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Abstract 

This research paper examines the medical history 

of Saladin, a matter of great importance in 

shedding light on the life of this prominent leader 

during the Crusades, thus helping us understand 

his role during that time. 
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 Resumo 

Este artigo de pesquisa examina a história 

médica de Saladino, um tema de grande 

importância para esclarecer a vida desse 

proeminente líder durante as Cruzadas, 

ajudando-nos assim a compreender seu papel 

naquela época. 

 

Palavras-chave: História Médica. Saladino. 

Cruzadas. 

 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

In general, researchers have tended to portray Saladin as a prominent leader who 

waged bitter battles against the Crusaders as well as his Muslim enemies, achieving 

victory after victory. Consequently, the general image of him is that of a man of abundant 

health, strength, and energy, tireless in his jihad. This is evident in all the studies that have 

addressed him. However, discussions of his physical weakness due to illness are generally 

rare. 

It should be noted that the historian undertaking this subject (1) faces a significant 

challenge due to the scarcity of source references. Most contemporary historians have 

been preoccupied with the political and military events of that era and have rarely 

mentioned the Sultan's medical history, except, of course, for his final illness. 

 
1 ) Mustafa Al-Hayari, Salahuddin al-Qaid wa Asroh, Beirut, 1994, p. 476. 

Where he stated: "I intended to conduct a study on this (referring to his illness), but I preferred to leave the 

subject to those interested in the history of medicine." Thus, this esteemed, late historian was the first to 

draw my attention to the importance of preparing a study on the aforementioned subject. Therefore, I was 

keen to mention him and acknowledge his merit, may Allah Almighty have mercy on him. 

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0945-4183
mailto:mawad@sharjah.ac.ae
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It is also noted that his illness was intermittent and occurred at different times, 

making it difficult to follow it through a precise chronological progression. Saladin 

himself admitted to al-Qadi al-Faḍil that he suffered from many illnesses (2). 

We should also not overlook the fact that researchers, in general, have refrained 

from studying the impact of the health of historical leaders, especially during the 

Crusades, on their political decisions in the face of the turbulent events of the Islamic-

Crusader conflict.  Therefore I did not find a study in Arabic, at least, that addresses this 

topic according to My bibliographical interests. 

On the other hand, contemporary historical sources do not reveal to us the 

beginning of Saladin's medical history, although we naturally know its own end through 

Saladin's death at dawn on Wednesday, March 4, 1193 A.D., after illness had finished 

him off. 

In general, Judge Baha' al-Din Ibn Shaddad (3) (d. 1134 A.D.), author of "Al-

Nawadir al-Sultaniyya  wa al-Mahasin al-Yusufiyya", is our primary source on that 

history of illness, and in particular the final illness, that led to the death of the Ayyubid 

Sultan. His account is distinguished by its accuracy, detail, and precise daily chronology, 

a level of detail not found in any other contemporary Arabic historical source. This was 

primarily aided by his close association with the Sultan during the last six years of his life 

(1188-1193 A.D.), a pivotal period in the history of the Islamic-Crusader conflict, rich 

with political and military events. He also documented the illness of Saladin, and he was 

well aware of the minutest details of his life, in both healthy and ill status. 

Another historical source of considerable importance is what Ibn Abi Usaybi'ah 

(4) (d. 1268 A.D.) reported in his book, "Uyun al-Anba' fi Tabaqat al-Atibba'“, where he 

 
2 ) Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir Al-Sultaniyya wa Al-Mahasin Al-Yusufiyya, edited by:  Jamal Al-Din Al-

Shayyal, Cairo, 1964, pp. 198-199. 
3 )On him ,see: 

 Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir Al-Sultaniyya wa Al-Mahasin Al-Yusufiyya, edited by: Jamal Al-Din Al-

Shayyal, Cairo 1964, pp. 3- 10 of the introduction to the edition. 

Abu Shama, Al-Dhayl 'ala Al-Rawdatayn, ed : Cairo, 1399 A.H, p. 163. 

Al-Saeed Al-Warqi,Masadir al-Torath al-Arabi, Alexandria 1990, p. 156. 
4 ) On him ,see: 

Ibn Kathir, Al-Bidaya wa'l-Nihaya, Beirut , 1980, Vol. 13, p. 257. 

