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Galen's Commentary on Hippocrates' Airs, Waters and Places
Prof. Gotthard Strohmaier


The treatise on "Airs, Waters, and Places", written about 400 B.C. and part of the Corpus Hippocraticum, represents a first attempt to find natural causes for the health and diseases of whole populations of different regions. The author tries to investigate the impact of the winds, the changes of the seasons with their shift from warm to cold and vice versa, and the qualities of food and drinking water. The reasons given in the tract appear to our mind sometimes awkward and farfetched. Galen of Pergamon (129-216 A.D.) wrote six hundred years later a commentary where he endevoured to reconcile the statements of his venerated predecessor with his own doctrines of humoral pathology. But he also does not spare him some criticism, e.g  when the Hippocratic author erroneously maintained that an artificially deformed shape of the skull may be imparted from fathers to their offspring. Al‑Biruni (973-1048) in his Iqrar al‑maqal fi amri z‑zilal, a tract about the gnomon, takes the side of Galen in his criticism of Hippocrates. Edward S. Kennedy in his translation and commentary could not find the source from where al-Biruni had taken this reference. It is now available.


Galen's commentary seemed to be lost in its original Greek version, but Hunayn ibn Ishaq (809-873) in ninth century Baghdad translated it into Syriac for his elder colleague Salmawayh ibn Bunan, a court physician and close friend of the caliph al-Mu'tasim bi-llah (reigned 833-842). An Arabic translation was commissioned by a medical layman, the court official Abu Ja'far Muhammad ibn Musa, and Hunayn left this task to his pupil and nephew Hubaysh ibn al-A'sam, about whom he occasionally remarked that his accuracy ('inaya) left something to be desired. Hunayn, although being himself an Arab hailing from the Christian community of al-Hira in Southern Iraq, was working in the first place for his Syrian colleagues at the Abbasid court, and he could not foresee that the Arabic versions would serve as the main basis for the further development of theoretical medicine in Islam, when Syriac lost very soon its significance as a medium of the sciences.


The Arabic version of Galen's commentary was considered lost until Fuat Sezgin detected a unique copy in the Dar al‑kutub wa‑l‑watha'iq al‑qaumiya in Cairo and gave a first notice of it in the third volume of his "Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums". It is listed there under the signature Tal'at tibb 550, where it comprises the folia 28v to 103v. It is written in a rather clear naskhi, although the punctuation is sometimes defective. It is dated to the year 887 H. (1483 A.D.) and was written in Tabriz by a certain Muhammad ibn Ishaq ibn Ibrahim al-Husni al-Tabataba'i. Meanwhile Sezgin has also published an edition of the text in the series of facsimile editions by his institute in Frankfurt on the Main.


As an assistant worker of the the Berlin Corpus Medicorum Graecorum I took over the task to provide a critical edition within our series of the "Supplementum Orientale", where those works of ancient Greek medicine are published that are lost in its original Greek but preserved in an Arabic version. I am going to add a German translation, indexes and a "supercommentary". This job requires an equal command of classical Arabic as well as of classical Greek, in order to compare the statements of the new text with the other works of the ancient physician.


The commentary contains some interesting data. I shall mention here those which are related to your country. Galen had studied in Alexandria in the fifties of the second century A.D. He mentions a good qualitiy of the water of the Nile for drinking and gives a curious reason for it. He suggests that the source of the river faces the rising of the sun, and this was in accordance with some abstruse theories propounded by the Hippocratic author, while others maintained that the earth over which the water is flowing imparts it its sweet flavour. On the other hand the fruits that grow in the swamps of Egypt he finds without taste. He knows the name of an Egyptian month, namely "epiphi", on the 15th day of which the heliacal rising of Sirius or the Dog Star, in Arabic al-Shi'ra, occurs.


More remarkable is his testimony that Alexandria was not only the centre of medical studies but also equally important in the field of astronomy. I quote: "For I saw that all men share the opinion that none among the peoples had mastered the astronomy as well and had a knowledge of it like the Egyptians. And if somebody feels an inclination to the study of astronomy and is full of desire for it, let him go to Egypt. At the time when the construction of Alexandria on the shore of the sea was completed, people were rushing there, because it was situated at the seaside and they could go there by ship. Thus a great number of astronomers gathered there. Also in our time many set out for it, for the scholars, except a few of them, are used to traveling there." 'Abd al‑Latif al‑Baghdadi (1162-1231) quotes this statement in his description of Egypt by exactly referring to the title which he gives as Kitab sharhi l-ahwiya wa-l-buldan. By the word "Egyptians" (ahl Misr) Galen does not mean the inhabitants of old Pharaonic Egypt, but those actually living in his time in Alexandria, and these came, as he expressly states, from all corners of the Mediterranen, not only from Greece.


Less flattering is what he has to say about astronomical knowledge in Rome, the capital of the empire. There he tried to explain to some experts the astronomical basis for calculating the beginning of the summer, but they gazed at him as if he were speaking of "white raven", i.e. something unheard of, and this "due to the sluggishness of their intellect and their lack of understanding". 


In these two passages just mentioned we find foreshadowed what was characteristic of the centuries to come. Scientific activities remained alive in Alexandria, so that they could make, already before the rise of Islam, their impact on the Syrian Christian and pagan intelligentsia which handed it over to the Muslims in Baghdad and Samarra, and this must be seen not as an import from Byzantium but as a purely indigenous tradition. 


The Romans, then the lords of the Mediterranean, were unable to adopt the standards of Greek science. Let me quote a judgement of William H. Stahl: "Because of their lack of interest in scientific thought the Romans must be held responsible for the deteriorated state of knowledge in Western Europe during the first millenium of the Christian Era. While in the Eastern Empire Byzantine and Alexandrian scholars continued to study the original classics of Greek science, the compilers of the Latin West rummaged no further than the readily digestible compendia of their most recent predecessors." The Almagest of Ptolemy, whom Galen also mentions in the new commentary together with other famous astronomers that I did not succeed in identifying until now, because they lack punctuation and are otherwise distorted in the manuscript, was translated into Latin first in 12th century Toledo by Gerard of Cremona from Arabic. The Romans also failed to translate the whole Aristotelian Corpus as well as the sophisticated medicine of Galen. The West European universities in the Middle Ages learned what Hippocrates and Galen had to say about the influence of climate, seasons, food and water in the translated and adapted handbooks of 'Ali ibn al-'Abbas al-Majusi and Ibn Sina.

