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Abstract

In this essay, connections between medieval medicine and medieval Arabic literary
banquets are investigated on the basis of the Arabic commentaries on the Hippocratic
Aphorisms on the one hand and passages from Hikayat Abi [-Qasim on the other.
Intersections between these two kinds of texts describing the advantages and disad-
vantages of wine explain the contemporary wisdom behind comical medical speeches.
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Given the modern tendency to divide the study of the sciences from those
of the humanities, it may not at first seem intuitive that there are numerous
connections between medieval medicine and medieval Arabic comic literary
banquets.! Some of these connections are, however, obvious: for example, both
medical literature and comical banquet literature share an interest in food,
and in functions of the human body (namely the sexual and the excretory) that
do not receive attention in other forms of literature. One story, Ibn Butlan’s
Da‘wat al-atibba’ (the Physician’s Dinner Party), joins the two genres together
by featuring a miserly host who denies his tufayli-esque guest a series of dishes,
after describing in detail the medical dangers associated with each ingredient

1 As my primary research interests are in the tufayli (or party-crashing) character and the
comic literary banquets he attends, I approach my work on medieval medicine from the per-
spective of a literary scholar.
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2 SELOVE

involved. Ibn Butlan (d. 429/1066), a Christian physician intimately familiar
with the ancient Greek medical tradition, cites Galen and Hippocrates, and
includes a broad sample of the medical wisdom of his day in this comic ban-
quet text.

To fully describe the intersection between medicine and literature (espe-
cially mujin, or comic, obscene literature),?2 would require much more than a
single article. These connections are broad and deep, and relate to the idea that
the physician, as philosopher, may read apparent symptoms to discern hid-
den ills, helping to heal society at large (as described in James Montgomery’s
recent article “Al-Jahiz, Falsafa and Hippocrates Arabicus”). They also relate to
the various healing properties of language itself; for example, Julia Bray shows
that medical poetry could help heal patients by providing therapeutic images
of their illness.® Furthermore, medical language and ideas formed part of a
learned person’s vocabulary, and thus they appear along with other vocabu-
laries in literary displays of eloquence and learning such as those found, for
example, in magamat, or stories of eloquent tricksters.*

To limit my discussion to a manageable size, I will here focus on some
specific examples of intersections between the Arabic commentaries on the
Hippocratic Aphorisms and my personal favourite example of party-crashing
mujun literature, Hikayat Abt [-Qasim al-Baghdadr. This text, probably written
in the fifth/eleventh century by the otherwise unknown al-Azdj, tells the story
of a Baghdadi party-crasher crashing a party in Isfahan.5 The author introduces
this mysterious text and its protagonist as a microcosm, relating them to the
widespread and ancient idea that an individual human being contains all the
varied and opposing features of the universe. Obviously this idea is also impor-
tant to medical literature. Commentaries on the third book of the Hippocratic
Aphorisms, for example, which focuses on the four seasons and their effects on
the human body, rely on the assumption that the human body is a microcosm,
comprised of the balance of contradictory attributes such as heat, cold, mois-
ture, and dryness, which are likewise reflected in his environment. In tran-
scribing these commentaries, I finally understood Abu 1-Qasim al-Baghdadt’s

2 For a lengthy definition of this difficult-to-define word, see Szombathy, Mujun, 34-42,
303-309.

3 BrayT he Physical Worldf33—236. She more specifically explores po@xsed on the occasion
of bleeding patients in Third and Fourth century Bleeding Poetry.