Ahmad Issa, Mu'jam al-Atibba' from 650 A.H to this day, Cairo 1943, p. 114. Kurd Ali, Khitat al-Sham, 

Beirut 1983, Vol. 4, p. 38 

Shakir Mustafa, Al-Tarikh al-Arabi wa'l-Mu'arrikhun , Beirut 1980, Vol. 2, p. 268. 
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included texts from what Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi (5) (d. 1231 A.D.) mentioned. He was 

a physician, historian, and encyclopaedic traveller. The importance of what he mentioned 

in this regard is related to his responsibility for treating Saladin during his final illness, 

which led to his death. 

It is noteworthy that this very statement came from a contemporary physician, and 

therefore his testimony has its place among the sources for the history of the Sultan's 

illness, especially since it is unique and has not been noticed by many  researchers. 

Perhaps this is due to the victory, and also because the aforementioned lines were not 

included in a separate book by al-Baghdadi, and could only have been obtained through 

a personal advisor to the Sultan who was with him like his own shadow during the last 

six years of his life. Thus, it is confirmed to us, without exaggeration, that the author of 

"al-Nawadir" surpasses, in a particular way, any other contemporary historian, on his 

closeness to Saladin, which is clear narrated in this valuable source. 

Perhaps one of the reasons for this is that this account was not included in a 

separate book by al-Baghdadi, but rather in “ Uyun al-Anba' “ and in a brief manner. 

It should be noted that the aforementioned Ayyubid Sultan fell prey to illness in 

1185 A.D., when he was in the Upper Mesoptomaia region fighting his Zengid rivals. He 

contracted the illness in Kafr Zamar, and from there he moved to Harran. It is noted that 

he was accompanied by the Moroccan prince Abdul Aziz Ibn Shaddad Ibn Tamim Ibn 

Badis (who belonged to the Ibn Badis family that inherited the rule of Kairouan). That 

prince asked him to vow that if Allah the Almighty granted him recovery, he would do 

all that Allah required, and not fight any of the Muslims, and strive to fight the Crusaders 

(6), which was indeed done later, especially through the decisive Battle of Hattin in 1187 

A.D. 

It is noted that during his illness, the medical definition of which is unknown, 

though it is assumed to have been Malaria, news reached him of the death of his wife—

 
5 )On him, see: 

Ibn Abi Usaybi'ah, 'Uyon al-Anbaa Fi Tabaqat al-Atibbaa, Cairo 1982, vol. 2, pp. 201-213. 

 al-Isnawi, Tabaqat al-Shafi'iyyah, edited by :Abd Allah al-Jabbori, Baghdad 1290 A.H, pp. 273-274. 

 Ibn al-Imad al-Hanbali, Shadharat al-Dhahab fi Akhbar man Dhahab, Beirut, n.d., vol. 5, p. 132. 

 Paul Ghalioungui, Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, Tabeeb al-Qarn al-Thaleth 'Ashar, ed. Cairo ,1985, pp. 17-

22. 
6 ) Al-Bandari, Sana Al-Barq Al-Shami, edited by : Fathia Al-Nabrawi, Cairo 1979, p. 299. 

 Khalil Athamneh, Filasteen fi al-'ahdayan al- Ayyubi wa al-Mamluki  (1187-1516 A.D.), Beirut 2006, p. 

463. 
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and the widow of Nur ad-Din Mahmud before him—Ismat ad-Din Khatun (d. 1185 A.D.). 

He grieved deeply for this, which exacerbated his illness (7). This indicates that we are 

dealing with an extremely sensitive leader whose health was affected by hearing bad news 

about the passing of someone close to him, such as his wife. What then could we think of 

the devastating military events in which the Crusaders were killing many members of the 

Ayyubid army? 

Thus, we can say that the illness that caught Saladin in 1185 A.D. played a vital 

role in his own history, because after his recovery he acted on the advice of that Moroccan 

prince and played a prominent role in the battlefields of jihad against the Crusaders. This 

does not mean that his idea of Jihad was not present before that (8), as his conflicts with 

the Islamic powers ultimately led towards Jihad against the Crusaders. Therefore, his 

recovery from the aforementioned illness is considered a contributing factor and nothing 

more, so as not to reduce the matter to a mere passing piece of advice from one of his 

companions. 

