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Commentary

», «

“An apple a day keeps the doctor away”; “Eat to live, don’t live to eat”; “An ounce of
prevention is worth a pound of cure.” We are all familiar with maxims like these, which
are easy to remember, easy to repeat, and easy to tell others. Your family doctor may tell
you them to remind you to eat or sleep better. She may also have her own set of maxims
or mnemonics for treatment or diagnosis. Actually, the practice of memorizing maxims
and pithy statements with a view to clinical practice goes back thousands of years. Some
of the earliest statements we know of are collected in an Ancient Greek volume of
“Aphorisms” attributed to a fourth-century BCE doctor, Hippocrates, although many of
the aphorisms were probably written hundreds of years later. They enjoyed a
considerable afterlife, as they were disseminated widely and translated into Syriac,
Arabic, Hebrew, Latin, and every modern European language. Indeed, some of these
aphorisms, along with the famous Hippocratic oath, continue to be used today.

Today, the Hippocratic statements are often used for their ethical material, but most of
their content is actually specifically medical. Take the following, for example: “acute
diseases come to a crisis in fourteen days” (2.23); “pains and fevers occur when pus is
forming rather than when it has been formed” (2.47); “blood or pus in the urine
indicates ulceration of the kidneys or bladder” (4.75).1 Aphorisms of this kind are meant
for use; we can imagine doctors turning to a collection of such statements for quick
answers in the days before Google and PubMed. It is much more difficult to imagine that
pithy answers in a desk reference like that could remain relevant for two thousand
years. Indeed, as early as the second-third centuries CE, Galen noted that acute diseases
do not follow the same trajectory and that physicians should not use the fourteen-day

1 Hippocrates, Aphorisms, in Nature of Man. Regimen in Health. Humours. Aphorisms. Regimen 1-
3. Dreams, trans. W. H. S. Jones, pp. 97-221, Loeb Classical Library 150 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1931).



benchmark to assess the severity of the disease.? Some of Hippocrates’ statements are
downright preposterous and were recognized as such very early on—for example,
“when blood congeals in the breasts of a woman, it indicates madness” (5.40).3 Still, the
aphorisms enjoyed a popularity among medical professionals in the Middle Ages that is
difficult to account for except by their user-friendly form.

It was likely the continued popularity of the aphorisms combined with their unreliability
in many respects that encouraged a great number of people to write commentaries on
them, pointing out what was still correct and what, like the two misleading examples I
just mentioned, was in need of correction. As far as I know, every language in which the
aphorisms appeared also saw the rise of a commentary tradition. Commentaries were
themselves translated from language to language and built a network of references to
each other, such that a doctor using the aphorisms was relying not so much on the
Hippocratic authors as on a body of medical texts organized around specific, easily
remembered maxims that, at least in the Middle Ages, would have been recognized by
everyone in Europe, North Africa, and the Middle East. In fact, the ubiquity of these
aphorisms among doctors likely inspired collaboration across cultural divides as doctors
sought to assess and reassess the validity of the claims in the aphorisms.

One such thinker, who was himself responsible for a great deal of intercultural medical
commenting activity, was Moses Maimonides. Born in Cordoba around 1138, educated
firstin Fez and then in Old Cairo (Fustat), Maimonides was revered as the foremost
decisor of Jewish law, the greatest philosopher, and the most important Jewish physician
of the twelfth century, even of the entire Middle Ages, if not of all time. In the last decade
or so of his life, Maimonides served among the court physicians of the Ayyubid empire in
Egypt and wrote at least eleven medical works in Arabic, including his Commentary on
Hippocrates’ Aphorisms. Though the medical writings are clearly different from
Maimonides’ philosophical and legal writings, they all show evidence of his outstanding
ability to summarize and restate complicated arguments and ideas as clear, simple, and
easily referenced works. This ability generated great interest in Maimonides’ medical
writings and led to their becoming central parts of medieval and Renaissance Jewish
medical education following multiple translations into Hebrew (and in a few cases even
into Latin).

