Concepcién Gil Gangutia

TECHNICAL AND THEORETICAL PROBLEMS IN
THE MEDICAL TRANSLATIONS FROM GREEK
TO ARABIC (VIII-XC)

Our intention is, based on quotations from Galen found in Al-
Zahrawi’s! Kitdb al-Tasrif's treatise XVIII?, to make a lin-
guistic comparison between the Arabic text and the previous
Greek original and to test the validity of medical translations
in the Near East from the eighth to the tenth centuries. We
have found such a similarity between certain parts of Al-
Zahrawi and Galen, that we think it provides an ideal field
for studying the transmission of the Greek science that also
reached the Far West.

A quotation from Salah al-Din Al-Safadi3 shows that the
translators at the Bayt al-Hikma* encountered the perennial
dilemma of translators: either to be faithful to the original
text and translate it literally, that is to say, simply shifting
the linguistic code; or to attempt a minimal interpretation of
the original text, so that the text in the target language be
internally coherent. Al-Safadi mentions both methods,
established by translators: “The first is used by Guhanna b. al-

1 He is one of the most well-known andalusi doctors especially for
the western tradition. It is mainly due to the treatise XXX of the Kitib
al-Tasrif, which hands on sugery and which has been used in Europe
until the XVIIth century.

2 All the quotations of this paper are collected from my edition of this
treatise. ;

3 Humanist and biographer of the XIV century; the quotation is col-
lected by Baha” al-Din al-Amili in al-Kaskul, I, p.388.

4 Litterally 'House of Wisdom/, scientific institution founded in Bagdad
by al-Ma'miin.
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Bitriq, b. Na'ima al-Himsi and others; the translator assigns to
each Greek word an Arabic word that expresses exactly the
same meaning, using the same procedure until the end of the
text”. Al-Safadi himself criticizes this method as being inap-
propriate for two reasons: “1) there are no Arabic words that
correspond to every Greek word, 2) the peculiarities and syn-
tactic constructions are not the same in both languages”. “The
second method”, to continue quoting Al-Safadi, “is that of
Hunayn b. Ishag® and others in addition to Al-Yawhari®. The
translator reads a phrase, understands its meaning and trans-
lates it into an Arabic phrase that expresses the same general
meaning, not taking into account if the words are equivalent”.
Al-Safadi considers this method to be the best. Furthermore,
Al-Qifti considers that the fact that Hunayn b. Ishaq’s trans-
lations are a sort of critical résumé of the original text, adds to
its value?.

We now shift our attention to the way specific syntactic
structures are treated in two types of prescriptions, which, be-
cause of their concise form allow thorough observation: 1) those
which contain very simple syntactic structures: a list of the rel-
evant sicknesses, the name and amount of the ingredients and,
at the end, a precise guide to mixing them and administering
the remedy; 2) texts which contain theoretical explanations of
the causes of diseases, reasons for including certain drugs and
not others, the effects of those drugs, etc.

In type 1, we do not generally meet in the Arabic text any
odd syntactic construction, because the structures are so simple
that even word-for-word translation is correct. In type 2, in
spite of Hunayn b. Ishaq’s words quoted above, we must say
that, in the case of Al-Zahrawi’s texts, Greek word order is
scrupulously reproduced, sometimes not following Arabic syn-
tax. Evidence of literal translation can be clearly seen in the

SHeis regarded as the most important mediator of ancient Greek science
to the Arabs. It is mainly due to his reliable and clearly written
translations of Hippocrates and Galen. Moreover, he is considered his
translator par excellence.

6 All the names quoted supra were translators of Greek sources, either
from Greek directly or from syriac versions.

7 TheTa'rih al-Heukama'’ of Al-Qifcti exists in an epitome by al-Zaw-
zani edited by Lippert in Leipzig, 1903. Cf. p. 171.
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fact that there is even an attempt to reproduce Greek adverbs,
conjunctions and, occasionally, particles.