On the other hand, Ibn Shaddad reports on Saladin's illness during the conflict 

over Acre, i.e. during the events of what is known as the Third Crusade (1189-1191 A.D.), 

that he was extremely ill due to numerous boils that appeared on him from his waist to 

his knees, so that he could not sit, but rather would lean on his side when he was in the 

tent, and he refrained from having food placed before him because of his inability to sit 

(9). It is understood from the aforementioned text that these boils affected his buttocks, 

and therefore it was not possible for him to sit in this condition. It is assumed that this 

also applied to the use of horses and riding on their backs. The aforementioned description 

is considered one of the most accurate accounts that have reached us in the history of 

Saladin's illness before his final illness, and it is distinguished by its accuracy and the 

 
7 ) On his illness in that year, see: 

Holt, 'Asr al-Horoob al-Salibiyyah.Tarikh al-Sharq al-Adna Min al-Qarn al-Hadi 'Ashar Hatta 'Aam 1517 

A.D., translated into Arabic by: Adel Hilal, Damanhur 2001, pp. 122 - 123. 
8 ) On the motives behind Saladin's movements and historians' opinions regarding them, see: 

Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya wa al-Mahasin al-Yusufiyya, edited by: Ahmad Ebish, Damascus 

edition ,2011. 

H.Gibb., "The Arabic Sources For The Life of Saladin", S., 25, 1950, pp. 58-72. 

Muhammad Mu'nis Awad,  "Fikret al-Jihad al- Islami   Fi Belad al-Sham  Asr al-Horoob al-Salibiyya,"  a 

chapter in the book : *Bohooth Fi Tarikh al-HOsoor al-Wusta", a commemorative book by Professor Dr. 

Mahmoud Saeed Omran, Alexandria, 2004, p. 276. 
9 ) Ibn Shaddad, "Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya", p. 80. 
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identification of the location of the illness and its effect on the Sultan's personal life 

through his inability to sit and eat normally. 

That historian included this reference in the context of discussing the 

aforementioned Sultan's patience and perseverance. He mentioned that his illness did not 

prevent him from fighting the Crusaders, and he quoted him as saying, "When I mount, 

the pain disappears from me until I dismount" (10). By this expression, he meant that when 

he mounted his horse, it reflected the powerful psychological effect of his struggle. The 

aforementioned reference helps to clarify that his illness was not always an obstacle for 

him, but rather a strong motivation for him to overcome it and fight the Crusaders, as if 

he were fully- healthy and strong. And it is clear that Saladin's self-reliance, the life he 

lived in his childhood and youth, and his military nature made him more capable of 

challenging illness and enduring its pains. 

He also mentioned Saladin's illness in the area of "al-Kharouna", referring to a 

place like al-Kharouba, located southwest of Shefer, east of Haifa in Palestine—without 

specifying the year. It is assumed that this occurred after the Battle of Hattin in 1187 A.D., 

when the Muslims entered all of Palestine following the collapse of the Crusader 

defenses. He mentioned that he fell ill there and that the Crusaders tried to exploit the 

situation to their advantage. However, Saladin immediately confronted them militarily 

and endured his suffering. He  even " was riding for an hour, then dismounting to rest, 

not even using a handkerchief to get shade to his head from the intense sun, nor would he 

pitch a tent so that the enemy would not perceive weakness " (11) , and thus would exploit 

the situation to their advantage. This is assumed to have occurred during the summer 

months, as evidenced by the mention of the intense effect of the sun's rays on him. 

This indicates that he fell ill during the summer months when the sun's heat is so 

intense that it negatively affected him during his illness. It also indicates that we are 

dealing with a leader capable of suppressing his pain for the greater good of the Muslims 

and their jihad against the Crusaders in the most difficult climatic conditions. 

 
10 ) Ibid., same page. 

Abdullah Nasih Ulwan, "Salahuddin al-Ayyubi: Batal Hettin wa Moharrer al-Quds Min al-Salibiyyin" ,   

(532-589 A.H), Cairo, 2002, p.115. 
11 ) Ibn Shaddad, ibid., p. 81 
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It is assumed that Saladin had come to terms with his illness, especially during his 

bitter war with the Crusaders. This presented him with a clear challenge, which he met 

with an effective response that enhanced his performance as a leader of the Muslims at 

that time. This was particularly true since the commanders and soldiers, who served under 

him, upon seeing him in this state, were more motivated to continue the jihad against the 

enemies. 

 

2 IN FACT, WHEN WE STUDY THE ILLNESSES THAT AFFLICTED 

SALADIN, WE CAN NOTE THE FOLLOWING 

 

First: There may have been a genetic predisposition to illness, something over 

which Saladin had no control—if it even existed—and he may have acquired it from his 

parents. Given the limited resources of the Middle Ages, we cannot definitively conclude 

this uncertain hypothesis. 

