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The Medical Legacy of
Moses Maimonides

by
Fred Rosner, M.D.
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1998

Viaimonides iiieﬂ on December 13, 12&4 {Tehet 3(5 4965 in the Hebrew
:almdzﬂ and was buried in Tiberias, Palestine. The Christian, Moslem and
Jewish worlds mourned him. His literary ability was incredible and his
knowledge encyclopedic. He mastered neady everything known in the
fields of theology, mathematics, law, philosophy, astronomy, ethics, and, of
course, medicine. As a physician, he weated discase by the scientific [as
prpmtd 1o the empiric and/or popular] methoed, not by guesswork, super-
stition, or rule of thumb, His attitude towards the practice of medicine
came from hix deep religious background, which made the preservation of
health and life a divine commundment. His inspiration lives on duough the
years and his position as one of the medical gants of history is indehbly
recorded. He was physician to Sultans and Princes, and 3 Sir William Osler
said, “He was Prince of Physicians.” The heritage of his great medical writ-
1ngs is being more and more appreciated. To the Jewish people he symbol-
ized the hughest spiritual and intellectual achievement of man on this earth;
as so apdy stated, “From Moses o Moses there never arose a man hike
Moses," and pone has since.®
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whom he described as possessing modesty and E.Sm:.&m uw .€M=ﬂ MMHM
fine intellect. Although only seventeen at the time of his wamwzo
death (1204), Abraham was able .m::. to absorb an HM% eSSty
amount of his father’s teaching and in his own works he c1 Mm i N
interpretations and opinions transmitted to him oB:x 3\# is w: %zm
trious father. The son’s commentary on 5.5 @Eﬁ his % Ew. novs
Complete Guide for the Pious (Kifayat al- Abidin), J& rea M:m::
Aggadot, and numerous letters and responsa are thus _Bw o
sources of Maimonidean doctrine. All his duties m.:a aojwﬂ:_ sw oS
notwithstanding, Maimonides must have found time to .mmom iy
son Torah.” Indeed, we have here a moo.a wxm.BEa o.m a w:mﬁwﬂm N
tocracy of the intellect and spirit, m.:& it is interesting .8, ML AMMW the
literary history of this family, starting with R. Maimon's L¢
i er many generations.

hoswmwwwmm, MM Zumamw\smmom, medical practice and 53:83% ?Mom.
cupations are described in a candid letter (1191) to aomnﬂr >, WM mom
the favorite and trusted disciple for whom he composed the Guide

the Perplexed:

I inform you that I have acquired in .Enn:oia a very great Hnﬁwwﬂ
tion among the great, such as the Q:n.m Dmmr the EEonm, >m nd
other grandees from whom T do not o&:ﬂ.ﬁ% receive any fee. As fo

the ordinary people, 1 am placed too high for them to Hmw_on Em
This obliges me continually to waste my day in Cairo AM ﬁw )

[noble] sick. When 1 return to Fostat, the most I muw a Wn a0
for the rest of the day and night, is to study medical ooﬂmﬁﬁ% <
are so necessary for me. For you know how long and m_mmncﬁnﬂ _Mg:n
is for a conscientious and exact man who does not ;wuw__ "owsoé\
anything which he cannot support by argument and E_M momﬂ b
ing where it has been said and how 1t can _um demonstra m..m., s Bee
further resulted in the fact that I find no time to study M:m .?Q
only time I am able to read the Bible is on Saturday. ?m oro et
sciences, I have no time to study them at all E._@ this distresses ne
very much. Recently 1 received all of Averroes ooEEmaszw o»
Aristotle ... and my impression is that he nxwfomnmm the %a: oEm
views properly, but I have not yet found the time to read a

books. .

The most revealing piece of personal Hnmw::o:% about Z-m.::wm-
ides professional and communal schedule is to be found :m w_m
letter of 1199 to Samuel ibn Tibbon, the Hebrew transtator of the
Guide of the Perplexed:

.
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Now God knows that in order to write this to you I have escaped to
a secluded spot, where people would not think to find me, some-
times leaning for support against the wall, sometimes lying down on
account of my excessive weakness, for I have grown old and feeble.

With regard to your wish to come here to me, I cannot but say
how greatly your visit would delight me, for I truly long to com-
mune with you, and would anticipate our meeting with even greater
joy than you. Yet I must advise you not to expose yourself to the
perils of the voyage, for beyond seeing me, and my doing all T could
to honor you, you would not derive any advantage from your visit.
Do not expect to be able to confer with me on any scientific subject,
for even one hour either by day or by night, for the following is my
daily occupation. I dwell at Misr [Fostat] and the Sultan resides at
Kahira [Cairo]; these two places are two Sabbath days’ journey
[about one mile and a half] distant from each other. My duties to
the Sultan are very heavy. I am obliged to visit him every day, early
in the moming; and when he or any of his children, or any of the
inmates of his harem, are indisposed, I dare not quit Kahira, but
must stay during the greater part of the day in the palace. It also
frequently happens that one or two of the royal officers fall sick, and
I must attend to their healing. Hence, as a rule, I repair to Kahira
very early in the day, and if nothing unusual happens, 1 do not
return to Misr until the afternoon. Then I am almost dying with
hunger. 1 find the antechamber filled with people, both Jews and
Gentiles, nobles and common people, judges and bailiffs, fnends and
foes—a mixed multitude, who await the time of my return.

I dismount from my animal, wash my hands, go forth to my
patients, and entreat them to bear with me while I partake of some
slight refreshment, the only meal I take in the twenty-four hours.
Then I attend to my patients, write prescriptions for their various
ailments. Patients go in and out until nightfall, and sometimes even,
I solemnly assure you, until two hours and more in the night. I con-
verse and prescribe for them while lying down from sheer fatigue,
and when night falls, I am so exhausted that I can scarcely speak.

In consequence of this, no Israclite can have any private inter-
view with me except on the Sabbath. On this day the whole congre-
gation, or at least the majority of the members, come to me after
the morning service, when I instruct them as to their proceedings
during the whole week; we study together a little until noon, when
they depart. Some of them return, and read with me after the after-
noon service until evening prayers. In this manner I spend that day.
I have here related to you only a part of what you would see if you
were to visit me. Now, when you have completed for our brethren
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