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Abstract  
 

Ali ibn Isa Al-Kahhal, a medieval Muslim ophthalmologist, remains an underappreciated yet pivotal figure in medical 

history. His seminal treatise, Tadhkirat al-Kahhalin (The Notebook of the Oculists), is one of the earliest and most 

comprehensive works on ophthalmology, detailing ocular anatomy, pathology, and surgical techniques. This paper 

critically examines existing literature on Ali ibn Isa, analyzing his contributions, methodological approaches, and the 

factors contributing to his relative obscurity in modern historiography. The review highlights his systematic classification 

of over 130 eye diseases, including pioneering descriptions of cataracts, trachoma, and optic nerve disorders. His surgical 

innovations, such as the couching technique for cataract removal, were groundbreaking for their time and laid the 

foundation for future advancements. Moreover, his emphasis on empirical observation and case-based diagnosis anticipated 

modern clinical methodologies. Despite these achievements, Ali ibn Isa’s legacy has been largely overshadowed by figures 

like Ibn Sina and Al-Razi. His limited recognition stems from Eurocentric biases in medical history, the fragmentation of 

Arabic medical manuscripts, and the specialized nature of his work, which may have constrained its broader impact. By 

re-evaluating his contributions, this study underscores the necessity of integrating non-Western medical traditions into 

global medical historiography. This paper argues that Ali ibn Isa’s work deserves greater scholarly attention for its historical 

significance and role in transmitting medical knowledge across cultures and periods. A more inclusive reassessment of 

medical history offers a richer understanding of the diverse intellectual traditions that have shaped contemporary medical 

practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The history of ophthalmology is often narrated 

through the contributions of Western figures, yet many 

of its foundational principles were established centuries 

earlier by scholars of the Islamic Golden Age. Among 

them, Ali ibn Isa Al-Kahhal, a 10th–11th-century 

ophthalmologist and surgeon from Baghdad, stands out 

as a pioneering figure. His seminal work, Tadhkirat al-

Kahhalin (The Notebook of the Oculists), remains one of 

the most comprehensive early medical texts exclusively 

dedicated to eye diseases and their treatments. Despite 

his extensive contributions, he remains relatively 

obscure in modern medical historiography, often 

overshadowed by more widely recognized scholars such 

as Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and Al-Razi (Rhazes). 

 

This paper critically examines the existing 

literature on Ali ibn Isa, analysing his contributions to 

ophthalmology, his methodological approaches, and the 

reasons behind his relative neglect in contemporary 

scholarship. His work represents a crucial link between 

Greek, Persian, and Indian medical traditions and later 

developments in European medicine. By systematically 

categorizing over 130 eye diseases, describing surgical 

techniques for conditions such as cataracts, and detailing 

pharmacological treatments, Ali ibn Isa advanced 

ophthalmology far beyond previous medical 

documentation. His emphasis on empirical diagnosis and 

clinical observation closely aligns with modern 

evidence-based medical practices, underscoring his role 

as a visionary in the field. 

 

Despite these achievements, several factors 

have contributed to his marginalization in medical 

history. Eurocentric biases in historiography have often 

overlooked non-Western scholars, leading to a lack of 

recognition for contributions from the Islamic world. 

Additionally, the fragmentation of Arabic medical 

https://saudijournals.com/sijtcm


 
 

Khesal Ahmad & Faisal M, Sch Int J Tradit Complement Med, Jun, 2025; 8(6): 132-135 

© 2025 | Published by Scholars Middle East Publishers, Dubai, United Arab Emirates                                            133 

 
 

manuscripts and the scarcity of complete translations 

have hindered broader accessibility to his work. 

Furthermore, his specialization in ophthalmology—as 

opposed to general medicine—may have confined his 

recognition primarily to the field of eye care, limiting his 

broader impact on medical historiography. 

 

Through a critical reassessment of available 

literature, this study seeks to illuminate Ali ibn Isa’s 

enduring contributions, reevaluate his place in medical 

history, and highlight the significance of his work in 

shaping ophthalmology. By restoring recognition to this 

overlooked yet influential figure, the paper contributes to 

a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of 

medical advancements across civilizations. 