Terminological problems in medical texts are centred
mainly in the identification of components of remedies, drugs,
sicknesses, etc., adopting the following solutions: 1) translation
of the Greek term by an Arabic equivalent. This solution made
them study and search for the drug; 2) translation of the Greek
term by a similar one or by another drug of similar effects; 3)
creation of a neologism following Arabic morphological rules.
This solution is frequent in texts of an abstract nature, such as
philosophy, mathematics, politics, etc., but we have not found
it in any of the medical or pharmacological fragments trans-
lated from Greek in Al-Zahrawi; 4) transcription of the Greek
word. (On one hand, this option is tied to questions of phonetic
realization, reflecting the pronunciation of Greek from a di-
achronical point of view. On the other hand, we have script
problems. As vowels are not written in Arabic, but maximal
clarity and exactness are needed, they are transcribed from the
Greek word by using a sort of matres lectionis. Analyzing this
option from a diachronic point of view, it can be observed that
it was profusely used early in Syriac translations but it fell into
disuse in Arabic translations, and terms created in that way
were later substituted by others modelled on Arabic morphol-
ogy)-

As Al-Zahrawi was an Andalusi surgeon, we must review
briefly the situation of medical texts in the West. Virtually un-
til the mid-tenth century, medical doctors in Al-Andalus either
came from the East or travelled there to learn medical science
and then went back to the West to practise it.

These doctors, however, could learn at Al-Andalus with
Arabic books written in Baghdad the moment the Bayt al-
Hikma was created and started the translating school. Never-
theless, these books often were not clear enough, as they were
translated from Syriac versions, before the founding of the
school of Hunayn b. Ishaq. As we have already mentioned,
these were extremely literal, word-by-word translations and
when there was no corresponding Syriac or Arabic word, or the
plant or drug was not identifiable, transcription was resorted
to. As Ibn tul=ul points out in his Tabagdt al-atibbd’ 8, these

8 Cf. Vernet, J, pp. 450-541
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translations were utterly incomprehensible in the West, be-
cause there were no scholars with knowledge of Greek who
could explain the terms or identify the transcribed components
of drugs.

Al-Zahrawi in his treatise preserves ten quotations from
Galen. We have identified the Greek text of seven of them in
Kiihn’s edition. To them, we must add a further quotation of a
certain Asclepiades who is only known to us through quotations
in Galen, a situation which was probably the same for the
Arabs. The other three texts left are considered as pseudo-
Galen and there is no Greek edition of them, even supposing it
ever existed.

We shall approach our texts by analyzing first of all the
descriptions of the simple syntactic type on the grounds of two
examples considered representative patterns. Let us take de-
scription 2.28. Even though Al-Zahrawi does not supply the ti-
tle of Galen’s book from which it was taken, we have iden-
tified it as XII, 600 (De compositione medicamentorum secun-

dum locos, liber III) of Kithn’s edition. (Within the texts, words and
sequences compared are marked with superscript bold numbers — if they
agree — and capital letters — if they disagree —.)

Arabic text

Ola, 5555 Plabe Ua, Daals 1o 0y 5391 way! ousiallal Lo
(A) “3 (9);)1);_" Juss (8.)_,‘_‘) 0_1:_ Mz Sy 16)‘_;:‘_-) (S)LA)L.G-(‘” r‘:'
A el o) dLs 0 5 B T ey cunll Al e 10 s

Greek text

Tég pdv odv vmd yi&ewg pévng nivopévas ddovag té Bepuaivovia
Bepanedel Tay1oTa. Kol Tivag TdV dypotkwv ofdal" Srayrvooviac™
T 1@V peyérov xpoppdwov®, elta® ninpodviag® ératov® xat

Beppatvoviac™ év onodia™® cuppétpac®, évxtoviac® toig wot!'.

Translation of the Arabic text:

Galen’s description for ears and other pains: take(!) a big
onion?@ and make it hollow!®; then® fill it®® with 0il® and
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warm it? on cinders® at a moderate temperature(®). Then(A)
pour(10 some of this warm 0il{1D) in the ear. The person shall be
cured if God Almighty wills.

Translation of the Greek text:

About ear pain caused by coldness. I have heard that some coun-
trymen® make big onions® hollow®, then® fill them®
with 0il®® and warm them on cinders® moderately® and
then® they pour(l® them in the ear(!?).

