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Simon of Genoa as an Arabist1

Introduction

At first glance, the Latin transcriptions of Arabic medical terminology in Simon of 
Genoa’s Clavis can appear eccentric and unpredictable, differing markedly from 
what is attested in Classical Arabic. After a brief introduction to the phenomenon 
we call ‘Middle Arabic’2, we shall discuss five features of MA that commonly 
occur in Simon’s Latin transcriptions. We shall show that Simon’s transcriptions 
conform to MA and are, therefore, entirely predictable. We shall then move from 
a linguistic to an historical analysis, by considering Simon’s use of sources, both 
written and oral, and try to discern the extent of his knowledge of Arabic. 

Middle Arabic

The term MA should not be understood in the sense of Middle Aramaic or Middle 
English – it does not refer to a phase, but rather a register, of the language. The 
study of the phenomenon we call MA has been plagued by misunderstandings and 
arguments over definitions, partly because the pioneer of this field was forced to 
change his initial use of the term following reviews of his early publications.3 While 

1 I would like to thank Dr. Barbara Zipser (Royal Holloway University of London), 
who suggested that I write about this topic and provided much assistance, both by 
correspondence and through her Simon Online web page (simonofgenoa.org) from which 
the examples given below are drawn. I would also like to thank Simon Online author Wilf 
Gunther, who has contributed greatly to the project, especially in relation to the Arabic 
terminology. The entries quoted in this article were edited by Gunther, with the exception of 
C littera and Harsas (Zipser) and Gemus (me). The collation is based on witnesses ABC (prints) 
and ef (manuscripts), as referenced on Simon Online. For the sake of clarity, trivial variants 
and readings that are clearly errors transmitted in only one source will not be mentioned. 
Abbreviations for lexica (followed by volume/page number): D = Reinhart Dozy, Supplément 
aux Dictionnaires Arabes (2 vols; Leiden: Brill, 1881); L = Edward William Lane, An Arabic-
English Lexicon (Parts 1-8 and Supplement; London: Williams and Norgate, 1863-1893).
2 Hereafter MA. Other abbreviations for languages: A = Arabic, CA = Classical Arabic, H = 
Hebrew, J-A = Judaeo-Arabic, N-A/NA = Neo-Arabic.
3 See the discussion in the ‘Addenda and Corrigenda’ in Joshua Blau, The Emergence and 
Linguistic Background of Judaeo-Arabic: A Study of the Origins of Neo-Arabic and Middle 
Arabic. (third revised edition; Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 1999), 216-218.
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the dust has largely settled, some arguments persist.4 For our present purposes,5 
however, it is expedient to use the term MA, as defined by Joshua Blau:

Middle Arabic is the language of medieval A texts in which classical, post-classical, 
and often also N-A and pseudo-correct elements alternate quite freely.6

Again, the circumstances that led to the appearance of a literary register of 
Arabic, essentially a medieval koine, are much debated. Blau’s description seems 
to be the most apposite: 

As a rule, the writers wanted to write in the language of prestige, viz. in Classical 
Arabic, yet, because of their inability to master its complex grammar, elements 
of their spoken language, viz. Neo-Arabic, penetrated their writings. Yet in the 
course of time, a certain mixture of Classical and Neo-Arabic elements came to be 
thought of as a literary language in its own rights, employed even by authors who 
were well able to write in a ‘more Classical’ language.7 

Thus in the thirteenth century, for example, the Islamic medical historian 
Ibn Abī Uṣaybi˓ah wrote his ˓Uyūn al-anbāʾ fī ṭabaqāt al-aṭibbā˒ ‘Sources of 
Information about the Classes of Physicians’ in MA.8 

In addition to elements of both the Classical and spoken language, certain 
features, defined as ‘pseudo-corrections’, also manifest. These include 
hypercorrections, half-corrections and malapropisms, and often represent the 
misapplication of Classical forms.9 