Secondly: The varying climatic conditions of the different geographical areas 

where the battles took place, ranging from summer to winter, including mountainous, 

plains, and coastal regions, had a clear negative impact on Saladin's health, especially 

since he personally participated in all the battles fought by the Ayyubid army against the 

Crusaders, including in the desert. It suffices to mention here the appearance of boils on 

his body, indicating that his skin was sensitive to weather fluctuations, especially since 

the skin—generally speaking—reflects a person's overall health, being their first line of 

defence. 

Third: We rule out that his illness was caused by overeating, given his general 

asceticism—despite the richness of Levantine cuisine, as evidenced by Ibn al-Adim al-

Halabi's (d. 1261 A.D.) book, "al-Wasla Ela al-Habeeb Fi Wasf al-Tayyibat wa al-

Teeb"—thus differing from the case of his uncle, Asad al-Din Shirkuh, who died in 1169 

A.D. as a result of excessive consumption of fatty meats(12). This contrasts with the case 

of King John (1199-1216 A.D.) of England, who died from his gluttony (13). 

 
12 ) On the death of Asad al-Din Shirkuh, see: 

Ibn Shaddad, Seerat al- Sultan al-Nasir Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya wa al-Mahasin 

al-Yusufiyya, edited by: Ahmad Abish, Damascus, 2009, p. 104. 

 Hamdi Abd al-Mun'im, Dirasat Fi Tarikh al-Ayyubiyyin wa al- Mamaleek, Alexandria, 1998, pp. 21-22 
13 ) Muhammad Mu'nis Awad, al-Osoor al-Wusta al-Orobbiyyah, Sharjah, 2012,p.150. 
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Fourth: This commander endured many difficult events during his military 

struggle against the Crusaders, which consumed a portion of his psychological and 

emotional energy, and consequently affected his health in general, as is assumed. There 

is no greater evidence of this than the reference to the massacre of Tel Ayadiyah in 1191 

A.D. (14) when Richard the Lionheart killed about (2500) of the Muslim heroes who had 

been besieged near Acre for two years (1189-1191 A.D.) in one day. The Sultan witnessed 

their slaughter at the hands of his Crusader enemies. There is no doubt that such events 

and others exhausted him psychologically, and made him - along with others - more 

susceptible to illness, not to mention the effect of the fall of Acre (15) in 1191 A.D. into 

the hands of the Crusaders and his defeat in Arsuf in the same year (16), the effect of which 

on him was described by Ibn Shaddad  , as he said that the Sultan had in his heart from 

the battle what only God knows of stress , and the people ,then , were between wounded 

in body and wounded in spirit . It is assumed that his psychological stress from the 

aforementioned defeat—he who had tasted the sweetness of victory at Hattin in 1187—

negatively affected his health. Leaving aside this aspect, we find numerous conspiracies 

against him that made him more cautious and apprehensive, as in the case of the great 

international conspiracy of 1174 A.D.(17), and the assassination attempts by the Assassins 

 
14 ) On the Massacre of al-Ayyadiya, see: 

Jacques de Vitry, History of Jerusalem, trans. A. Stewart,.T.S., vol. London, pp. 18-113. 

Al-Imad al-Isfahani, Al-Fath al-Qusi fi al-Fath al-Qudsi, edited by: Muhammad Subayh, Cairo ,1965,P.578. 
15 ) On the fall of Acre, see: 

Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, pp. 297-299. 

 Al-Isfahani, Al-Bustan al-Jami' li-Jami' Tawarikh Ahl al-Zaman, edited by : Omar Abdul Salam Tadmur, 

Beirut, 2002, pp. 437-438. 

 Ali al-Sallabi, Al-Tarikh al-Siyasi wa-al-'Askari wa-al-Idari al-Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi fi Ma'rakat Hattin 

wa-Fath Bayt al-Maqdis, Cairo, 2008, pp. 156-157 
16 ) On the Battle of Arsuf, see: 

Anonymous, Chronicle of the Third Crusade, A Translation of The Hinerariumarum of Gesta Regis Ricardi, 

Trans. Helen Nicholson, London 1997, pp. 246-261. 

Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, edited by: Al-Shayyal, p. 175. 