4 See Orfali and Pomerantz, A Lost Magama,

5 See Selove, Who Invited the Microcosm? and The Hikayat of Abt al-Qasim.
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MEDICINE, MUJUN, AND MICROCOSM 3

opening volley of insults against his Isfahani hosts: “Your city is cold and dry
like the nature of death, and your natures are like it.”®

Ibn al-Quiff (d. 684/1286), a Christian physician and the most thorough of
the commentators on the Hippocratic Aphorisms, writes in his commentary to
Aphorism 518, that “Life comes with heat and movement, which are among
the characteristics of a living being. As for coldness, it comes with stillness and
rigor, which are among the characteristics of the dead.”® In his commentary
on Aphorism 3.4, he writes, in explaining why autumn is the worst season for
health, that “[autumn’s] mixture tends towards dryness, which is contrary to
life and corresponding to death.”® From these two passages we can see that
coldness and dryness, attributes that Abu 1-Qasim ascribes to Isfahan and its
inhabitants, are attributes of death and contrary to life and to health. ‘Abd
al-Latif al-Baghdadi (d. 628/1231), the famous physician and writer, further
explains in his commentary on Aphorism 3.3, which says that certain diseases,
ages, and constitutions are better or worse suited to certain environments and
seasons, that “an opposite state is more healthy, and a state similar to the state
[sc. of the patient] is more harmful.”0 As is apparent from these passages, to
have a cold dry nature and live in a cold dry environment is the worst possible
situation for bodily and mental health.

In a similar attempt to explain the contemporary medical wisdom behind
comical medical speeches, I will focus the rest of this study on a particular
passage of Hikayat Abt [-Qasim which describes wine as a kind of microcosm,!!
and compare this passage to various medical discussions found within the
Arabic commentaries on the Hippocratic Aphorisms. Although many of these
commentaries were likely composed centuries after the Hikaya (which was

6  AlAzdi Hikayat Abi al-Qasim, [ed. al-Shal], 81: \dis r(&\...\a eyl oy Hh S

7 Hippocratic Aphorism numbers provided are as found in the Loeb edition cited in the
bibliography. .

8 Tha 139b:lAs saodlyy STl lgmading I ULy . odlcslins o Lomy 8853131 o3l sl
<l Oleo o les; T am indebted to my former colleagues on the Arabic Commentaries
on the Hippocratic Aphorisms team at the University of Manchester for their assistance
with transcriptions and translations of these previously unedited commentaries.

9 Ylggb.:&}aﬂw\;‘vi\?& a@ﬁ&ﬂ\w\"’l\bu\f&f

10 OB g3 lall s atll Jly ol aall )l

11 Forother references to the medical properties of wine in Arabic literature, see Qayrawani,
al-Mukhtar min Qutb al-surur, 47 ff.; and Nawaji, Halbat al-kumayt, Bab 3 FI taba’i‘tha
wa-manafitha wa-khawassiha, and Bab 4: Ft sti‘'maliha ‘ala ra’y al-hukama’. Thanks to
Geert Jan van Gelder for these references as well as for his assistance in researching and
translating the Hikaya.
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4 SELOVE

probably composed in the fifth/eleventh century), as cited here they repre-
sent centuries of accumulated medical wisdom, much of which was already
ancient by the time of the Hikaya’s authorship.

The passage in question runs as follows:

el e 1558 L \,‘u\,&,ﬂ;w\gdm\yumgu
VIR FEICR Aﬂ\mu@\ 55 pisadlz LIV b yee o
colasY) \O}A@\‘;bjs\,,o,uwa)\,,t;\\wurx_ﬂf 72
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There is nothing in this world, by God, to equal it as an antidote, shep-
herding the food to the depths of the belly, washing the body of corrupted
humours, digesting the hidden illnesses out of the stomach; food for the
soul, a sister of the spirit. Then it commends its drinker safe to his soft
place of rest and pleasant sleep, which is the respite of the body-parts,
and the relaxation of the bosom, and the comfort of the senses. By it [i.e.
wine] the actions of nature are realized, digestion is improved, youths are
made men, and old men are freshened. A balance, by God, for mankind
in the four natures that resemble it: moisture is like its moisture, and its
vigour and colour are like the vigour and colour of blood. The bubbles
floating on it like foam are like yellow bile, and its dregs are like black bile.
Every drink in the world depends upon it!

First let us begin with the claim that there is no antidote in the world to equal
wine. Wine appears as both a cure and a possible cause of illness in medical lit-
erature. In a commentary by Ibn al-Quff, he writes that there is no cure better
than wine for prolonged pain, especially of the eye, and this curative power is a
result of its stimulating “natural heat, which is the instrument of all strength.”