 

Contributions and Innovations of Ali ibn Isa Al-

Kahhal in Ophthalmology 

Ali ibn Isa Al-Kahhal, a preeminent 

ophthalmologist of the Islamic Golden Age, 

revolutionized the field with his meticulous 

classifications, surgical advancements, and 

pharmacological innovations. His seminal work, 

Tadhkirat al-Kahhalin (The Notebook of the Oculists), 

remains one of the earliest and most comprehensive 

treatises solely dedicated to ophthalmology, influencing 

both Eastern and Western medical traditions for 

centuries. 

 

Tadhkirat al-Kahhalin: A Groundbreaking 

Ophthalmic Text 

Ali ibn Isa’s magnum opus, Tadhkirat al-

Kahhalin, stands as a cornerstone of medieval 

ophthalmic knowledge. Translated into Persian and 

Latin, it bridged medical traditions across cultures and 

predated similar European texts by centuries. 

 

Key Features of the Work: 

The book is structured into three distinct sections: 

1. Anatomy and Physiology of the Eye – A 

meticulous examination of ocular structures, 

including the optic nerve and surrounding 

tissues. 

2. Diseases and Their Causes – A systematic 

classification of over 130 eye disorders, 

detailing their symptoms, Etiology, and 

treatments. 

3. Surgical and Non-Surgical Interventions – A 

guide to ophthalmic procedures, 

pharmaceutical treatments, and postoperative 

care. 

 

Systematic Classification of Eye Diseases 

Ali ibn Isa pioneered one of the earliest 

scientific classifications of ophthalmic conditions, 

categorizing diseases based on anatomical location, 

pathological presentation, and clinical manifestation. His 

taxonomy included: 

• External Eye Disorders: Blepharitis, 

conjunctivitis, styes 

• Corneal Diseases: Ulcers, opacities, injuries 

• Lens Disorders: Cataracts, presbyopia 

• Retinal and Optic Nerve Pathologies: Retinal 

degeneration, optic nerve atrophy 

• Tear System Disorders: Epiphora, lacrimal 

gland infections 

 

Notably, he was among the first to differentiate 

between central and peripheral vision loss, 

demonstrating an early understanding of optic nerve 

involvement in blindness. 

 

Pioneering Surgical Techniques 

Ali ibn Isa refined and documented several surgical 

procedures that remained in practice for centuries: 

1. Cataract Surgery – He described couching, a 

procedure in which the clouded lens is 

displaced into the vitreous to restore vision. His 

approach included meticulous preoperative 

preparation and postoperative care, with an 

emphasis on hygiene and complication 

management. His work significantly influenced 

European cataract surgeons, particularly in 

medieval Spain. 

2. Trachoma and Conjunctivitis Treatment – 

Recognizing trachoma as a contagious disease, 

he advocated for early intervention and 

medicated eye washes to mitigate inflammation 

and prevent blindness. 

3. Eyelid and Lacrimal Surgery – He detailed 

corrective procedures for entropion (inward-

turning eyelid) and ectropion (outward-turning 

eyelid), as well as techniques for treating 

blocked tear ducts to enhance lacrimal drainage. 

 

Advancements in Ophthalmic Pharmacology 

Ali ibn Isa’s expertise extended to 

pharmaceutical formulations, blending Greek, Persian, 

and Indian medical traditions. His text contains over 100 

ophthalmic prescriptions, including: 

• Honey-based eye drops for treating corneal 

ulcers 

• Cooling ointments composed of rose water, 

myrrh, and saffron for ocular inflammation 

• Antiseptic solutions incorporating copper 

sulfate and lead-based compounds to prevent 

infections 

• Mercury-based treatments for specific 

ophthalmic conditions. 

 

Legacy and Influence 

Ali ibn Isa Al-Kahhal’s contributions to 

ophthalmology extend far beyond his own era, 

establishing principles that influenced both medieval and 

modern eye care. His precise clinical observations, 

systematic classification of eye diseases, and pioneering 

surgical techniques positioned him as one of the most 

significant figures in the history of ophthalmology. His 

work not only shaped contemporary medical practices in 
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the Islamic world but also had a lasting impact on 

ophthalmology in Europe and beyond. 

 

One of his most enduring legacies is Tadhkirat 

al-Kahhalin, one of the earliest surviving treatises 

dedicated exclusively to eye diseases and their treatment. 