4 For a recent assessment, see Johannes den Heijer, “Introduction: Middle and Mixed 
Arabic, a New Trend in Arabic Studies,” in L. Zack and A. Schippers (Eds), Middle Arabic and 
Mixed Arabic: Diachrony and Synchrony. (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 1-25.
5 This paper is written with the non-specialist in mind. It is, therefore, not so concerned 
with the intricacies of the debate about Middle Arabic, but more with assisting the non-
Arabist in appreciating how, by following a series of clearly defined steps, one can move 
from the form given in the Classical Arabic lexica to the form attested in Simon’s Clavis.
6 See Joshua Blau, A Handbook of Early Middle Arabic (Jerusalem: The Max Schloessinger 
Memorial Foundation, 2002), 14. Compare, however, Blau’s comments elsewhere: ‘I would 
even propose to discard, when dealing with Middle Arabic, the terms Classical Arabic and 
Postclassical Arabic, and use in their stead the term Standard Arabic, comprising both of them, 
since they constituted for these authors a uniform entity. So the final definition for Middle 
Arabic I am proposing is that it is the language of texts in which Standard Arabic, Neo-Arabic 
and pseudo-correct elements alternate in ever varying degrees’ – see Blau, Emergence, 218.
7 Joshua Blau, “The State of Research in the Field of the Linguistic Study of Middle 
Arabic,”Arabica 28 (1981): 187-203, 188. Readers may also wish to consult Kees Versteegh, 
The Arabic Language (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), 114-129.
8 Blau, ‘The State of Research’, 191.
9 Blau, ‘The State of Research’, 189.
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For two not unrelated reasons, the best sources for the study of MA are usually 
those produced by non-Muslim writers. First, non-Muslim writers were less likely 
to have an ideological devotion to the concept of the ˓arabiyya. Thus, Blau states 
that, ‘the study of early MA has to rely to a considerable degree on the literature 
of the religious minorities of the Muslim empire’.10 Second, many of the features 
of MA are not always visible when Arabic script is being used, but are often only 
noticeable when the language is phonetically transcribed in another script such 
as Hebrew, Greek, Coptic, or, as discussed below, Latin.11 

Features of Middle Arabic Present in Simon of Genoa’s 
Transcriptions

Simon’s Latin transcriptions of Arabic medical terminology consistently display 
MA features. In this section, we limit ourselves to the five features that we 
consider to be the most important, that is those that account for the vast majority 
of deviations from the known CA form.12 

(1) Elision of short final vowels, resulting in the absence of case markers

This is perhaps the most prominent feature of MA,13 yet it remains obscured in 
most texts and is only noticeable in phonetic transcription. Thus Blau notes that, 
‘Although the disappearance of the case endings in the sg. and broken pl. is not 
exhibited in unvocalized script, it is reflected in Greek transcriptions and J-A 
texts in phonetic H transcription {as well as in the late Coptic transliteration and 
late vocalized J-A documents in H characters}’.14 As the following two examples 
demonstrate, it is also very clearly attested in Simon’s Latin transcriptions:

10 Blau, Handbook, 19.
11 Indeed, even with Judaeo-Arabic, there are two types of transcription, one orthographic 
and the other phonetic, with only the latter revealing the MA elements – see Blau, Handbook, 
22. For an example of an Arabic text in Greek transcription, see Joshua Blau, A Grammar of 
Christian Arabic based mainly on South Palestinian Texts from the First Millennium (3 vols; 
Louvain: CSCO, 1966), vol. I, 31. For an example in Coptic transcription, see Joshua Blau, 
“Some Observations on a Middle Arabic Egyptian Text in Coptic Characters.” Jerusalem 
Studies in Arabic and Islam 1 (1979), 215-262. See below for examples in Latin transcription.
12 For each example, we give the quotation from the Clavis and an explanatory translation. 
We also give the CA form in both Arabic script and Latin transliteration, as an aid to 
comparison, with a reference to either Dozy’s or Lane’s lexicon.
13 And of Arabic in general, except for CA, even from as early as the first Islamic century – see 
Simon Hopkins, Studies in the Grammar of Early Arabic based upon Papyri Datable to before A.H. 
300/A.D. 912 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 155, especially footnote 1 of §161.
14 Blau, Handbook, 44.
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(a) Dimad arabice cataplasma.
 Dimad is the Arabic word for Latin cataplasma (‘poultice, plaster’).

CA  ٌداَمِض ḍimādun (L 1802) 

(b) Ramad ara. cinis.
 Ramad is the Arabic word for Latin cinis (‘ashes’).
 
