymanatat81@gmail.com
Citation: Atat, A.Y. (2021). A Review on Tarjuman al-atibba®> Manuscript (The Interpreter of Physicians).
Academia Letters, Article 4191. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4191.

4


https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4191

References

Al-Baghdadi, Isma“il Basha. 1951. Hadiyat al-“arifin, Beirut, Dar Thya® al-Turath al-®Arabi.

Al-Qustni, Midyan. 1979. Qamiis al-atibba?®, Damascus, Arab Academy of Damascus.

Al-Zirikli, Khayr al-Din. 2002. A¢lam: Qamis tarajim li-ashhar al-rijal wa-al-nisa® min
al-*Arab wa-al-musta®ribin wa-al-mustashrifin. Beirut: Dar al-°Ilm lil-Malayin.

Hockey, Thomas, Virginia Trimble, Thomas R. Williams, Katherine Bracher, Richard A.
Jarrell, Jordan D. Marché, JoAnn Palmeri, and Daniel W. E. Green. 2014. Biographical
Encyclopedia of Astronomers. New York, NY: Springer. pp. 1122-1123.

Ibn Al-Kutubi, Yisuf Ibn Ismail. Ca. 1353. Kitab Ma la yasa‘u al-tabib jahluh. [copied 7
Sha®ban 1093 AH/ 1 August 1682 AD]. https://www.loc.gov/item/2010404040/

Ibn Jazlah, Yahy4 ibn Is4, Mahmiid Mahdi Badawi, and Faysal Hafyan. 2010. Minhdj al-
bayan fi ma yasta milahu al-insan. Cairo: Institute for Arabic manuscripts.

Ihsanoglu, Ekmeleddin, and Ramazan Sesen. 2008. Osmanli Tibbi Bilimler Literatiirii Tarihi.
Istanbul: IRCICA.

Jawhari, Isma 1l ibn Hammad, and Muhammad Nabil Tarifi. 2017. Mu jam al-Sihah: taj
al-lughah wa-sihah al- Arabiyah. Beirut: Dar Sadir.

Kahhalah, *Umar Rida. 1993. Mu<am al-mu’allifin. Beirut, Dar al-Resalah.
Khalifah, Hajji. 1941. Kashf al-Zunin. Beirut, Dar Ihya® al-Turath al-°Arabi.

Ramazan Sesen. 1988. “Meshur Osmanli Astronomu Takiyiiddin ei-Rasid’in Soyu Uzerine”.
Erdem. 10 (4): 165-172.

Schullian, Dorothy M., and F. E. Sommer. 1950. A catalogue of incunabula and manuscripts
in the Army Medical Library. New York: Published for the Honorary consultants to the
Army Medical Library by Henry Schuman.

Taqt al-Din, Muhammad ibn ma®rif al-Shami, d. 1585, Tarjuman al-atibba’ wa-lisan al-
alibba. [copied 17th century]. National Library of Medicine website, accessed December
9, 2021, Islamic Medical Manuscripts, Pharmaceutics 23 (nih.gov).

Ullmann, Manfred. 1970. “Die Medizin im Islam.” Handbuch der Orientalistik 1. Division

Academia Letters, December 2021 ©2021 by the author — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0

Corresponding Author: Ayman Yasin ATAT, aymanatat81@gmail.com
Citation: Atat, A.Y. (2021). A Review on Tarjuman al-atibba®> Manuscript (The Interpreter of Physicians).
Academia Letters, Article 4191. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4191.

5


https://www.loc.gov/item/2010404040/
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/hmd/arabic/pharmaceutics23.html
https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4191

Suppl. 6 Sect. 1. Leiden, Brill.

Academia Letters, December 2021 ©2021 by the author — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0

Corresponding Author: Ayman Yasin ATAT, aymanatat81@gmail.com

Citation: Atat, A.Y. (2021). A Review on Tarjuman al-atibba®> Manuscript (The Interpreter of Physicians).
Academia Letters, Article 4191. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4191.

6


https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4191