An example of Maimonides’ method is his own Medical Aphorisms. Although the content
is primarily taken from Galen, Maimonides reorganizes the material in his own
methodical way, which he thinks will be easiest to read and use for practice. In contrast,
his Commentary on Hippocrates’ Aphorisms follows the order and content determined by
the Hippocratic authors. That Maimonides preserves this order and content, even in the
frequent cases when he strongly disagrees with it, is a testament to the popularity of the
Hippocratic work and Maimonides’ recognition that it was going to remain in vogue

2 Galen, In Hippocratis Aphorismos commentarius 2.23, in Claudii Galeni Opera Omnia, ed. Karl
Gottlieb Kiihn, vol. 17, part 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), pp. 506-7.
3 Hippocrates, Aphorisms, Loeb translation modified.



regardless of his own ability to structure and summarize arguments. It is in
acknowledgement of the continued popularity of this work that Maimonides wrote his
only medical commentary, and his first commentary at all in over sixty years.

Since he follows the order of the Hippocratic statements, Maimonides starts with the
first Hippocratic aphorism, beginning: “Life is short, art is long, time is limited, and
experience is dangerous.” These words, and actually the entire first aphorism, were
probably originally intended as a kind of introduction to the Aphorisms. They were likely
directed at the doctor, saying: There is a lot to learn and you don’t have much time.
Experience, or as the Greek meipa is probably better translated, “trying things out,” is
dangerous. So, instead, read this book and gain concise statements of useful medical
knowledge that you can then apply. That is, the opening aphorism is a teaser for the rest
of the book and an example of how much can be conveyed in few words.

Maimonides, however, takes the statement “experience is dangerous” not as an
advertisement for following the rest of the Hippocratic statements, but as a critique of
medical knowledge itself. The critique is based on a view of the human body that is
drawn from Aristotelian science and mediated through Galen. Aristotle and the
Aristotelians saw natural beings as combinations of matter and form. The Arabic-
speaking Aristotelians also characterized natural beings as combinations of substance,
or “self” (<), and accidents (u=l_e!).

Medicine treats the accidents of the human body, rather than the self. The accidents are
either accidents of form or accidents of matter. Medicine operates using drugs and
nutrients that have their own accidents. The accidents of the medicines are themselves
either accidents of the form of the medicine or accidents of the matter of the medicine.
These accidents perform different actions when introduced to the body. Some drugs
heat up or cool down the body through their form, while others loosen or thicken parts
of the body by their matter. The body itself also acts upon the things introduced to it.
Thus, as Maimonides notes, we digest foods, but do not act at all upon pits and peels of
various fruits, which leave the body more or less intact after having gone through our
entire digestive system. Sometimes when we eat things we digest them, and sometimes
we do not. What happens is dependent both on the accidents of form and matter of the
thing eaten and on the accidents of form and matter of body that eats it.

The art of medicine is in large part knowing what to give the body and when. Some
medical conditions clearly call for laxatives, purgatives, or other effects that can be
induced by drugs. Such drugs generally have these effects, Maimonides says, through
their form. At the same time, the matters of these drugs also have accidents that produce
effects on the body, such as thickening or loosening. In other words, Maimonides
recognizes side effects. Drugs that help the heart with their accidents of form may harm
the liver with their accidents of matter. This, says Maimonides, is why experience, or
experiment, is dangerous. It is also why the reader of the Aphorisms must be warned: do
not try this at home, or at least make sure you know everything that will or can happen
when you prescribe a treatment.