CA ٌداَمَر ramādun (L 1154)

(2) imāla

This is the term used to describe the vowel shift a > e/ə/i and ā > ē/ī, except 
where the vowel occurs in direct contact with, and in the same syllable as, an 
emphatic (ṣ, ṭ, ẓ, or ḍ), uvular (ḵ, ḡ, or q), pharyngal (˓ or ḥ), or trill (r).15 As with 
the previous feature, Blau notes that, ‘as a rule the unvocalized MA texts do not 
reflect this feature… It is only in violet’s Greek transcription… and in J-A texts 
in phonetic H transcription which often mark short vowels by vowel letters… 
that it can be clearly attested {and the same applies to late vocalized J-A 
texts… as well as to late Coptic transcription…}’.16 As the following examples 
demonstrate, Simon’s Latin transcriptions are valuable in that they clearly 
show the rules being followed consistently, even in respect to the exceptions. 
For the non-exceptional cases, consider examples (c) and (d) below, which 
also show the elision of short final vowels in keeping with the first feature 
described above: 

(c) Belesem ara. balsamum.
 Belesem is the Arabic word for Latin balsamum (‘balsam’).17

 
CA ٌناَسَلَب balasānun (L 248) 

15 There are exceptions for the latter two categories. For the rules in detail, see Hopkins, 
Studies, 4-5, and 8-9.
16 Blau, Handbook, 29. For more details regarding the occurrence of imāla in J-A and 
Muslim MA, see Blau, Emergence, 73 and 125 respectively. For Christian MA, see Blau, 
Grammar, vol. I, 64-65. For a very detailed discussion of the rules in relation to the text in 
Coptic script, see Blau, “Some Observations,” 222-227.
17 The lemma is not transmitted unanimously. One group of witnesses reads Belesem, 
while the other reads Belesen, which could be said to better resemble the Arabic form. 
Final –n and –m could easily be confused in the process of copying, however, as both could 
be written by a line above the final e. Since we do not know whether Simon used a written 
or oral source for this lemma, we are not able to determine which reading is original.

 

 ِضَماد  

 

 َرَماد  

 

 ِضَماد  

 

 َرَماد  

  

ن  بَلََسا  
 

 

 

 ذَال  
 ذَهَب    
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(d)  Arabes autem habent .d. ut nos quod del vocant nichilominus habent 
aliud velud aspiratum quod dhel vocant per quod dheheb quod est aurum 
scribunt.

  The Arabs have ‘d’ like us, which they call del. Notwithstanding they 
have another sound, aspirated as it were, which they call dhel and with 
which they write the word dheheb, which is in Latin aurum (‘gold’). 

  
CA ذَا ٌل ḏālun (L 947)
 ḏahabun (L 983) ٌبَهَذ 

For exceptions relating to the emphatics (ṣ, ṭ, ẓ, and ḍ), consider the following 
four examples.

(e) For ṣ:
 Kasab arabice canna arundo.
 Kasab is the Arabic word for Latin canna or arundo (‘reed, cane’).
  
CA ٌبَصَق qaṣabun (L 2529)

(f) For ṭ:
 Kataf arabice yrundo.
 Kataf is the Arabic word for Latin yrundo (‘swallow’).
  
CA ٌفاّـطُخ ḵuṭṭāfun (L 766)

As well as the elision of the short final vowel, example (f) also shows regressive 
vowel assimilation (see the fifth feature discussed below), i.e. ḵuṭṭāfun > ḵuṭṭāf 
> ḵaṭṭāf, realised as kataf, thus disguising both the emphatic and doubled nature 
of the middle consonant.

(g) For ẓ:
 Handal arabice colloquintida, Ste. hansalum scripsit.
  Handal is the Arabic word for Latin colloquintida (‘colocynth’). Stephanus 

writes hansalum.18

CA ٌلَظْنَح ḥanẓalun (L 657)

18 The lemma is not transmitted unanimously. While Handal is the majority reading, there 
is also Handel and Handhel, which are representing forms with either d or ḏ, respectively, 
instead of the emphatic ẓ, hence the presence of imāla in their second syllables.
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(h) For ḍ:
 Dahan arabice damula.
 Dahan is the Arabic word for Latin damula (‘little goat-like animal’).19

CA ٌنْاَض ḍa˓nun (L 1760) 

Example (h) also shows a common pseudo-correction that often follows the 
elision of the short final vowel, namely CvCC > CvCvC, with progressive vowel 
assimilation, i.e. ḍa˓nun > ḍa˓n > ḍa˓an, realised as dahan. 

For exceptions relating to the uvulars (ḵ, ḡ and q), consider the following 
three examples:

(i) For ḵ:
 Kardel arabice sinapis.
 Kardel is the Arabic word for Latin sinapis (‘mustard’).

