+'0RGDQORX

History of Medicine

Medical Care of Children during the Golden Age of Islamic Medicine
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Abstract
During the Sassanid Empire in Persia (226–652 AD), there was a renaissance of humanistic sciences, including medicine, in the city of
Gondi-Shapur. When the Islamic center of power moved to Baghdad in about 750 AD, physicians of Gondi-Shapur, including the dean of
the medical school (a Nestorian Christian), gradually moved to Baghdad constructing hospitals and medical schools. Aided by the Persian
and Nestorian Christians, the Islamic civilization ushered in what is considered to be the Golden Age of Islam from the 8th to 13th century
AD. During this period, there were remarkable achievements in humanistic sciences including medicine by many physicians/authors whose
medical textbooks were used for centuries in burgeoning medical schools in Europe. The medical texts written during the Golden Age of
Islamic Medicine contain sections and chapters about the clinical conditions, diseases and medical care of children. It was during this era
WKDWWKH¿UVWWUHDWLVHZDVZULWWHQRQWKHGLVHDVHVRIFKLOGUHQDQGWKHLUFDUH7KLVHVVD\ZLOOGHVFULEHLQEULHIWKHZULWLQJVDERXWWKHFRQGLWLRQV
and diseases of children and their medical care, by three prominent Persian physicians of the Golden Age of Islamic Medicine: 1) Abubakr
Muhammad Ibn Zakaria Razi, Rhazes (865-925 AD); 2) Ali ibn-al-Abbas al-Majusi or Haly Abbas (949–994 AD); and 3) Abu Ali al-Husayn
ibn Abd Allah ibn Sina or Avicenna (980–1037 AD).
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Pahlavi (Persian language during the Sassanid dynasty) and later to
Arabic. They further contributed to medical science as the authors
n Iran (previously known in the West as Persia), the art and of several medical texts. Medical texts attributed to Hippocrates,
science of medicine and medical care have roots in the pre- Dioscorides, Celsus, Rufus and Soranus of Ephesus, Galen and
Islamic era. It has been noted that the history of medicine in other Greco-Roman authors were all translated into Arabic.
The most relevant text dealing with pregnancy and the care of
Persia is as old and rich as its civilization.1 According to Elgood.2
Persians established the fundamentals of anatomy, physiology and the newborn infants was written by Soranus of Ephesus (98–138
pathology long before the Greeks. In 2007, Shoja and Tubbs3 $' :LWKWKHFXUUHQWGH¿QLWLRQRIPHGLFDOVSHFLDOWLHV6RUDQXV
reviewed the history of anatomy and medicine in Persia from the RI(SKHVXVPD\EHGHVLJQDWHGDVWKH¿UVW3HULQDWRORJLVW7 Soranus
period before the establishment of the Persian Empire to the mod- wrote about breastfeeding, testing of the milk, weaning, problems
HUQHUDDQGHPSKDVL]HGWKHVLJQL¿FDQWFRQWULEXWLRQVPDGHE\WKH of nursing, excessive crying, constipation, teething, assessment
physicians of Persian origin to the art and science of medicine. of growth and development, tonsillitis, thrush, skin lesions, diarPre-Islamic science of medicine in Persia reached its zenith with rhea, wheezing, coughing and clinical signs of rickets in Roman
the establishment of the academy of Gondi-Shapur or Jundi-Sha- children.7 Similar to many scholars in the West, Raju8 writes that
pur.4,5 During Sassanid dynasty (226–652 AD), Nestorian Chris- “until the Renaissance very little was changed from what Soranus
tians, from Edessa and Nisibis in Northern part of Mesopotamia wrote”. As Andrew C Miller4 states, this and similar statements
and Syria, migrated to the Persian Empire. Here they played a piv- completely ignore the contributions made by physicians during
otal role in enhancing the importance of the academy of Gondi- the Golden Age of Islamic Medicine including the medical care
Shapur, particularly during the reign of Sassanid King Khosrow of children.
Anoushirvan (531–578 AD).6 They established hospitals and for
generations directed the medical school in Gondi-Shapur until the
Golden age of Islamic medicine
transfer of the Islamic center of government in the 8th century AD
during the Abbasid dynasty, from Damascus to Baghdad. NestoriThe period from 8th to 13th centuries AD was a remarkable period
ans were well versed in Greek language and medicine. They trans- RIVFLHQWL¿FLQTXLU\DQGDFKLHYHPHQWVLQWKH¿HOGRIPDWKHPDWLFV
ODWHG DQFLHQW *UHHN PHGLFDO WH[WV ¿UVW WR $UDPDLF SRVVLEO\ WR philosophy, astronomy and medicine in the Islamic world.8 For
several centuries, medical texts written during this period by the
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pillars of medicine in that era were the principal medical teaching
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texts in subsequent burgeoning of the medical schools in Europe.