Muhammad Mu'nis 'Awad, Fi al-Sera' al- Islami -al-Salibi .Ma'rakatArsuf 1191 A.D./587 A.H, Cairo ,1997, 

pp. 2-65. 

J. France, Western Warfare in The Age of the Crusades, 1000-1300, New York 1999, pp. 34-37. 
17 ) On the Great International Conspiracy, see: 

Al-Isfahani, Al-Bustan al-Jami', pp. 402-403. 

Ibn Aybak al-Dawadari, Al-Durr al-Matlub fi Akhbar Bani Ayyub, edited by: Sa'id Ashur, Cairo, 1972, p. 

55. 

 Ibn Taghribirdi, Al-Nujum al-Zahira fi Muluk Misr wa al-Qahira, Cairo, n.d., vol. 6, pp. 70-71. 

 Abd al-Mun'im Majid, Al-Nasir Salah al-Din Yusuf al-Ayyubi, Beirut, 1962, pp. 93-95. 
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in 1175 A.D.(18) and 1176 A.D.(19). It is assumed that all these events, even though he 

survived them, led to increased stress and negatively impacted his health. 

Fifth: We must realize that this sultan did not live an ordinary life like the simplest 

members of the public in his vast state. He lived in a tent in the desert, exposed to the 

elements, and frequently moved and travelled between the many battle sites against his 

state's enemies and the Crusaders, all amidst an atmosphere charged with hostility and 

conspiracies since he served as a minister in the Fatimid palace during the reign of Caliph 

al-‘Aḍid (1160-1171 A.D.). There is no doubt that all of these atmospheres led him to 

live a life far removed from stability or tranquillity. Consequently, all these aspects 

increased the burden on his nervous system. Thus, we can say, in modern terms, that his 

immune system against diseases was not sufficiently strong. Therefore, illness was an 

integral part of his history, even though historical sources neglected to record it 

systematically, except in rare instances, as I mentioned earlier. 

Sixth: Saladin was not a patient who obeyed the doctors' instructions to rest and 

avoid exertion. Consequently, he personally contributed to the recurrence of his illness! 

Here, we must note that he could not follow these instructions to rest while witnessing 

the Crusader armies advancing on the region, especially after the Battle of Hattin in 1187 

A.D. We must also note that he was a leader whose heart was captivated by jihad, and 

therefore he rejected such a course of action as long as it contradicted the higher interests 

of the Muslims. 

 
18 ) On the assassination attempt in 1175 A.D., see: 

Ibn al-Adim, Zubdat al-Halab min Tarikh Halab, edited by Sami al-Dahhan, Damascus, 1954, vol. 2, p. 

367. 

 Muhammad al-Muqaddam, Al-Ightiyalat fi Bilad al-Sham wa al-Jazira Zaman al-Hurub al-Salibiyya, 

Cairo, 2008, p. 250 ( I praise this brilliant and distinguished Yemeni researcher ). 

 Muhammad Mu'nis Awad, Al-Isma'iliyya al-Nizariyya fi Bilad al-Sham 'Asr al-Hurub al-Salibiyya, 

Majallat Buhuth al-Sharq al-'Awsat, 2007. Jamal al-Din al-Ramadi, Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi, Cairo, 1958, 

p. 51. 
19 ) On the assassination attempt in 1176 A.D., see: 

Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, edited by Al-Shayyal, p. 96. 

 Muhammad al-Muqaddam, previous reference, p. 251. 

 Nazir Hassan Sa'dawi, al-Tarikh al-Harbi al-Masri Fi 'Ahd  Salahuddin, Cairo , 1958, p. 75. 

S. Lanne-Pooley, Saladin and the Fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, London, 1898, p. 145.  

It is also useful to refer to this research paper: 

Abd al-Karim Uthmanah,   Salahuddin Wa Mawkifaho Min al-Quwa al-Munaweah Fi Bilad al-Sham  , Al-

Darrah, Issue 173, No. (2), Year (12), 1986, p. 159. 
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Thus, we can hold that sultan responsible for not heeding his doctors' instructions 

to rest, but at the same time, we cannot blame him for this, because he was unable to 

avoid jihad in an era of bitter conflict against the Crusaders! 