This would be the pattern of a basic prescription in Greek as
well as in Arabic and it is possible to translate it almost word
for word because of its minimal syntactic complexity. It is
checked that way, not only because of the absence of lexical
problems, as the components are very common to both cultures,
but also because they are quite intelligible in the version of syn-
tactic forms.

Besides these slight deviations from literal translation, we
could consider the substitution of ‘I have heard that some coun-
trymen’ by the impersonal formula ‘take’ (case 1). This may be
the result of the “critical résumé” that is ascribed to Hunayn b.
Ishag, which imposes on the text the preestablished patterns
for prescriptions.

We can see that all the Greek words match the Arabic
words marked with the same number, and that even adverbs
(case 4) and conjunctions (case 7) coincide. However, in the cases
marked with capital letters the two texts differ. For example,
‘then’: Arabic needs a periphrasis to express the implicit hy-
potaxis of the Greek participle (case A). In the Arabic text
there is added ‘some of this oil while warm” case B); we are in-
clined to think that it is an exegetical addition or that the two
texts followed different manuscripts.

The next description (5.9) is of the same type as the above
mentioned, but provided that it contains not so common ingredi-
ents it presents some terminological problems. In spite of the
additional difficulty of not mentioning Galens treatise from
which the information was taken, we have identified it as
XIII. 313 of Kithn’s edition, book IX of the above mentioned
treatise.
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Arabic text
Bk gm Aa gy 2o o Dosaiall 5y, pn ails 1o 2

¥ N 2 fouslls 29 e 8L 5050 Lis

b_)LaA&- I3 ;,al._.a_)." ClJ:LA..u!J (4)()6.3.:‘, c”l._.\.iLiiJ (B);Li_,.ln.ll

..L;'J LJSOA()JJ:.\SJ(S))AJ(DJ.'I‘,:MA";_)..;..zcu‘,(ﬁ)h:l-cll)-k."
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Greek text

0 Npétepov mpdg Todg mponintovag & aa "

Px006" ™, £petxnc® xapnod®,
m)ct&mv(‘:)’. axwdag"", Ypblov®, droxvotios xuloﬂ“’?(n'tmgg dAotod®
MBévov®, opvpvne® wvvaiad® e Enpoic™ xoténacoe'™ ,
npoamoviyag™ otve™ abompe™

Translation of the Arabic text

Description of some medicine powder efficient for the prolapse
of the anus?), from Galen: let’s take(A) the fruit of(? tama-
risk®), acacia®, galls¥, white lead®, juice of orobange(®,
pine bark”, myrrh® and incense(®, a portion of each of
them®). Mash it(10 all, spray it1? on the anus® after(® hav-
ing washed it1? with mellow® wine(1®. It will be beneficial
if God, the Almighty, wills.

Translation of the Greek text

My remedy for those who suffer from(4) anal prolapse(!: the
fruit of® heath®), galls®), acacia®, white lead®, the juice of
orobange®, pine bark?, incense!® and myrrh® minaia(©.
Mash it19 and spray itV dryH after(G) having washed it(12)
with dry® wine(3),

We see that Greek terms are translated by exact Arabic
terms (using the first solution adopted by translators), but with
certain exceptions: we find initially a structure of the text simi-
lar to the previous prescription, substituting to ‘My remedy for
those who suffer from anal prolapse’ by the more stereotyped
formula ‘Description of some medicine powder efficacious
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against the prolapsus of the anal (case A). Heath and tamarisk
(case B): the relative disagreement between the two texts can
be explained by quoting Dioscorides ® who says that Calluna
vulgaris, known also as Erica vulgaris, is the only heath that
has the particularity of looking like tamarisk. ‘a portion of
each of them’ (case D) is added in the Arabic text, and the
same occurs in case F with ‘on the anus’, while in case H, ‘dry’ is
present in the Greek text, but is not mentioned in Arabic.
Further on, we find the same problem as mentioned in the pre-
ceding prescription [s]: Arabic needs a periphrasis, that is to
say, to add ‘after’, to translate Greek active participles (case
G). It is true that the two adjectives that determine ‘wine’ do
not have the same meaning (case I), but we must also think that
the mellower a wine the dryer; this fact should explain the
difference.