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cine in Baghdad and served as physician to the ruler, Adud alDawlah, founder of the Adudi hospital in Baghdad. It was to him
that al-Majusi dedicated his only treatise, the complete Book of
A musician in youth and an alchemist, Razi discovered and puri- the Medical Art (Kitab Kamil al-sina ah al-tibbiyah), also called
¿HGDOFRKRODQGRWKHUFKHPLFDOVXEVWDQFHVDQGEHFDPHDSK\VL- The Royal Book (al-Kitab al-Maliki). In Europe, the treatise was
as Liber Regius or Pantegni and the author as Haly Abcian later in life. Born in the city of Ray, near Tehran, he built a known
3,14,15
He described the concept of a capillary system and uterbas.
9,10,11
hospital, practiced and taught medicine in Baghdad.
Two of
ine
contractions
during birth as well as his description of surgical
his most important texts in medicine were The Comprehensive
14,15
procedures.
Book on Medicine (.LWDEDO+DZL¿DOWLEE or The Liber ConThe 20th chapter of Book Two, of the two volumes, is about the
tinens) and a book of medicine dedicated to Mansur (Liber ad
$OPDQVRUHP +RZHYHUKLV¿QHVWDFKLHYHPHQWZDVDPRQRJUDSK care and management of infants and children. Two of my col16
on smallpox and measles that was republished continuously in laborators, Eugene L. Mahmoud, M.D. and Hikmat Sous, R.N.,
a translation of this chapter from the original Arabic
Latin throughout the centuries. It was translated into English in undertook
17
text.
Regarding
the care of the newborn infant, it says: “Once
th
12
the 18 century and several times thereafter. In this treatise on
smallpox and measles (.LWDE ¿ DO-DGDUL ZDDO+DVEDK), Razi the baby is born, he should be sprinkled on the skin with salt and
distinguished smallpox from measles and noted the complications crushed roses to strengthen the skin against the air. The baby’s
ear is sucked of moisture. He is fed with smoothly crushed sugar
of these illnesses.13
7KH¿UVWWUHDWLVHRQSHGLDWULFVLVWKHPractica Puerorum written with sesame seed oil for two days. Every two or three days the
by Razi about the year 900 AD.12 Radbill notes, “Having given baby is washed with fresh lukewarm water with myrtle and roses.
acknowledgement that previous author such as Soranus, Oriba- The baby should be put to bed with embrace, gentle movement,
sius (325–403 AD), Aetius (502–575 AD), and Paulus (625–690 and good melodies and away from the bright light. The baby cries
AD), as well as, writers in India, Charaka, and Susruta, wrote ex- because of the outside elements like heat and cold or the inside
WHQVLYHVHFWLRQRQSHGLDWULFVLQWKHLUWH[WVLWZDV5KD]HVZKR¿UVW elements like hunger and thirst or retentions of urine and feces.
siphoned off pediatrics into a monograph of its own”. The author As Hippocrates says, children can be exposed to thrush, vomiting,
UHODWHV³7KH¿UVWSULQWHGSHGLDWULFERRNZDVWKDWRI%DJHOODUGXV VOHHSOHVVQHVVIHDUVLQÀDPPDWLRQRIQDYHODQGWKHPRLVWXUHRI
De Egritudinibus Infantium in 1472. This was largely based on the ears. Convulsion may occur with illness. Examination of the
the Practica Puerorum of Rhazes”. The author also states that the body should be tailored based on the presenting symptoms”.