It should be noted, though without certainty, that the Ayyubid sultan's precarious 

health and frequent illnesses may have made him empathetic to others, even the Crusaders 

themselves, when they fell ill. Therefore, we find him treating Richard the Lionheart well 

when he fell ill in Jaffa, sending him his personal physician, Moses Maimonides (d. 1204 

A.D.), along with fruit and ice (20), in a rare act of civility in the medieval world, 

especially during the Crusades. This clearly demonstrated that he was a noble knight of 

Islam, whose character impressed even the Crusaders themselves. 

On the other hand, it is likely that his illness several times made him fear that 

death would overtake him before the conflict with the Crusaders was resolved during the 

events of the Third Crusade (1189-1192 A.D.), and this may have been one of the factors 

that led him to conclude the Treaty of Ramla (21) on September 2, 1192 A.D., without 

neglecting the prominent influence of other military and political factors. What supports 

such a possibility is that he died only (5) months after signing it, as death overtook him 

on March 4, 1193 A.D., as I mentioned before. 

As for the final illness (22) that afflicted Saladin and led to his death—the most 

significant and serious event in his own medical history—we possess considerable 

scholarly material on it, found in Ibn Shaddad's "Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya". While most 

of this material comes from a single historical source, "Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya", it 

surpasses the historical material concerning illnesses prior to 1193 A.D. It should be noted 

that this final illness was the culmination of previous illnesses and cannot be separated 

from them in any way. 

 
20 ) Muhammad Mu'nis Awad,   Salahuddin Bayn al-Tarikh wa al-Ostoorah, p. 228. 
21 ) On the Treaty of Ramla, see: 

Ambroise, The Crusade of Richard the Lionheart, Trans. M.J. Hubert, New York 1943, pp. 429-430. 

 Roger of Wendover, Flowers of History, Trans. J.A. Giles, London 1849, p. 123. 

Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, pp. 402-403. 

 Ibn Wasil, Mufarrij al-Kurub fi Akhbar Bani Ayyub, edited by: Jamal al-Din al-Shayyal, vol. 2, p. 404. 
22 ) On Saladin's final illness, see: 

Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, pp. 417-419. 

 Ibn Khaldun, Al-Ibar wa Diwan al-Mubtada' wa al-Khayr, Beirut 1992, vol. 5, p. 393. 

Abd al-Mun'im al-Hashimi, Salahddin al-Ayyubi, Alexandria 2008, p. 282. 

P.H. Newby, Saladin in his time, London 1983, pp. 195-196. 
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3 THE MOST IMPORTANT ASPECTS OF HIS ACCOUNT ARE AS FOLLOWS 

 

First: The Sultan suffered from what some describe as Jaundice (23), or even 

Typhoid Fever, as others believe (24). Therefore, it is impossible to accept what Ahmad 

Ebish reported when he commented on the matter, explaining that "he seemed to be 

suffering from high blood pressure and a lack of blood supply ."(25) Likewise, the notion 

that he suffered from premature aging (26) is dismissed. 

Secondly: Ibn Shaddad mentioned the absence of Saladin's physician, and it is 

likely that this was Moses Maimonides, in whom he had placed his trust. We do not know 

the reason for this absence, which he described as being due to his familiarity with his 

temperament, both during travel and at home (27), meaning that he had extensive 

experience with his health condition in both cases of settlement and travel, noting his 

frequent movements due to the multiple battlefronts between the Levant, Northern Iraq, 

and Egypt. 

The historian James Reston Jr. attempts to argue that he deliberately stayed away 

for several days because the Sultan's illness was hopeless (28). However, we find no 

support for this claim, which, according to contemporary historical sources, is merely the 

imagination of that historian. 

Thirdly: The author of "Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya" stated: "The doctors saw that 

he needed bloodletting, so they practiced that on him on the fourth (i.e., on the fourth 

day). His illness worsened" (29). Here, we need a crucial addition from Abd al-Latif al-

Baghdadi, who explicitly stated that those who visited him lacked experience, thus 

 
23 ) Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, pp. 417-421. 

 Muhammad Suhayl Taqush, Tarikh al-Ayyubiyyin fi Misr wa Bilad al-Sham wa Iqlim al-Jazira 569-661 

A.H / 1174-1263 A.D., Beirut 1999, p. 206. 

 Saeed Ashour, Saladin al-Ayyubi, Cairo 2006, p. 55. 

