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A POST-GHAZALIAN CRITIC OF AVICENNA: 
IBN GHAYLAN AL-BALKHI ON 

THE MATERIA MEDICA OF 
THE CANON OF MEDICINE 

AYMAN SHIHADEH* 
SOAS, University of London 

Ibn Ghayliin al-Balkhi was first brought to attention recently when a 
work of his was presented as evidence of the spread of Avicennan 
philosophy, 'the triumph of Avicennism', during the sixthltwelfth 
century. 1 More recently, this figure has been further contextualized and 
shown to be of intrinsic interest as evidence and a main representative of 
a previously-unknown post-Ghaziilian current that, despite the later 
obscurity of its exponents, played an immensely vital role in the 
development of the philosophical and theological traditions by paving 
the way for the definitive transformation initiated by Fakhr al:Din 
al-Riizi later in the century.2 Further light is shed on this current and its 
wider milieu in Ibn Ghayliin's critical gloss on the Book of Simple Drugs 
in Avicenna's Canon of Medicine, published and examined for the first 
time in the present article. This gloss, as will become clear below, must 
be one of the most unusual texts in the history of Islamic thought: it 
shows a philosophically and scientifically learned theologian, inspired 
by al-Ghaziili's criticism of philosophy, veering away from the usual 
problems of metaphysics and natural philosophy and instead attacking 
Avicenna in the field of medicine, his ultimate goals being to demonstrate 
that Avicenna's works are unreliable and should not be treated as though 

* Author's note: This paper was delivered at the Avicenna Conference, 
Brigham Young University, June 2010. I am grateful to the participants and the 
anonymous reviewers for their invaluable comments. 

1 Jean R. Michot, 'La pandémie avicennienne au Vle/Xne siecle: Présentation, 
editio princeps et traduction de l'introduction du Livre de l'advenue du monde 
(Kitab J;udüth al-'alam) d'Ibn Ghaylan al-Balkhi', Arabica, 4013 (1993): 287-
344. 

2 Ayman Shihadeh, 'From al-Ghazali to al-Razi: 6th/12th Century Develop­
ments in Muslim Philosophical Theology', Arabic Sciences and Philosophy, 1511 
(2005): 141-79. 
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