CA ٌلَدْرَخ ḵardalun (L 721) 

In example (i), both the norm and an exception are being observed, with 
imāla present in the second syllable but not in the first. 

(j) For ḡ: 
 Gar arabice laurus.
 Gar is the Arabic word for Latin laurus (‘laurel tree, bay’).
  
CA ٌراَغ ḡārun (L 2307-2308)

(k) For q:
 Kalb arabice cor.
 Kalb is the Arabic word for Latin cor (‘heart’).
  
CA ٌبْلَق qalbun (L 2553) 

Contrary to example (h) above, (k) does not show the pseudo-correction 
CvCC > CvCvC following the elision of the short final vowel. 

19 There are a number of variants, including Dhan dan and Dham vel dhanadan, which 
could suggest that one of the sources was annotated, subsequently causing confusion. 
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The pharyngals (˓ and ḥ) sometimes observe the exception, for example:

(l) For ˓: 
 Hambar ara. ambra.
 Hambar is the Arabic word for Latin ambra (‘ambergris’).20

  
CA ٌرَبْنَع ˓anbarun (L 2168)

For ḥ, see example (g) above. The trill r will also observe the exception more 
often than not – see example (b) above, which also has progressive vowel 
assimilation. 

(3) Reduction of final doubled consonant 

Another feature of MA readily noticeable in Simon’s Latin transcriptions is 
the shortening of a doubled consonant in final position,21 which has been left 
vulnerable following the elision of the short final vowel – see examples (m), 
which observes imāla, and (n), which does not due to the presence of ḵ: 

(m) Sceb ara. alumen.
 Sceb is the Arabic word for Latin alumen (‘alum’).
 
CA ٌّبَش šabbun (L 1493)

(n) Khas arabice lactuca.
 Khas is the Arabic word for Latin lactuca (‘lettuce’).
  
CA ٌّسَخ ḵassun (L 736)

(4) Loss of tā˒ marbūṭa 

The phenomenon of tā˒ marbūṭa occurs in feminine nouns. In the nominative 
singular, for example, it occurs in the termination –atun that results from the 
restitution of the historic feminine marker t to enable the use of the following 

20 The manuscripts transmit both Hambar and Hambair. Note also the use of h for Arabic 
˓, which helps us understand example (o) below. 
21 Blau, Handbook, 31.

 

 

 

 

 عَنْبَر  
 

 

 َشب  

  

 َخس  
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case vowel u.22 Like the shortening of a final doubled consonant, the loss of 
tā˒ marbūṭa is another consequence of the elision of the short final vowel, i.e. 
the case vowel u, which leaves the artificially restored t vulnerable, thus –atun 
> –at > –a(h), which, depending on the preceding consonant, may change to 
–e(h) on account of imāla. The use of h would reflect an orthographic rather than 
phonetic transcription.23 Simon’s approach to transcription appears to be purely 
phonetic, however, so his forms simply display either –a or –e:

(o) With –a:
 Karaha arabice cucurbita.
 Karaha is the Arabic word for Latin cucurbita (‘gourd’).
  
CA ٌةَعْرَق qar˓atun (D II.340) 

In example (o), the process by which qar˓atun becomes karaha involves 
several stages, thus: qar˓atun > qar˓at (elision of short final vowel) > qar˓a (loss of 
tā˒ marbūṭa) > qara˓a (pseudo-correction, with progressive vowel assimilation), 
realised as karaha, with k for q and h for ˓ as already observed in examples 
(k) and (l) above. One point of interest here is that the final –ha has not been 
realised as –he, on account of the underlying ˓, thus showing much accuracy in 
the vocalic elements of the phonetic transcription. 

 
(p) With –e:
 Cerfe arabice cortex arborum, melius per .k. scribitur.
  Cerfe is the Arabic word for Latin cortex arborum (‘bark of trees’); it is 

better written with ‘k’.
  
CA ٌةَفْرِق qirfatun (D II.342) 

As with the previous example, (p) exhibits several stages: qirfatun > qirfat 
(elision of short final vowel) > qirfa (loss of tā˓ marbūṭa) > qirfe (imāla) > qerfe 
(regressive vowel assimilation), realized as cerfe, with c for q (although Simon 
prefers k – this is discussed further below). 