12 MS: gl

13 MS,101a-101b. Al-Azdi, Hikayat Abi al-Qasim [ed. al-Shalj1], 134-135 and [ed. Mez] 109-110.
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MEDICINE, MUJUN, AND MICROCOSM 5
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There is no doubt that prolonged pain is inevitably caused by a viscous
humour that has gotten stuck in the body-parts and the pores, and the
treatment that he mentioned [sc. wine-drinking] is one of the best
things for it. For wine, because of its heating and thinning properties,
its strengthening effect, and its stimulating of natural heat which is
the instrument of all strength, is one of the best things for that [sc. pro-
longed pain].

Abt 1-Qasim’s claim that there is no antidote to equal wine seems to be a less
specific, more opportunistic recitation of this belief in the power of wine and
its ability to stimulate the all-important, life giving property of natural heat in
the body. It is this same stimulation of natural heat that links wine, however
tenuously, to the kind of physical microcosmic status of containing all the four
elements, in a commentary by Ibn al-Quff on Aphorism 7.7, which states that
“rigor and delirium after excessive drinking are bad”:

afs Sl Rl QM\JPJ\A\MA\U\;@Y\M\@JM&\
N e, e ke \,,wzuws\dssu\;awyxmw\ Mo
PV O P RV i YO I P PSER Y AR IR
15.0\}3 u&d}

In the first section he sought to identify the dominant humour in the
body by the appearance of the feces. In this section he mentioned
another indication of that humour, namely the signs appearing from
wine-drinking, for indeed wine has the ability to stir up substances that

encounter it in the body because of the heat of its mixture and the thin-
ness of its consistency.

14  Thg, 310a.
15  Thg, 286a.
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6 SELOVE

Thus we see that although wine is not said to contain all of the four types
of matter that make up the human body (as Abu 1-Qasim claims), however
because of its warmth, it brings any dominant hidden matter to the surface.
This may also account for Abui 1-Qasim’s claim that it digests hidden illnesses
in the body.! This is a claim whose echo can also be heard in a commentary by
the little know al-Kilani (eighth/fourteenth century):

N3 523 LIy 231y 201358 T oo 5] bl ol JB
. "éb)&)
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Hippocrates, may God have mercy on him, said, ‘If tremors and delirium
result from excessive drinking, this is a bad sign.

Know that drinking benefits bilious people by causing the bile to flow. [It
benefits] moist people by cooking the moisture. It breaks up the phlegm
and dissolves it, loosens the black bile so that it exits [the body] with
ease, blocks [black bile’s] usual path with its opposite, loosens every clot

without excessive heating, and eases the passages for food and drink. The

16  If that is indeed what he says; the manuscript here is unclear. See note 10.
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MEDICINE, MUJUN, AND MICROCOSM 7

more fragrant and pleasant smelling it is, and the tastier its flavour, the
more suitable and salubrious it is. If someone has a strong brain, he does
not become drunk easily, and his brain is not affected by vapours rising
from [the wine], but rather [the brain] repels them. Some have thought
that becoming drunk once or twice a month is beneficial to the heating of
the psychic faculties, relaxes the body, stimulates urine and perspiration,
and dissolves excesses. If a young person drinks it, it is like adding more
firewood to fire in weak wood. As for what the old man [shaykh] can han-
dle, let him drink his fill, but let young men [al-shubban] drink in mod-
eration. For when [wine] is drunk, it changes from its innate heat and
returns to its substance [ jawhar], so that the amount of its [innate heat’s]
matter increases. This will happen, if one drinks a moderate amount of
[wine]. However, going beyond the natural balance blocks the innate
heat and strangles it, like putting a lot of firewood on a fire all at once.'”

