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Abstract

One of the legacies of Arab cule in Sicily is in the area of medicine, its study,
and practice. Those who study the history of medicine scem to agree the first
regulations on the licensing of physicians and pharmacists in Europe can be
traced to 1140, when the Norman king of Sicily, Roger II (1095-1154), estab-
lished the requirement of physicians taking an examination before they could
practice medicine, Later, the Hohenstauffen king of Sicily, Frederick IT (1194-
1250), went further in his Constitutions of Melfi by lcgistating that for a physi-
cian to practice medicine or to heal, he first must be approved in a convened
public examination by the master of the School of Salerno. Thus, with the adop-
tion of this legisiation, the procedures for the practice of medicine in Europe
began and soon spread to Spain and France. The origins of these regulations,
however, scem to have their roots in the medical practices of the Arahg, who via
North Africa, transfcrred them o Sicily. The period of Muslim rule on the
island had also introduced schools teaching the art of medicine and established
hospitals. The Norman conquest, together with the licensing of physicians, the
schooling, examining, and practicing of the medical arts, brought these tradi-
tions to medieval Evrope, where they became the foundation of Westerm medical
customary practice.

Key words: Medieval medicine, medicval Sicily, Muslim Sicily, medical licens-
ing.

ne of the legacies of the period of Arab rulc in Sic-
ily is in the area of medicine, its siudy, and prac-
tice. Scholars in the history of medicine appear to
agree that the first regulations governing the practice of
physicians in Europe dates to 1140, when the Norman king
of Sicily, Roger II (1095-1154), established in his laws, the
“Assizes,” the requirement that physicians mus( be exam-

From the Marriot Library
Universily of Ulah
Salt Lake City, Utah

Reprint Requests: Leonard C Chiarelli, PhD
Marriot Library

University of Utah

Salt Lake City, UT 84112

ined before they could practice medicine.! The relevant text
reads; “Whoever in the future desires to become a physi-
cian should present himself to our officials and judges for
an examination according 1o their judgment.” Later, the
Hohenstauflen King of Sicily, Frederick 11 (1194-1250), went
further in his Constitutions of Melfi (Liber Augustalis) by
legislating that “in the future no one may dare otherwise 1o
practice or (o heal, pretending the title of physician, unless
¢ has first been approved in a convened public examina-
lion by the Masters of Salerno,” and that “tesimonial let-
ters concerning his trustworthiness and sufficient knowl-
edge” should be presented before the examuning body be-
fore hc may “obtain the license for healing from us.” Those
making medicines were obliged to take an oath to “make
themn faithfully.™® The adoption of this legislation in 1231
appears o have set the procedures for the practice of medi-
cine in Europe, and soon they are found in the other parts of
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Italy, then in Spain and France in the following century.?
The origins of these regulations, or at least their inspira-
tion, seem to have their roots in the medical practices of the
Arabs‘ who, via North Africa, transferred them to Sicily.

The possible influence of Istamic medical practices upon
mcdieval Europe has hardly been studied, although it is
known that Arabic medical texts had a profound impact on
scientific learning of Europe. [n an article addressing the
antecedents of the Norman legislation on medical examina-
tions and licensing. the American medievalist James M
Powell sfates that the Latin Norman texts, and (he practices
themselves, evidence Byzantine influence. He goes on to
mention, however, that the Greek text upon which liis con-
clusion is based is not clear and that there is no definitive
picture of the medical profession practiced in Byzantiwm.
He even declares that the “precedents™ for the Norman laws
on medical practice are largely unknown.* Nowhere in the
article does he mention that thesc laws, or their inspiration,
may have had a connection with the Arabs who ruled the
island for 200 years prior to the armival of the Normans, and
whose institutions were siill in practice when King Roger 11
promulgated these laws.

The licensing of nedical practilioners appears to have
begun in Baghdad in 931, when a man died due to a
physician’s error. The Abbasid caliph, al-Muqtadir (908-
932), alarmed by this death, decreed that the Inspector of
Markets. “Mulitasib™ or “Sahib al-Siig” should not allow
anyonc to practice medicine unless he was licensed by (he
caliph’s chief physician.” He first had to examine the quali-
fications of the prospective practitioner before issuing a
“’Ijazah.” a certificate or license.® The "ijazah was usually
a letter issued by a student’s (cacher attesting that he lad
success(ufly compieted a set course of study under his su-
pervision, and that he was certifying (hat he was competent
to teach the said subjcct.®

Soon this procedure spread througliout the Muslim East
and West, but willy soinc variations. Forexample, it i1s known
that students who received their education and training in a
hospital would reccive their license from the head practic-
ing physician.'® Then, in order to practice, the medical prac-
titioner was obliged (0 be examined by the muliasib, who
thercaficr administered to him the Hippocratic Oath and
issued a permit or license." Tn many cascs, the prospeclive
physician would first be examined by the chief physician
who was appointed by the government to be “head of his
crafi™"? and subject to the confrol of {he muhlasid," an ap-
pointed government official who was under Ihe authority of
the “Qadi.” a municipal judge, and whose major function
was to be guardian of public morals and the regulaling of
all trades in the market. His duties embraced the various
aspects of public life, from keeping the walkways and baths
clean, to protecting the public from fraud, As such, he was
charged with licensing physicians, pharmacists. oculists, and
blood-letters, etc.™ as well as miaking certain that the weights
and measurcs of Lhe ierchants in the markel were accurale.
Handbooks were compiled (hat detailed his respousibilitics

and the procedures he was to follow tn order {0 allow mer-
chants and health practitioners to carry on their business.