22 See, for example, William Wright, A Grammar of the Arabic Language, translated from 
the German of Caspari and edited with numerous additions and corrections (third edition 
revised by W. Robertson Smith and M. J. de Goeje; 2 vols; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1951), vol. I, 7 (end of §2 and footnote) and 184 (end of §294). 
23 For Blau’s discussion of this feature of MA, in relation to the text in Coptic transcription, 
see Blau, “Some Observations,” 246.

  

 قَْرعَة  
 

  

 قِْرفَة  
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(5) Vowel assimilation

Blau notes that: ‘J-A texts spelt in phonetic transcription reflect cases of 
assimilation of vowels, both regressive and progressive, not recognisable in 
texts written in standard orthography’. We have already seen how Simon’s 
Latin transcriptions of Arabic medical terminology are phonetic, rather than 
orthographic, and are very accurate. It is not surprising, therefore, that both types 
of vowel assimilation are readily noticeable. For regressive vowel assimilation, 
see examples (f) and (p) above; for progressive vowel assimilation, see (h) 
above and also consider the following example:

(q) Scahar capillus sed sahar melius et xahar ordeum.
  Scahar is the Arabic for Latin capillus (‘hair’), but it is better to write 

sahar and xahar meaning Latin ordeum (‘barley’).
  
CA ٌريِعَش ša˓īrun (L 1561)

Thus ša˓īrun > ša˓īr > ša˓ar, realised as scahar.
From the preceding analysis of five MA features, it is clear, therefore, that Simon’s 

Latin transcriptions are far from random – they are an accurate phonetic representation 
of MA forms and, as such, are very predictable. Indeed, they are an extremely valuable 
witness to MA and add to the small corpus of phonetic MA texts hitherto recognised.  

Simon’s Use of Multiple Arabic Sources and Latin Intermediaries

In addition to their linguistic value, Simon’s Latin transcriptions are also of 
historical interest on account of what they reveal about his knowledge of Arabic 
and the methods he employed in compiling the Clavis.

Simon names a number of Arabic authorities in his Clavis,24 
including Albenmesue,25 Rasis,26 Aliabas (Haly Abbas),27 Abulcasis,28 

24 See the Preface §4 (print A, page 2 f.). 
25 I.e. Abū Zakarīyā˒ Yūḥannā ibn Māsawaih, who flourished between the late eighth and mid-
ninth centuries in Iraq; see Manfred Ullmann, Die Medizin im Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1970), 112-115.
26 I.e. Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Zakarīyā˒ ar-Rāzī, who flourished between the late ninth 
and early tenth centuries in Iran; see Ullmann, Die Medizin, 128-136.
27 I.e. ˓Alī ibn al-˓Abbās al-Majūsī, who flourished in the late tenth century in Iran; see 
Ullmann, Die Medizin, 140-146.
28 I.e. Abū l-Qāsim Ḵalaf ibn al-˓Abbās az-Zahrāwī, who flourished between the late tenth 
and early eleventh centuries in Spain; see Ullmann, Die Medizin, 149-151.

  

 َشعِير   
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Avicenna,29 and Averroes.30 He also mentions an Almansor and an Isaac, but 
these names are too common to permit any identification with certainty.31 
Crucially, Simon also refers to two scholars who translated from Arabic into Latin: 
Constantinus Africanus, who translated ar-Rāzī and al-Majūsī,32 and Stephen of 
Antioch, who also translated al-Majūsī.33 

Therefore, as one reads through Simon’s discussions one notices that, while 
he refers to multiple Arabic authorities, he is often accessing them only through 
pre-existing Latin translations. The following two examples illustrate this nicely:

(r) Cerfe arabice cortex arborum, melius per .k. scribitur.
  Cerfe is the Arabic word for Latin cortex arborum (‘bark of trees’); it is 

better written with ‘k’.

  Kerfe arabice cortex arboris apud Avi. per .c. scribitur sed melius per .k. 
dicitur etiam kiserech. Avi. duo facit ca. unum de kerfe aromatico aliud de 
kerfe cinamomi.

  Kerfe is the Arabic word for Latin cortex arboris (‘tree bark’). In Avicenna it 
is spelled with ‘c’, but it is better with ‘k’. It is also called kiserech. Avicenna 
has two chapters, one on aromatic kerfe, the other on cinnamon kerfe. 