 Sayyida Kashif, Saladin al-Ayyubi: Batal Wehdat al-Saff al-Arabi al--Islami  wa Batl a-Jihad Fi Sabeel 

Allah, Beirut, 1986, p.93. 
24 ) Albert Chandor, Saladin al-Ayyubi, p. 253. 
25 ) Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, p. 417, footnote (2). 
26 ) Amin Maalouf, al-Horoob al-Salibiyyah Kama Raaha al- Arab, p. 268. 
27 ) Ibid., same page. 
28 ) James Reston Jr., Mukateloon Fi Sabeel Allah, p. 457. 
29 ) Ibn Shaddad, Al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, p. 417. 
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hastening the Sultan's deterioration (30). This contradicts what some imagined when he 

stated: "The medical experience of the skilled doctors present was of no use" (31). 

Contemporary historical sources do not provide us with any information on this matter. 

Was this due to deliberate human error? Or was it unintended? Which is something that 

cannot be answered after (820) years since the Sultan's departure.  

Generally speaking, it can be said that some medical care - negligence occurred 

in Saladin's treatment during that illness. 

Fourth: The Sultan's illness worsened on the sixth, seventh, and eighth days, then 

he lost consciousness—an indication of the extent of his deterioration. On the ninth day, 

he felt a tremor. And on the tenth day, he was given two enemas after which he felt some 

relief (32). He was also treated with barley water. It is clear that the aforementioned 

treatments were aimed at reducing his high fever. 

It is quite clear that all those methods were of no avail in his deteriorating 

condition. On the eleventh day, it worsened, and death overtook him (33) on the twelfth 

day, at dawn on Wednesday, March 4, 1193 A.D. Thus, his illness did not last for (8) days 

as Ibn al-Athir mentioned, who was far absent from the context of that momentous event 

(34). It is better—logically—to accept what Ibn Shaddad, the eyewitness who 

accompanied the Sultan during his illness, reported. From my own perspective, it is 

possible to conclude that the final illness, from which that Sultan died, was most likely 

malaria caused by mosquitoes, because the symptoms accurately described in "Al-

Nawadir al-Sultaniyya” correspond to that disease. 

Thus, it is one of history's paradoxes that invites us to deep reflection that the 

Muslim hero of the Crusades and liberator of Jerusalem from the Crusaders was killed by 

mosquitoes, something that had happened several centuries earlier with Alexander the 

Great (d. 323 B.C) when he died of the same disease! 

 
30 ) Ibn Abi Usaybi'ah, 'Uyon al-Anbaa Fi Tabaqat al-Atibbaa, edited by:Nizar Rida, Beirut, 688. He says 

the following: " He (Saladin) returned, and those who lacked experience bloodlet him ,so his strength 

weakened ". 
31 ) Mustafa al-Hayari, Saladin al-Qaid Wa 'Asroh, p. 476. 
32 ) Ibn Shaddad, al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyya, p. 418. 
33 ) Ibid., p.431. 
34 ) Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi al-Tarikh, Amman, n.d., p. 1829. 
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In general, we cannot overlook the fact that the nervous and psychological stress 

that Saladin suffered over many years of conflict with his Muslim and Crusader 

adversaries was a contributing factor to the weakening of his immune system, thus 

making him more susceptible to malaria, which he contracted before his death, rather than 

he had to fight in unsanitary areas infested with insects and microbes. 

It is worth noting that the first prominent indication of the sultan’s illness was in 

1186 A.D., when he was 48 years old, given that we know he was born in 1138 A.D. The 

last indication was in 1193 A.D., when he was 55 years old. Therefore, we can say that 

the last eight years of his life were marked by intermittent illnesses, and these were the 

years of his notable achievements, such as the Battle of Hattin (4th of July 1187), and the 

conquest of Jerusalem (2nd of October , 1187 A.D.) and the resistance against the Third 

Crusade (1189-1192 A.D.) lead us to the conclusion that the most prominent stages of 

Saladin's jihad against the Crusaders were marked by illness and military victory, 

indicating a correlation between the two. Researchers have often studied historical 

achievements in isolation from the health of the leader, an aspect whose importance we 

should not overlook . Generally speaking, Saladin's death while ill suggests that the 

leaders of the Islamic jihad movement either died as victims of assassination, as happened 

with Sharaf al-Din Mawdud (d. 1113 A.D.)  (35), Imad al-Din Zengi (36) (d. 1146 A.D.), 

and al-Ashraf Khalil ibn Qalawun (37) (d. 1293 A.D.), or through illness, as in the case of 

 
35 ) On Sharaf al-Din Mawdud,See: 

Ibn al-Athir, al-Bahir fi Tarikh al-Dawla al-Atabakiyya, edited by: Abd al-Qadir Tulaymat, Cairo, 1963, p. 