On the other hand, says Maimonides, “we have no indication whatsoever, nor any other
way by which to draw conclusions about this action except by experience [4_3].”4 That
is, all of our knowledge about the effects and side effects of drugs comes from
experience. In Maimonides’ view, human knowledge of the interaction of the accidents of
form and matter of the drug with the accidents of form and matter of the body is
insufficient for predicting any outcome with any kind of certainty. The only way to find
out what will happen is to take the medicine and then see the results. Afterwards, the
Maimonidean doctor can use Galenic and Aristotelian principles to explain what
happened. It is thus clear why experiment/experience is dangerous; unless we have

seen it before, there is no way to predict what will happen using the theories available.

We might then wonder how we come to be able to use any medicines at all. Maimonides
in fact relies on a vast history of doctors who did try things that were dangerous and
then wrote about what they did in books. Records of this kind allow us to explain what
happened using Aristotelian and Galenic accounts of accidents. More importantly, they
allow us to repeat or avoid what those previous doctors did without risk, or at least with
greatly reduced risk to the patient. In other words, Maimonides develops a kind of
empirical theory that involves using recorded data. In cases where one does experiment
or rely on one’s own experience, Maimonides urges extreme caution.

In some sense, then, Maimonides adopts the Hippocratic approach. Experience/
experiment is dangerous and is best avoided. Better to make use of the experiences of
others, especially when these have been written down in books. That is, the Hippocratic
Aphorisms would appear to be the answer: clear simple results of other people’s
experiments that you can adopt yourself.

Yet for Maimonides, experience is even more dangerous than for the Hippocratics, since
as it turns out, much of what is in the aphorisms is not correct. That is, it is not borne out
by experience, nor can it be explained by Aristotelian or Galenic theory.

Let us return to the examples [ mentioned at the beginning of my comments. Sometimes
one can agree with the Hippocratics, as in the aphorism “blood or pus in the urine
indicates ulceration of the kidneys or bladder” (4.75). Other times, one can supplement
the Hippocratic aphorism with an explanation based on Aristotelian or Galenic theory.
Thus, Maimonides agrees with the Hippocratic aphorism that “pains and fevers occur
when pus is forming rather than when it has been formed” (2.47), but he adds the
explanation that this has to do with swelling and heat caused by forming pus.

On the other hand, the Hippocratic aphorisms are sometimes misleading. We already
noted that Galen did not agree with the Hippocratics that acute diseases come to a crisis
in fourteen days, and Maimonides joins him in saying that different diseases follow

4 Maimonides, Commentary on Hippocrates’ Aphorisms, Vol. 1: A New Parallel Arabic-English
Edition and Translation, with Critical Editions of the Medieval Hebrew Translations, ed. and trans.
Gerrit Bos (Leiden: Brill, 2020), p. 52, paragraph 26.



different trajectories. An even clearer example is the Hippocratic statement “when blood
congeals in the breasts of a women, it indicates madness” (5.40). Maimonides responds:

It seems to me as the most probable that he observed [sJ] this once or twice and
made a definite statement about it as he usually does in his book Epidemics. Galen
remarks that he has never seen this, and this is true, that is to say that this (i.e.,
blood congealed in the breasts) is never a cause of madness. It [must] have
happened accidentally once or twice and Hippocrates observed it and thought
that it was the cause [of madness].>

This statement reveals the problem of experience. According to Maimonides,
Hippocrates observed certain symptoms that were present in mad women and assumed
that those symptoms were the cause of the madness. Galen notes that he has never
observed those symptoms in mad women. Maimonides does not deny the experiences of
either of his predecessors, but notes that the congealed blood in the breasts did not
cause the madness. Some mad people also suffered this condition, but it was
coincidental.

These examples give us a clear sense of the dangers of experience, inferences from
experience, and experiment. They also highlight that one cannot simply rely on received
information, even if it comes from highly regarded sources. Moreover, Maimonides says
as much while at the same time acknowledging that experiences that have been written
down are our best source of information about how to apply treatments and drugs. The
doctor must navigate all of these factors. He must turn to the experiences of Hippocrates,
Galen, and Maimonides when making his decisions. He must reconcile these with his
scientific theories. And, above all, the doctor must use his own judgment to decide what
to do in each case.