CA ٌةَفْرِق qirfatun (D II.342)

We can see in example (r) that at least two pre-existing sources are being 
used; each possessing its own preferred Latin spelling. Moreover, when Simon 
states ‘in Avicenna it is spelled with…’, he is clearly referring to a Latin translation 
of Ibn Sīnā, not an Arabic copy. If he was using Arabic sources, such a discussion 
would not even be necessary – the problem only arises because two different 
Latin sources, each with its own transliteration system, are being employed. 
Indeed, one wonders whether anyone competent with Arabic would even think 
to make such a statement – after all, it is certain that Ibn Sīnā did not use a ‘c’. 

29 I.e. Abū ˓Alī al-Ḥusain ibn ˓Abd Allāh ibn Sīnā who flourished in the early eleventh 
century in Iran; see Ullmann, Die Medizin, 152-156.
30 I.e. Abū l-Walīd Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn Muḥammad ibn Rušd, who flourished in the 
late twelfth century in Spain and Morocco; see Ullmann, Die Medizin, 166-167.
31 It is possible that Isaac refers to Isaac Judaeus, i.e. Abū Ya˓qūb Isḥāq ibn Sulaymān al-Isrā˒īlī 
who flourished in the early tenth century in Tunisia; see Ullmann, Die Medizin, 137-138.
32 See, for example, Peter E. Pormann and Emilie Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 164. Constantine also translated Isaac 
Judaeus; see Ullmann, Die Medizin, 137.
33 See, for example, Pormann and Savage-Smith, Medieval Islamic Medicine, 168.

 قِْرفَة  
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(s) Scebet ara. anetum.
 Scebet is the Arabic word for Latin anetum (‘dill, anise’). 

 Sebetum scripsit Ste. pro xebet quod est anetum.
  Stephen writes sebetum for the Arabic word xebet, which in Latin means 

anetum (‘dill, anise’).

 Xebet ara. anetum.
 Xebet is the Arabic word for Latin anetum (‘dill, anise’). 

CA ٌثْبِش šibṯun (L 1495) 

Again, in example (s), at least three different sources are being used. 
Furthermore, it is clear that Simon is operating at least one stage removed from 
the written Arabic sources, relying on a combination of pre-existing Latin sources. 

Simon’s Knowledge of Arabic

This raises the question of Simon’s own knowledge of Arabic – if he is dependent 
on Latin translations of Arabic sources, can we even refer to Simon as an Arabist? 

There is no evidence in the Clavis of a direct knowledge of Arabic on Simon’s 
part. This is not unexpected, however, given the nature of the source. After all, it 
is very difficult to envisage precisely what would constitute evidence of direct 
knowledge of Arabic in the Clavis. On the other hand, as we have already seen, 
there is plenty of evidence of the use of a Latin intermediary. Furthermore, 
there is the occasional suggestion of an ignorance of Arabic on Simon’s part, as 
demonstrated in (r) above and in the following example:

(t)  C littera greci omnino carent et eius sono: latini vero ipsa in grecis  dictionibus 
usi sunt ubi greci .k. vel .X. que chi apud eos sonat scribunt, sed arabes .c. 
litteram eo sono quo nos proferimus: et ipsi proferunt aliquando maxime 
occidentales, orientales vero eidem .t. littere sonum attribuunt semper unde 
orientales dicunt catin quod occidentales cacin vocant et est annulus.

  The Greeks lack the letter ‘c’ and its sound: the Latins on the other 
hand use it in Greek words where the Greeks write ‘k’ or ‘χ’, which is 
pronounced chi by them; the Arabs pronounce the letter ‘c’ as we do. 
And it is the Westerners who pronounce it most, the Easterners on the 
other hand give it the same sound as ‘t’. The Easterners always say catin 
for what the Westerners call cacin, and this means ‘signet ring’. 

CA ٌمِتاَخ ḵātimun (D I.351-352)
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In example (t), Simon appears to be suggesting that the noun ḵātim ‘seal, 
signet ring’34 is realised in two different ways: catin in the east and cacin in 
the west. This is most unlikely.35 Indeed, the two distinct forms probably arise 
from the common confusion between the letters c and t in Latin manuscripts. 
Moreover, Simon appears to be giving priority to the form cacin, thus showing a 
total ignorance of the underlying Arabic form. 

In addition to showing an ignorance of Arabic, Simon also displays remoteness 
from the oriental sources. For example:

(u)  Mumia invenitur in sepulchris mortuorum antiquorum et constat ex 
substantia ipsorum cadaverum et mixtura condimentorum quibus 
condiebantur sive mirra et aloe sive quibuscumque aliis nobis ignotis.