There is also some explanation to be made when the two
texts are mirror images: the Arabic term for “acacia” is the
transcription of the Greek term. Despite that, they do not refer,
strictly speaking, to the same thing: for the Greek (Diosc.) it is
the tree, but for Arabs it is the fruit: this is the translators’
solution number 3 quoted above (case 3). In the rest of the
manuscript the Arabic translation of orobange coexists with the
transliteration of the Greek term; this transliterated term,
however, does not have exactly the same meaning as in Greek
since it means orobange juice and not only orobange, as in the
original language (case 6). Arabic needs to add the word for
tree, which is not usually used, to make it distinct from pine
kernel: that does not happen in Greek (case 7); the adjective
‘Minnaia” which determines ‘myrrh’ doesn’t appear in the
Arabic text. This may be explained by the fact that Minnaia
means in Greek ‘from Yemen’10 and perhaps for Arabs, it is
redundant since myrrh comes traditionally from Yemen (case 8).

Let us now study a part from prescription 2.1, of a more com-
plex structure. First of all, we must point out that here we have
the title from which it was taken. It is the Kitadb al-Mayamir,
which we have identified as XII, 626-627 of Kiihn’s edition of
Galen, also from book III of De compositione medicamentorum
secundum locos.

9 Cf. Dioscorides 1.88

10y, Pape sub voce Minnaioi, Minaioi.



10 Concepcién Gil Gangutia

Arabic text
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Greek text

Brafouévng 88 tiig 680VNg &vaykaidv éon xpricOon kot tolg vapk@dol utv
aladnowv, donep kot 1olg nt xOAQ xal vedpoig kot SAwg dnavia
néoyovn popie ovpodpds dryodor. piyvutan 88 todto d yuvaukeip
YédoxT xoi T® Asvk® 00 ©od, & xol xal’ ¢avtd moAldxig fprocev
dtwv pAsynovais. piyvouton 88 xai xoctopi@ 1 dmov xai yxpi
napeokevdodot 10070 pd noAlod peprypévov, fitot vE loe xatd OV
otabudv i Sinkacie® 1 xactopie, npdcudv i coodpotérag 650vag
to, npdg 88 1dg EA&TTOVOG SitmAacie. 10 68 VypdV Eotw 10 £k 10D
YAeOxovg Eynua, moADd ydp dvwduvirtepov 10010 tdv yYAvkéwv £oTiv
otvav. @evbtng odv &’ dpxic xpBdg Asla e elpnuéva dbppaxa
T00TQE HIYV00B, TO pEv Kaotdplov mpoAedeiwuévov axpipas, 6 88 Tig
ufikwvog 6mdg &v abTd® T Symipan AeAvpévog kol obtw puybévia 1 Tpla
Ae10000w xaddc™). Celta éni g xpioewg Gvitcho xéh ymipom péxpt
10000TNG CLOTAOEWS, MG £yxEloBon JOvacOon Sl TdV koAovpévav
QrteyhTov, Enl Aoxve xAaveéviov. Eyd 88 obk Eyxéw Toig teprwdvvodoty
0082V dé&ppoxov, obd Expdrto 8’ Epiov, T4 nelpg todTo Sidayeic®, dg
&uewvév gom und’ SAwg yabev t10d népov 100 dxovonkod kaTd TOV
xopdv TG 680vnG. dAAd Sl uniwtidog dpudrecbelons pfe parlakwTdTE
mopud e 1o mepraduvavtag, PEuBEAL® Te T dhpuaxov Ml mwg
ttowaoBy, kexAaouévov év dteyydm petplwg odtws, bg
TUVOaVOUEVOVIIL@Y TOoD KapvovTtog, el xAtapdv adtd oafvorto kot el T
dovaton ¢fperv adTd, OepubdTepPOV YEVOUEVOV NEYPL T0GODTOV TPOCEYELV
v Beppaociav, dg undénw Avreivi®), Bantwv obv eis t odtw
TOPECKEVOOHEVOV d&puakov TV unAwtida xetd v dpyfv 100 népov
petping Eémmoele, dmogelv eig 10 P&Bog enitpene kod uetd Tadto RGAwv
o6 kot abdig kairoArdKie Pantwv 0 ahTd 0010 ofel, Undéva
Siaheinwv xp6vov. eddnrov & 8Tl To0TOL vouévou nhvtag M xod
&noguioetal tpdg ToVKTOG TANpwBEVTOG Ao 0D dxovoTmikod népov.
100710 Tofvuv 8&xov petplwg, xad’ Soov ol6v e un yadwv 100 OTog.
tnelddv 88 xaAdg mupréong, £6oag OV topov, 8¢ EnAnpden oD
doppéxov, pohakdv éntbeg EEwdev Eprov adTQ Te T oTOHATL TOD TOPOL
kot peté 10010 mavet 1@ ™. kot £év Sefjon muprdoon TEALY, GTpéua
BaotéEag 10 dvremkeipevov EEwdev Eprov adbig dpofwg mupia
dvrattépevog g ol6v 1€ und’ &Alov Tvdg pépovgrod @Tdg &yacot. kat
1007Q e npdoeye OV vodv dg peylote napayipan e tdv Grov
¢mueAelag.
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Translation of the Arabic text