The office of the muhtasib seems to date back to the 9th
century'® but soon became widespread, extending within a
century o North Africa, Spain, and Sicily.' At times, in
addition to the ‘ijazah, the aspiring physician had to present
a certificate of good conduct issued by the “Sahib al-shurtah,”
the chief of police."”

The study of medicine among the Arabs began soon
afier the 9th century, when the learning center, the House of
Wisdom (Bayt ul-Hikmah), started translating into Arabic
the ancient Coptic, Greek, Sanskrit, Nabatacn, and Syriac
medical works." In a shor period of time, the study of
these ancient texts spread to the Muslim West, where under
the Aghlabid dynasty in Ifriqyah (Tunisia) 2 House of Wis-
dom, modcled after the one in Baghdad, was established.'®

The Aghlabids launched their conquest of Sicily in 827,
and. with the occupation of the whole island by 902, re-
mained under Muslim rule undl the Norman conquest in
1086, However, the Arab ¢lecment in the government and
ils bureaucracy. as well as its culture, continued in much of
Sicily for another 150 years. The Tunisian scholar Hasan
Husni abdul Wahhib stated that afier the invasion of Sicily,
the Aghtabid “Amirs™ (princes) utilized the Sicilian monks
by bringing them to Qayrawan in order to have them trans-
late the classics into Arabic. He also specutated that these
monks were charged with doing the same on the island.”

The Aglilabids also established medical learning circles
at Raqqadab and Qayrawdn, where by the LIth century,
Ifriqyah became a center for the teaching of medicine.
Eminenl physicians from Egypt and Baghdad were asked to
settle in Qayrawin in order (o teach and praclice medicine
among Lhe members of the amir’s court. Such well known
figures as “Ishaq ibn “Umran (fl. 9th century). ‘Ishaq ibn
Sulayman al-"Isra’ili (d. 953). and his student, ibn al-Jazzar
(d. 980). taughi and wrote rcnowned works onr disease and
the practice of inedicine. The writings produced there made
Qayrawin a center for medical learning, which came to in-
fluence the whole of North Africa, including Spain and Sic-
ily. Along with schools tcaching medicine, they estab-
lished hospitals, known there by the Berber word “dimnah,”™
which made their appearance around &3 1 in Qayrawan but
soon spread (hroughout the Jarger cities of Ifrigyah.?

Surviving letters of Jewish merchants of the period.
known collectively as the Geniza documents, clearly dem-
onstrate that Qayrawan was an active medical learning cen-
ter for Jews and Muslims alike.?

The study and practice of medicine in North Africa
surcly had an impact in Sicily. Although specific docu-
menis related to wedical learning and practice on (he is-
land have so far eluded us, there 1§ some evidence to show
that Sicily had been part of the medical reginie of Qayrawan.
Even though medical learning was concentrated in Ifrqiyah,
Sicily not only lad its medical practitioncrs but also per-
sonages who lectured in medicine. The renowned religious
schotar, "Abu Sa*id Luqnéin ibn Yiisuf al-Ghassani (d. 931)
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of Qayrawan spent 14 years in Sicily teaching religious law
and medicine.* A native Sicilian, *Ali ibn al-Hasan ibn
al-Tubi (f1. 11th century) traveled abroad and then returned
home as a learned physician who followed and taught the
medical teachings of the famous 9th century Baghdad phy-
sician and teacher Yithanna ibn Masawaih (d. 857).2

Another native of the island, *Ali ibn [brahim ibn “Ali
(d. 1137), called “Son of the Teacher™, taught medicine and
was known as an eminent grammarian and calligrapher.®
Some of the government officials sent to the island from
Qayrawan were skilled in medicine. For example,
Muhammad ibn *[brahim ibn * Abi Sabih (d. 944), who was
sent as the chief judge or “Qaa1” of the island, was in addi-
tion to an expert in religious law, a well-known physician.”