  Mumia is what is found in the tombs of the dead of antiquity and 
consists of a substance made of those cadavers with a mixture of spices 
with which they were embalmed or myrrh or aloe or with whatever 
other chemicals unknown to us. 

CA اَيِموُم mūmiyā (D II.633) 

Contrary to Simon’s discussion of the term, mūmiyā refers to a type of asphalt 
or bitumen originating in India, Iran, and Iraq. It is probably an Iranian word that 
was loaned into both Syriac and Arabic,36 which could explain why the Iranian 
scholars ar-Rāzī and ibn Sīnā were in no doubt as to its true nature.37 It is clear, 
therefore, that Simon presents a folk tradition rather than a scientific description. 

34 Our discussion of this example is slightly hampered by the uncertainty in the modern 
Arabic lexica regarding this word. Having given the initial gloss as ‘anus’, Dozy then 
discusses a reference in the 1001 Nights, which refers to how the mouth of a beautiful 
young maiden resembles the ḵātim of Solomon, a context for which the gloss ‘anus’ would 
not be wholly appropriate. The concept of the signet-ring or seal of Solomon is well known 
in Jewish Aramaic, possessing associations with wisdom and magical powers. For example, 
the phrase המלשיד אמתח occurs in an Aramaic magic bowl – see Joseph Naveh and Shaul 
Shaked, Magic Spells and Formulae: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity (Jerusalem: The 
Magnes Press, 1993), 126-127. The ḵātim of Solomon in the 1001 Nights is probably the 
Arabic equivalent of this phrase.
35 For example, the supposed western form is not attested in Federico Corriente, A 
Dictionary of Andalusi Arabic (Leiden: Brill, 1997).
36 Compare the Middle Persian term mōm ‘wax’ < Old Iranian *mauma ‘impure liquid’ – 
see Desmond Durkin-Meisterernst, Dictionary of Manichaean Middle Persian and Parthian 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 233; see also David N. MacKenzie, ‘Mani’s Šābuhragān,’ Bulletin 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies 42 (1979): 531. 
37 For my more detailed discussion of this term, see Siam Bhayro, “The Reception of 
Galen’s Art of Medicine in the Syriac Book of Medicines”, in B. Zipser (ed.), Medical Books in 
the Byzantine World (Bologna: Eikasmos Online II).

 

 ُموِميَا 
 



Edited by Barbara Zipser

6 1Siam Bhayro

One would have thought that, if Simon was truly accessing Arabic sources like 
ar-Rāzī and Ibn Sīnā for himself, he would have been aware of their discussions 
of this term.38 

Further Evidence for Simon’s Use of Written and Oral Sources

It appears safe to say, therefore, that we have good reason to be skeptical about 
Simon’s own knowledge of Arabic. It is clear that he is not only heavily reliant on 
Latin translations but he is also unable to utilize his own knowledge of Arabic to 
resolve the problems posed by them. 

In addition to Latin translations of the Arabic texts, another written source 
utilized by Simon is the Liber de doctrina arabica, which was apparently a 
Latin lexicon of Arabic terminology. It must have proved very helpful, as 
Simon mentions it many times. The forms listed in the Liber de doctrina 
arabica are clearly MA – for example, see the discussion of harxos in (w) and 
the following:

(v) Gemus arabice bubalus liber de doctrina arabica.
  Gemus is the Arabic word for Latin bubalus (‘buffalo’) according to the 

Arabic textbook.

CA ٌسوُماَج  jāmūsun (L 455) > jāmūs > jēmūs

At this point, we are unable to identify the book. Nor can we tell whether it 
contained only Arabic and Latin terms, or whether it belonged to the tradition 
of more complex lists of materia medica.39 As things stand, we can only go as 
far as to say that, given that the main centers for Arabic-Latin scholarship at 
the time were Italy40 and Spain,41 we should probably situate Simon’s scholarly 
endeavors in a purely occidental context. 

38 See also Charles Burnett’s discussion of Q littera in this volume.
39 Cf., for example, the twelfth century Kitāb al-Musta˓īnī by Ibn Baklarish, which contains 
Arabic, Syriac, Persian, Greek, Latin, Berber, Coptic and Romance terminology – see Charles 
Burnett (ed.), Ibn Baklarish’s Book of Simples: Medical Remedies between Three Faiths in 
Twelfth-Century Spain (Oxford: The Arcadian Library in association with Oxford University 
Press, 2008). 
40 E.g. Salerno – see Gerhard Baader, “Die Schule von Salerno”, Medizinhistorisches Journal 
13 (1978): 124-145.
41 E.g. Toledo – see Charles Burnett, “The Coherence of the Arabic-Latin Translation 
Program in Toledo in the Twelfth Century”, Science in Context 14 (2001): 249-288.