Liber Continens begins with a chapter on infant care and the next
Abu Ali al-Husayn ibn Abd Allah ibn Sina or Avichapter deals with children. There is also a chapter on putting the
child to sleep. Rhazes differentiated osteomyelitis (spina ventosa) cenna (980–1037 AD)
IURPRWKHUVZHOOLQJVRIWKHERQHVLQFKLOGUHQDQGZDVWKH¿UVWWR
He was born in 980 AD in Afshana near Bukhara (then part of
GHVFULEHVSLQDEL¿GD,QWKHVDPHERRNKHDOVRGLVFXVVHGLQIDQWLOH
FRQYXOVLRQVDQGGLI¿FXOWGHQWLWLRQ,QWKHREVWHWULFDOVHFWLRQRIWKH Persia, now in Uzbekistan) and traveled widely in the eastern IsContinens, Rhazes listed as signs of viability in newborns passing lamic lands, and composed nearly 270 different treatises. When
urine, sneezing, or crying. In the Liber ad Almansorem, there is a he died in 1037 AD, he was known as one of the greatest philosochapter on prenatal care and one on management of the newborn. phers in Islam, and in medicine. He was so highly regarded that
One summarizing care of children during childhood and adoles- he was compared to Galen.14 Ibn Sina’s magnum opus by which
cence follows a chapter on the choice of a wet nurse. Rhazes recog- he was known East and West is the .LWDEDO4DQXQ¿DOWLEE or
nized internal hydrocephalus and differentiated congenital versus Canon of Medicine. Previously, I have written about Avicenna,
acquired microcephaly. He also differentiated hereditary or con- the historical background, and his characterization in the literature
genital convulsions from the acquired or post-traumatic seizures. and what he wrote about the care of the newborn infant.18 Some
Rhazes placed great emphasis on bathing the child and warned information related to the care of the newborn infant were derived
against use of ointments, which could only trap dirt and excre- in part from the English translation of the volume I of the Canon
ments. He wrote about infantile paralysis as well as birth injuries. of Medicine adapted by Laleh Bakhtiar19 and the manuscript writThe booklet on the ailments of children and their care (Practica ten by Peter M. Dunn.20
What follows are abstracted from 1930 translation of Canon of
Puerorum) contains chapters dealing with varieties of diseases in
children and their medical care. These chapters are: Dermal le- Medicine by O. Cameron Gruner and Mazar H. Shah.21 The chapsions of children; Scabies; Enlargement of the head; Abdominal ter dealing with the medical care from birth, infancy and to adoGLVWHQVLRQ6QHH]LQJ6OHHSOHVVQHVV(SLOHSV\&HUWDLQDIÀLFWLRQ lescence appears under Thesis I on nutrition starting on page 363
which is called Mater Puerorum; Saneous matter from the ears; of the Canon of Medicine. Salient information from this chapter
Venum running from the ear; Diseases of the eyes; Obliquity of is as follows:
1. Care of the newborn from the time of birth regarding the care
vision; Diseases of the teeth; Constipation; Cough; Pruritus and
vesicles; Worms; Distension or Prominence of the umbilicus; of the eyes, umbilicus, and bathing, dressing and sleeping quarters.
Hernia; Stone in the bladder; and Paralysis of children.
2. Importance of breastfeeding and its duration.
3. Appropriate nutrition and good physical and mental health of
Ali ibn-al-Abbas al-Majusi (Haly Abbas in Latin,
the
breastfeeding mother and the wet nurse.
949–994 AD)
4. Importance of gentle rocking and singing lullabies during
He was born into a Zoroastrian family from the Iranian city of breastfeeding. He states, “Mother’s milk is for growth of the baAhwaz about the time of Razi’s death. Al-Majusi practiced medi- by’s body and the music is for growth of the mind”.

Abubakr Muhammad Ibn Zakaria Razi or Rhazes
(865–925 AD)
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+\JLHQHDQGGLVRUGHUVRIGHQWLWLRQLQÀDPPDWLRQRIJXPVIHver and convulsion during dentition, aphthous stomatitis (thrush),
constipation and diarrhea and their remedies are discussed.
6. Disorders of sleep, night terrors, snoring, colic and their remedies.
7. Disorders of eyes, ears, skin eruptions (frunculosis, intertrigo),
KHUQLDVURXQGZRUPVDQGÀDWZRUPVDQGUHPHGLHVIRUWKHLUFXUH
8. Disturbances of the breathing, (sneezing, cough and coryza,
hiccough, retropharyngeal abscess), disturbances of digestive system are discussed.
9. Discussion on neurological disturbances such as hydrocephaOXVDQGLQÀDPPDWLRQRIWKHEUDLQLVSUHVHQWHG
10. Emphasis on proper nutrition from infancy to young adult,
WKHEHJLQQLQJRIIRUPDOHGXFDWLRQDIWHUDJHVL[\HDUWKHEHQH¿WV
and value of exercise is covered. For the value of exercise he
VWDWHV D ,WKDUGHQVWKHRUJDQVDQGUHQGHUVWKHP¿WIRUWKHLUIXQFtions; (b). It results in a better absorption of food, aids assimilation, and, by increasing the innate heat, improves nutrition; (c).
It clears the pores of the skin; (d.) It removes effete substances
through the lungs; (e). Strengthen the physique. Vigorous exercise invigorates the muscular and nervous system.
Avicenna’s knowledge about the medical writings by eminent
physicians/authors before him is evident as in this chapter of
Canon of Medicine; Avicenna refers to writings by Hippocrates,
Galen, Paulus of Aegina, Aetius, Rhazes, Haly Abbas and others.
The forgoing three leaders of Islamic medicine had remarkable
achievements for learning from writings of other historically renowned physicians who preceded them. They added their own
clinical experience and knowledge by producing medical texts
that were the mainstay of medical learning in European medical
schools for centuries to come. In their medical writings, children
and their medical care had a prominent place.
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