[. . .] when there is a terrible pain in the ear and it is necessary
to relieve it in any way. And we certainly use in it some of the
remedies that reduce sensation as it is with those who suffer
strong and terrible pain as that of colic or of any other type. It
is convenient that the soothing remedy that takes the place of
opium should be mixed with woman’s milk and egg white. We
find that those remedies sometimes are beneficial both to-
gether, some others not mixed with the other in the case of ear
infections. It is convenient to mix opium with castor. This rem-
edy needs to be prepared and ready a long time before the mo-
ment it is needed, either in even proportions or since the mea-
sure of castor is smaller (B) than that of opium, it is convenient
that the humidity required is required to knead this remedy
should be from boiled raisins. It is better than warm wine to
soothe the pain. @It is convenient that these two remedies
should be thoroughly mashed, first the castor and then add
three times as much of boiled opium. Mash until well mixed,
afterwards pour on the mashed castor, and mash it thoroughly
®), (A) then make pills out of it and preserve (A), When you need
it, take a part and mix with three as much of the concoction,
take a brush for applying collyria, roll around it a piece of soft
and sprung wool, and apply in the ear of the person suffering
from strong pain, or insert in it the remedy after this prescrip-
tion. Try to understand it and do it this way: ® prepare the
remedy you intend to insert, leave it to get lukewarm, order the
patient to touch it and ask him about how it feels to him, until
he says than he feels it lukewarm, and should it be in the limit
of lukewarmness that the sick person can stand, or if the limit
is higher, go on warming it until the patient can resist the heat
without feeling pain, than take a brush for collyria and dip its
head in the remedy obtained with this prescription until it re-
tains a certain amount, apply it in the orifice of the ear with
care and let the remedy flow and drip from the head of the
brush slowly and enter through the ear orifice inside to each
the hearing conduct. Continue doing this several times without
getting careless ®). (1) When some of the remedy falls out, wipe
it off carefully touching the ear the least. If you have great
need of applying fomentations, leave the ear full of the remedy
and put it in the outer mouth of the orifice a piece of soft and
sprung wool, covering the whole ear afterwards (1. If you
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should have to apply fomentations again as previously done,
try not to touch any part of the ear. It is certainly one of the
most important chapters to me and it is important that the
remedies for the ears be grounded on it, when there is pain.

Translation of the Greek text.