Here we see that wine can help different people in different ways, whether
they are dominated by moisture, phlegm, or bile. Like Abt 1-Qasim, al-Kilani
recommends occasional drunkenness as a salubrious activity, though he is
considerably more restrained in his advice. Indeed the alcoholic Abt 1-Qasim,
in his citation of pseudo-medical information on the benefits of wine, resem-
bles those misers and party-crashers who cite the Quran or Hadith woefully
out of context in order to justify their bad behaviour. For example, one party-
crasher, confronted by the suspicious glances of the other (invited) guests,
cites a hadith saying not to stare at fellow diners while they are eating.!8 This
hadith, intended to preserve good manners at the table, is here used to deflect
attention from the bad manners of the uninvited guest. Similarly, al-Kilani rec-
ommends restraint to youths drinking wine, while Abu 1-Qasim has nothing
but good things to say about wine’s effects on young and old alike, and thus he
edits and adjusts a body of knowledge to serve his own hedonistic purposes.
Al-Kilani ends with a caution about wine’s heat-stimulating properties.
These properties are only healthy in moderation, he writes, for too much
wine can act like too much firewood dumped all at once on a fire: an excess
of fuel can put the fire out. As is well known, ancient Greek medical traditions
emphasized the value of moderation in all things, even in seemingly healthy
things, and indeed in health itself; the famous Aphorism 1.3 states that “In
athletes a perfect condition that is at its highest pitch is dangerous,” and some

17 L6, 88b;edited and translated by the Arabic Commentaries on the Hippocratic Aphorisms
Project, University of Manchester.
18 Al-Khatib al-Baghdadyi, al-Tatfil, anecdote 142.
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8 SELOVE

commentaries on this aphorism compare an excessively fit body to an overfull
garden choked by a profusion of plants. In commentaries on the gynaecologi-
cal aphorisms, women’s lack of natural heat is blamed for all of their imper-
fections, including their lack of courage and energy, their smaller and weaker
muscles, and even the failure of their genitals to protrude out of their bodies
like a man’s fully formed and perfected genitalia.’® In Aphorism 5.16, however,
Hippocrates warns that the use of too much heat can actually “feminize” the
body parts (i.e. make them soft and weak). Thus too much of what makes a
man a man, can make a man womanly, just like too much life-giving heat can
cause death.

Ibn al-Quff writes that the use of the word “feminize” ( ywannithu)?° in this
aphorism is only meant as a metaphor,?! but I am less certain. Many apparent
metaphors in these aphorisms and their commentaries, comparing man’s body
to a fire and firewood, or to an orchard, for example, remind me of descriptions
of man-as-microcosm in which man is compared to various plants, animals,
and natural features not as a metaphor, but because in some sense, he actually
contains these potentialities and contradictory states of being within himself. 22

Wine, a similarly contradictory, and, according to Abu 1-Qasim, microcos-
mic being, can both vivify and kill. This is made especially clear in Hippocratic
Aphorism 5.5, which states that “If a drunken man suddenly become dumb,
he dies after convulsions, unless he falls into a fever, or he recover his speech
at the time when his hangover wears off.” In his commentary on this apho-
rism, Ibn al-Quff again states that wine is warming and thus vivifying, but also
gives rise to vapours, which, if the heat is insufficient to dissolve them, can be
deadly. If a drinker loses consciousness, and then regains his power of speech,
this is a sign that the heat has managed to dissolve and repel these vapours
from the brain.

VRN FEW C.....mbu S 51K o, 3] oLl
coplest L2 Jouy il p\slrﬁ, Jpes

19 Y, 248b-249a. L6, 165a-165b. See Selove and Batten, “Making Men and Women.”

20  éxBniuvvow. Galeni Opera Omnia, ed. Kiihn, vol. 17b, p. 8o1.

21 Thg,136b.

22 These are found, for example, in the 34th risala of the Ikhwan al-Safa’ (fourth/tenth-fifth/
eleventh century): Fi mana qawl al-hukama’ anna [-alam insan kabir (about the meaning
of the wise men’s saying that the world is a giant human).