 

 َجاُموس   
 

 



Simon of Genoa’s Medical Lexicon

6 2 Siam Bhayro

As well as these written sources, Simon appears to have had at least three 
oral sources, i.e. either a colleague or native informants with whom he could 
consult:42

(w)  Harsas arabice vel harxof quod melius est secundum Iudeum species 
cardi, cunchar vero species eius, verum in libro de doctrina arabica harxos 
est ipse cardus. 

  The Arabic harsas, or harxof, which is better according to Iudaeus, is a 
type of thistle, whereas cunchar is a type of thistle, but according to the 
Arabic textbook harxos means thistle itself. 

CA ٌفَشْرَح ḥaršafun (D I.271, ‘artichaut’)

In example (w), we would expect something like ḥaršafun > ḥaršaf (assuming 
that progressive vowel assimilation impedes imāla in the second syllable). It 
appears that Simon has two written sources at his disposal, both in Latin, and 
both showing the confusion between f and s that is common in Latin manuscripts 
(hence harsas and harxos). 

In contrast to the preceding examples, in which Simon is not able to resolve 
the problems posed by his Latin sources, in this case he has some extra help. 
Indeed, it is clear that Simon’s most reliable source regarding this term is 
Iudaeus,43 who, in this case, is probably Abraham of Tortosa. It has often been 
noted that Simon and Abraham collaborated on a translation of az-Zahrāwī’s 
at-Taṣrīf li-man ˓ajiza ˓an at-ta˒līf ‘The Arrangement of Medical Knowledge for 
the one who is not able to compile a book for himself’ from Arabic into Latin, 
perhaps based on an already existing Hebrew translation.44 It is not improbable, 
therefore, that Abraham, coming from the learned Iberian tradition of Arabic, 
Hebrew, and Latin scholarship, remained a valuable oral source for Simon as he 
compiled his Clavis.

42 For Simon’s two female, native Arabic-speaking informants, see Zipser in this volume.
43 Iudaeus’s harxof reflects a velarisation of š > x, with an accompanying shift a > o, 
which could suggest spoken rather than written transmission.
44 See, for example, Joseph Shatzmiller, Jews, Medicine, and Medieval Society (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), 45; see also Ullmann, Die Medizin, 283.
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Conclusion – Simon as ‘Postmodernist’?

This raises one important question about Simon’s method, namely its eclectic 
nature. In example (w), we have a case where one of the three given forms is 
correct, while the other two are corrupted.45 It is clearly not possible that all 
three are correct, so why did Simon not make a decision, omit the incorrect 
forms, and simply give the correct one? Simon’s method is all the more startling 
on account of Iudaeus’s correct identification being available to him. 

This very much suggests that Simon is not so much composing a dictionary in 
the modern sense, i.e. from an authoritative position with determinate meanings 
etc., but rather simply compiling a group of sources into one work – i.e. producing 
what would be called today a ‘postmodern’ dictionary. In his discussion of this 
‘postmodern’ approach to lexicography, which was used for the Dictionary of 
Classical Hebrew, David Clines wrote, ‘Faced on many occasions, for example, 
with decisions about what data we should select and what we should compress, 
we have found ourselves concluding that there is no way of predicting which 
pieces of information will prove interesting and important to which users. So 
we have consistently regarded our task as providing and organizing the data 
that others will use as they think best, rather than imposing our own views as to 
what is significant’.46 At first glance, it would appear that Simon is using a similar 
approach. 

We should not think that Simon has fortuitously stumbled upon this more 
‘progressive’ method, however, as it is probably due to his inability to engage 
with the Arabic sources, which in turn compelled him to rely on a range of Latin 
sources and thus introduce errors and uncertainties into his Clavis. 

45 There is some disagreement amongst the manuscripts regarding the final harxos but, 
whichever reading is preferred, we are still left with at least one corrupt form (i.e. the initial 
harsas) and one correct form (harxof) – the following point is valid either way.
46 David J. A. Clines (ed.), The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew: Volume I (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1993), 26.
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