While appearing to explain the Hippocratic Aphorisms, Maimonides’ Commentary in fact
goes against their apparent intention. Whereas the Aphorisms sought to give the doctor
an easy-to-use handbook for applying treatment practices, Maimonides’ Commentary on
that handbook sought to encourage doctors to challenge the conclusions of Hippocrates
using Galen’s criticisms, but then to challenge Galen as well. In fact, Maimonides seeks to
convey the principles of medical decision-making in such a way that the doctor could
conceivably challenge even Maimonides’ own experiences. Experience, after all, is
dangerous. The art of medicine is not only long, but also hard, and doctors cannot always
find shortcuts on their paths to healing.

5 Ibid., p. 218.
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Source Texts and Translations

Hippocratic Aphorisms, 1.1:6
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In the ninth century, Hunayn ibn Ishaq translated this line as follows:”

e eliadll g ylad A jadll g uia Ci gl AL ghdcliall g jual jeall ol il JB

Gerrit Bos translates it:8

Says Hippocrates: Life is short, and the art is long, and time is limited, and
experience is dangerous, and judgment is difficult.

¢ Hippocrates, Aphorismi d’Hippocrate, ed. Emile Littré (Amsterdam: Hakkert, [1844] 1962).

7 Maimonides, Commentary on Hippocrates’ Aphorisms, Vol. 1: A New Parallel Arabic-English
Edition and Translation, with Critical Editions of the Medieval Hebrew Translations, ed. Gerrit Bos
(Leiden: Brill, 2020), vol. 1, p. 41, para. 14.

8 Ibid., p. 40, para. 14.



In the twelfth century, Judah ibn Tibbon quotes part of the same line in Hebrew in a
letter to his son:’

.1112D 71°017 TX NYT °D UIAPIAR R

In the second half of the thirteenth century, Moses ibn Tibbon (Judah’s grandson) quotes
the line in his translation of Maimonides’ Commentary on Hippocrates’ Aphorisms:'°
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Zerahyah ben Isaac ben She’altiel Hen’s thirteenth-century Hebrew translation of
Maimonides’ Commentary on Hippocrates’ Aphorisms runs:!!
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Maimonides comments on this line as follows:12
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Gerrit Bos translates this passage into English as follows:13

[20] As to his statement “time is limited,” it seems to me that he means with this that the
time for [treating] the disease is far too limited to experiment. If you do not know all
matters already verified by experience, but begin now to experiment with [certain]
matters on this patient, time is too short for that and there is danger in beginning to

9 Hebrew Ethical Wills, ed. Israel Abrahams (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America,
1948), vol. 1, p. 80.

10 Maimonides, Commentary, ed. Bos, p. 321, para. 14.

11 bid., p. 421, para. 14.

12 |bid., pp. 47, 49, 53, 55.

13 Ibid., pp. 46, 48, 52, 54.



experiment on this patient. All these words are in exhortation to be perfect in the art, so
that all that has been tried throughout the years is present in your memory.

[22] The meaning of “danger in experience” is as | will describe [now]. Know that in
every natural body there are two kinds of accidents: accidents that adhere to it with
respect to its matter and accidents that adhere to it with respect to its form. Man is an
example of this: Health and illness, sleep and wakefulness adhere to him with respect to
his matter, that is, with respect to his being a living being, and it adheres to him that he
thinks, reflects, wonders, and laughs with respect to his form. Those accidents that
adhere to his body with respect to its form are those that are called “specific properties,”
because they are specific to this species alone.

[27] Know that there are drugs whose action in our bodies, which occurs as a result of
their matter, is clear and manifest, while their action, which results from their form, is
very much hidden .... All this was indeed brought out by experience in the course of
time.

Moses ibn Tibbon translates the passage as follows:14
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14 Ibid., pp. 323-25.