This comprehensive work was instrumental in 

standardizing ophthalmic knowledge, bridging earlier 

Greco-Roman medical traditions with Islamic and later 

European advancements. Through translations into 

Persian and Latin, his ideas influenced medieval 

European medicine, particularly in Spain, where Islamic 

medical knowledge flourished before spreading to the 

rest of Europe. 

 

Beyond textual influence, Ali ibn Isa’s surgical 

innovations, particularly in cataract treatment and eyelid 

surgery, remained in practice for centuries. His emphasis 

on hygiene, patient care, and postoperative monitoring 

foreshadowed modern medical protocols, demonstrating 

an advanced understanding of the importance of asepsis 

in surgery. 

 

Moreover, his integration of pharmacology into 

ophthalmic treatment—utilizing herbal compounds, 

minerals, and honey-based remedies—reflects a holistic 

approach that aligns with contemporary interests in 

natural and integrative medicine. His prescriptions, many 

of which blended Greek, Persian, and Indian influences, 

highlight the cross-cultural nature of medical 

advancements during the Islamic Golden Age. 

 

Despite historical neglect due to Eurocentric 

historiography and the fragmentation of Arabic medical 

manuscripts, Ali ibn Isa’s contributions remain 

invaluable. His work not only preserved and advanced 

ophthalmic knowledge but also served as a critical link 

in the transmission of medical expertise across 

civilizations. Recognizing his influence ensures that his 

legacy endures, inspiring continued appreciation of the 

rich scientific traditions that shaped modern 

ophthalmology. 

 

Factors Contributing to His Relative Obscurity 

Despite his groundbreaking contributions to 

ophthalmology, Ali ibn Isa Al-Kahhal remains a lesser-

known figure in medical history. Several key factors 

have contributed to this relative obscurity: 

1. Eurocentrism in Medical Historiography: 

The historiography of medicine has historically 

been Eurocentric, often marginalizing the 

contributions of Islamic scholars. While 

polymaths such as Avicenna and Rhazes were 

widely referenced in Renaissance and 

Enlightenment-era medical literature, Ali ibn 

Isa’s specialized work in ophthalmology 

received comparatively less recognition. His 

exclusion from mainstream narratives reflects 

broader biases that have shaped the 

transmission of medical knowledge. 

2. Fragmentation of Arabic Medical 

Manuscripts: A significant obstacle to his 

enduring influence has been the fragmentation 

of Arabic medical manuscripts. Few complete 

copies of Tadhkirat al-Kahhalin have survived, 

limiting accessibility for later scholars. The 

absence of comprehensive translations, 

particularly into Latin—the lingua franca of 

European scholarship—further diminished the 

reach of his work beyond the Islamic world. 

3. Niche Specialization in Ophthalmology: 

Unlike Avicenna, whose extensive writings 

encompassed diverse fields such as medicine, 

philosophy, and metaphysics, Ali ibn Isa’s 

focus remained strictly on ophthalmology. 

While this specialization enriched the field with 

unparalleled expertise, it also constrained his 

broader recognition in general medical 

discourse. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Ali ibn Isa Al-Kahhal was not merely an 

ophthalmologist of his time but a visionary whose 

meticulous research, systematic classification of eye 

diseases, and pioneering surgical techniques laid the 

groundwork for modern ophthalmology. His seminal 

work, Tadhkirat al-Kahhalin, stands as a testament to the 

scientific rigor of the Islamic Golden Age, offering one 

of the earliest comprehensive studies dedicated solely to 

ocular health. 

 

Despite his profound contributions, his legacy 

remains overshadowed due to historical biases, the 

fragmentation of Arabic medical manuscripts, and the 

niche specialization of his work. Unlike polymaths such 

as Avicenna and Rhazes, whose multidisciplinary 

influence extended across various fields of medicine and 

philosophy, Ali ibn Isa’s exclusive focus on 

ophthalmology, while groundbreaking, may have limited 

his recognition in broader medical historiography. 

 

A critical re-evaluation of his contributions is 

essential to restoring his rightful place among the great 

scholars of medieval medicine. Integrating his insights 

into contemporary historical discourse not only honors 

his achievements but also enriches our understanding of 

the evolution of ophthalmology. His work exemplifies 

the depth of scientific inquiry during the Islamic Golden 

Age and serves as a reminder of the diverse intellectual 

traditions that have shaped modern medical 

advancements. Recognizing his contributions ensures 

that his legacy endures, inspiring future generations of 

ophthalmologists and medical historians alike. 
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