When there is pain it is necessary to use remedies that reduce
sensation, as when there is pain in the colon, the kidneys or all
over. Mix this with woman’s milk and white of egg, things that
often are good by themselves for ear inflammations. Mix opium
with castor, it being necessary to prepare them a long time be-
fore mixing them: even proportions for strong pain and twice(®
the castor for less pain. The humidity2 should be a concoction of
raisins, that are much more innocuous than sweet wines. The
mix the remedies:@ mix the three parts well, thoroughly mix-
ing first the castor and then dilute the juice of the poppy in the
concoction@. © For application boil it again until it gets con-
sistent enough to be injected with the so-called ear-syringe,
which has to be maintained lukewarm by means of a lamp. I do
not inject those who have a general pain, nor smear with wool,
in accordance with my experience(¢?, but with a probe covered
with most soft wool it is applied on the ear of the person suffer-
ing from strong pain.(® I apply the remedy warming it moder-
ately, asking the patient if he feels it to be too hot; and if he
can stand it, I warm it until the highest degree of warmth is
reached that it is not painful®). Dipping the probe in the rem-
edy thus prepared let it flow from the mouth of the hearing
conduct to the deep part and again until you do it several times.
Go on dipping without delay. It is clear that acting so, when
the hearing conduct is filled, () some will fall out, wipe it off
carefully touching the ear as little as possible. After applying
the fomentations keep the hearing conduct full of the remedy
and from the outside apply a soft wool on the mouth and then
another on the whole ear (1. Should it be necessary to apply
fomentations again, take off firmly the wool placed outside,
without touching the ear. For that is, pay attention to this, the
most important recommendation for the care of the ears.
Additionally in this text we can find parallels of all the
cases mentioned for the preceding texts — for example the se-
quence between 1 and 1'. Now, so as not to enlarge on the matter,
we shift our attention only to certain points of the Arabic
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translation that show that the effort to be faithful to the
original Greek text is so powerful that the results in Arabic do
not allow complete comprehension.

We shall try to show that sometimes the translation of the
Greek text results in stilted Arabic, as happens in the parts be-
tween a and a’. The inflated Arabic of this paragraph, points
to the conclusion that its version could well have been made at
an earlier time, before the school of Hunayn b. Ishaq or could
have been made at this school, but from a previous Syriac
translation and without collating the Greek original.

At other times, however, the text does not exactly fit its
original Greek text, even diverging from it at certain points, for
example the ones between A and A’, and between B and B’, in
which the Arabic text adds more information or gives more de-
tails than the Greek text. The opposite happens in texts be-
tween C and C’, and D and D’. We should remark that it is very
interesting that those cases that in the Greek text we can find
Galen’s own experience, written even in first person, have dis-
appeared from the translation into Arabic. Can we assume that
this is again the so-called résumé of Hunayn b. Ishaq trying to
make the text drier and more scientific? We also have to pay
attention to case E, in which we find an Arabic word for measur-
ing the quantity of opium, ‘smaller’, that has the opposite
meaning to the parallel word in the Greek text, “twice’. We
have to suppose that to make a mistake like that in medicine
can be very dangerous. This is the only case that such a thing
has occurred in the excerpts by Galen quoted in this treatise, so
we shall consider it as an isolated case.

The great enterprise of Arabic transmission can be charac-
terized by making a synthesis of knowledge inherited from
Classical Greece, the East, that is to say Persia and India, and
the specific Islamic element concerned. The importance of the
Greek texts (or those attributed to them) appears not only as a
means of reconstructing the texts, but as an enrichment of the
classical heritage with a vast scientific and philosophical
literature that influenced human thought from the Middle
Ages to our day. The validity of those texts to fill in lost origi-
nals or existing gaps is shown in the great effort made to
achieve a reliable duplicate of the originals. This is so even
when we very often observe that of the two mentioned methods
the first has prevailed, causing linguistic incorrections that
sometimes affect the intelligibility of the text.
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Our samples verified that very different transmissions as
Al-Zaharawi in Islamic Cordoba in the tenth century, or the
one studied by Kiihn in the nineteenth century from Greek me-
dieval manuscripts can be quite similar. This fact demonstrates
the importance given in ancient times to fiability in the trans-
mission of knowledge. The texts here briefly examined consti-
tute a sound test in showing how some interesting material shed
light upon manuscript transmission and translation techniques
from Greek to Arabic.

University of Almeria
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