The teaching of basic medicine seems {o have had a
place in the cducational system on the island and there is
no doubt that the ancient Greck works on medicine, me-
chanics, and philosophy, which were to be found in the
libraries of Palermo and Syracuse, werc utilized. It secms
Likely that the ancient Greco-Roman library in Syracuse
continued to be active throughout the period of Arab rule
since we read in a letter written by the Norman official and
archdcacon of Catania, Henricus Aristippus (1. 1150). that
“you have in Sicily the Syracusan and Greek library.”® An
indication of the knowledge and availability of the Greek
works is indicated in the report that in 951, the Umayyad
caliph of Spain, *Abd al-Rahman I1f (912-961). soughl the
assistance of the Sicilian physician "Abd *Abd Allah (fl.
10th century) to help translate the “Materia Afedica”™ of
Dioscorides. He was sought oul because of his knowledge
of the Greek Janguage and his mastery of medicinal plants.®
Another Sicilian, whose name and work have been losi,
wrote a book on materia medica and prescriptions entitled
Kitab al-Sigilli (The Book of the Sicilian), which covers
many areas of phariacology.*

[t is even possible that there were female medical prac-
titioners in Muslim Sicily. There is no direct informalion
concerning their practice, but it is well known that fcmale
physicians thrived in the Jslamic world,” and it is reported
that in the 14th century Sicily had, along with Florence,
the largest number of female medical practitioners in all of
laly.*?

In regards 1o the establishment of hospitals, it appears
that the hospilal known as San Giovanni dei Lcbbrosi lo-
cated outside Palenmo and atiributed lo Norman construc-
lion, is of older origin and was originally the Arab castle of
Yahya. In fact, Sicilian historian Michele Amari states that
there is no document that proves (hat it was built by the
Normans.™ The Spanish Muslim traveler ibn Jubayr saw
this hospital in 1185 and noled that it was constructed on
the model of the Muslim hospitals he saw in Acre and Tyre >
As far as the examining and licensing of physicians, it seeins
that Sicily had the same procedurcs as those found in Norih
Africa. The office of mulitasib wenl under various (itles at
different times and placcs. Originally, the ofTice wenl un-
der the ttle of sithib al-siq and remained under that name

in some parts of the Muslim world. “Muhtasib” was a title
predominately found in the Arab East, while in North Af-
rica and Spain, we oflen find the title “Sahib al-suq,” *‘ Amil
al-siq,” or even “Sahib al-shurtah™ (chief of police).* It
oficn occurred that the position of muhtasib and shurtah
were joined, which may have been at the discretion of the
appointing qadi.* The inspector of markets, then, could be
called “muhtasid,” “sahib al-suq." or “sahib al-shuriah.”

Sicilian documenits indicate that the office of “s3hib al-
suq,” masler of the market, was still tn use in Sicily around
1145, i.e., during the period that Roger [1°s laws were made. '’
Later, documents from the period of Angevin rule (1264-
1283) show that in 1282, the office and the title continued
under the Latin form magistrum mercii.*® During the same
period, another document also used the title “magistris Surte
mercii,” i.e., “chief of police of the markets.”

Historical documents indicate that during the period of
Muslim rule, Sicily followed the same administrative frame-
work as other Muslim regions, with the office of chief phy-
sician and muhtasib active in examining, certifying, licens-
ing, and oversceing medical practitioners. The procedure
appears (0 be that the medical student received a license or
diploma from his mentor on completion of his studies. Then,
if he wished to practice medicine, he was examined first by
a government-appointed chief physician whosc position was
similar to a master of a trade guild. Thereafter, if approved.
he would receive a license (o practice from a judicial offi-
cial, the muhtasib or sahib at-siq.

The Jaws of Roger 11 appear to have adopted and codi-
fied the process, and in doing so, incorporated some of the
laws of the Muslim community,*® There is ample evidence
to show that Islamic law continued to be used on the island
up through the 12th century.*' The Assizes promulgated by
Roger [I were meanl 1o fix the obligations and competence
of the royal officials,”? of which the officc of mubtasib was
probably included. At the time the laws were drawn, Arab
officials held many royal positions of importance,™ and the
king sought via the new laws to unify (he administrative
syslcm so that if would embrace the traditions of Latin and
Greck ltaly with thase of Muslim Sicily.*' As part of the
king’s administrative reorganization, he codified the obli-
gations of the royal officials, thereby placing the office of
muhtasib, and probably “chief physician™ as examincr, un-
der a centralized royal administrative system,

It appears thal laler Frederick Il elaborated on Roger
II's legislation in his Constitutions of Melfi by placing the
responsibility of examining and licensing of medical prac-
litioners upon a board of medical examiners at the medical
schoot at Salcrmo? thus, not only codilying, but institution-
alizing, the procedures for examining and licensing of phy-
sicians.

A delailed study, however, of the Liber Augustalis and
the Assizes is needed to deduce if their conlenls concerning
the provisions on heatth were influcnced by the Muslim
community, on the island and especially if the literature of
the office of muhtasib had any impact.* The formalized
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regulations of Frederick II appear to have bad an impact on
the European mainland where the study and practice of
medicinc was beginning 1o flourish in the great medical
schools of France, ltaly, and Spain.
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