JOURNAL OF ABBASID STUDIES 2 (2015) 1-12

JAS_002_02_02_Selove.indd 8 8/20/2015 9:02:16 PM



MEDICINE, MUJUN, AND MICROCOSM 9

1 13 oy sl ol S L prdl e 202
g.,O.bw t’u)\j’é d:i J";’ 443)\).9-) MM 249\.,4_99\ u} uo),é\ SR
S Wi i ) sy ol o

Hippocrates said, “If a drunken man suddenly falls dumb and then con-
vulses, he will die unless he contracts a fever or [recovers his power of
speech] at the time that his drunkenness wears oft”

Commentary: Wine rises to the head quickly, drags a lot of its moisture
and vapour to the brain, and vigorously penetrates the nerves with its
thinness and hotness. Because of its heat, however, it dries up moisture
and dissolves vapours, so that it repairs with its quality that which it cor-
rupts with its quantity.

I'was struck by this last sentiment, which is found as often in poetry as in medi-
cal discussions,?® that wine “repairs with its quality that which it corrupts with
its quantity” Here wine is depicted as an inherently contradictory substance
that is actually its own cure for the potential harm that it causes; the wine-
loving poet Abi Nuwas (d. c. 197/813) has centuries of medical discussion to
back him up when he begs, “Cure me instead with that which is the disease!"26

Abu 1-Qasim’s day-long orgy of speech ends only when he drunkenly col-
lapses on the ground. When he wakes up in the morning, resuming his exact
conversation as at the beginning of the previous day, it is indeed a kind of
revivification or even resurrection marked by speech. We are reminded, of
course, of the famous Shahrazad’s ability to cheat death with her speech in
the 1001 Nights, but it is interesting to find this literary trope of speech as an
escape from death enshrined in a foundational and largely practical medical
text. Here in this aphorism, as in Hikayat Abi [-Qasim and many other literary
and mystical texts that deal with wine, drunkenness represents the moment
that transcends speech, reason, and human life.

In “Abt Nuwas: Justified Sinner?” James Montgomery shows how wine is
described as a paradox in the poetry of Abti Nuwas, and the various mystical

23 Vl:aﬂﬁ\JlM\;CBlit\w,\HW\; H:'an.,\m:d\.
24 Vi 9\.,'4.9%[\; cBy, H: ;.)La_oa\.

25  Montgomery, ‘Abti Nuwas, Justified Sinner?” 157, note 256.
26  Translated by Montgomery, Aba Nuwas, Justified Sinner?, 123. Da“ ‘anka lawmi fa-inna
l-lawma ighra@’a/ wa-dawini bi-llatt kanat hiya l-da’a (Diwan, ed. Wagner, 111, 2).
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10 SELOVE

and religious implications of this paradox. I wish to argue that these same ideas
are apparent in medical literature. I have argued elsewhere that Abu 1-Qasim
represented a doppelganger of the prophet Muhammad.?” After reading Peter
Awn’s book Satan’s Tragedy and Redemption: Iblis in Sufi Psychology, 1 realized
that al-Azd1’s description of Abui 1-Qasim as “tantamount to Satan,” may be,
like Abu 1-Qasim’s insult to the Isfahanis that their natures are “like death,”
not just an insult but a reflection of a much broader world view that imagines
both the microcosm and the macrocosm as a joining of opposites. Al-Hallaj
(d. 309/922) wrote that Iblis is the opposite of Muhammad, and an under-
standing of the preachings of both is necessary in order to achieve gnosis, for
God in His unity is found in the paradoxical union of these two opposites.?8
Like drunkenness, at once a sin and a taste of the divine, Abt 1-Qasim is at
once a “holy heretic and a pious villain,” (sadiq, zindiq, nasik, fatik).2° He is both
Muhammad and Iblis, since a microcosm should contain all of these paradoxi-
cal contradictions within itself. Those of us who consider ourselves scholars of
literature might find this and many other ideas that may seem to belong firmly
within the realms of the literary, or at least the esoteric and philosophical, also
within medical and scientific literature like the Arabic commentaries on the
Hippocratic Aphorisms. This would suggest that our tendencies to divide texts
according to modern genres is more harmful than we realize, as we struggle to
understand elements of a broad-reaching worldview that explicitly allows for
the co-existence of different and opposite things.

Abbreviations

cB1  Ibn Abi Sadiq, Sharh Fusul Abugrat, Dublin, Chester Beatty, MS AR.
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