17. 

Afaf Sabra, al-Ameer Mawdud ibn al-Tunnikin, Al-Darrah, Issue 2, Year 12, 1968, pp. 109-132. 

 Imad al-Din Khalil, al-Mukawama al-Islamiyya Lil Ghazw al-Salibi . Asr Wulat al-Salajikah Fi al-Mosul 

489-521 A.H / 1095-1127 A.D., Riyadh, 1981, pp. 96-108. 

 Ali al-Sallabi , Dwalat al-Salajikah wa Borooz Mashroo'a Islami Li Mokawamat al-Taghalghol al-Batini 

wa al-Ghazw al-Salibi , Beirut , 2006 , p.624-632. 

H. Fink, "of Mosul precursor of Saladin", M.W., XTIII, 1953, pp. 18-37. 
36 ) On Imad al-Din Zengi, see: 

Ibn al-Athir, Al-Bahir fi Tarikh al-Dawla al-Atabakiyya, p. 17. 

 Ali al-Sallabi, Sultan al-Shahid Imad al-Din Zengi: Shakhsiyyatoho wa 'Asroh, Sidon 2010. 

 Shaker Abu Badr, al-Horoob al-Salibiyya wa al-Osra al- Zenkiyya, Beirut, n.d. 

 Mahmoud al-Ruwaidi, Emarat al-Raha al-Salibiyya, Amman 2003, pp. 558-581. 

H. Gibb, "Zengi and the Fall of Edessa," in A History of the Crusades, ed. K. Setton, vol. II, Wisconsin, 

1989, pp. 449-462. 

C. Alptekin, The Reign of Zengi (521-541 A.H / 1127-1146 A.D.), Ataturk University, Erzurum, 1978. 
37 ) On al-Ashraf Khalil ibn Qalawun, see: 

Ibn Abd al-Zahir, Al-Altaf al-Khafiyya fi al-Sirah al-Ashrafiyya al-Khaliliyya, ed. unknown. 

 Tarikh Salatin al-Mamalik, ed. Zetrchenin, Leiden, 1919, p. 8. 
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Nur ad-Din Mahmud (38) (d. 1174 A.D.), who died of diphtheria or angina pectoris, and 

Saladin himself, who died in 1193 A.D. from yellow fever. Thus, these leaders paid the 

price with their health for the Islamic jihad against the Crusaders. 

 

4 IN CONCLUSION, THE RESEARCH REVEALS SEVERAL FINDINGS, 

WHICH CAN BE SUMMARIZED AS FOLLOWS 

 

First: Saladin suffered from many illnesses, as he described himself to al-Qadi al-

Faḍil. Despite this, he was extremely keen on waging jihad against the Crusaders. He 

defied his poor health conditions in a way that surpassed many previous and healthier 

Muslim leaders. Therefore, we can say that his illness was an important part of what could 

be called the "creative complex," meaning that he transcended that aspect and entered 

history through his jihad against the Crusaders. It is likely that his history of illness made 

him more ascetic in the pleasures of life. 

Secondly: We can say that Saladin paid the price with his health, and died ill after 

a long and arduous jihad that lasted from 1169 to 1193 A.D., spanning approximately 35 

years. Despite this, he was not spared the hostility of some – currently – who attacked 

 
 Abd al-Raouf Afifi, Sultan al-Ashraf Khalil ibn Qalawun, unpublished Master's thesis, Faculty of Arts, 

Cairo University, n.d. 

 Muhammad Fawzi Rahil, Nihayat al-Salibeen (Fath Akka 648-690 A.H / 1250-1291 A.D.),Cairo, 2009, 

pp. 333-340. 

  D. Little, The Fall of Akka in 690 A.H./1291 A.D. The Muslim  Version in Studies in Islamic History and 

Civilization in Honor of Professor David Ayalon, Jerusalem 1986, pp. 159-181. 
38 ) On the authority of Nur al-Din Mahmud, see: 

Ibn al-Qalanisi, Dhayl Tarikh Dimashq, edited by: Amydruz, Beirut, 1908, pp. 300-359. 

 Ibn Qadi Shahbat al-Kawakib al-Durriyah fi al-Sirah al-Nuriyyah, edited by: Mahmud Zyed, Beirut, 1971, 

pp. 15-23. 

Ali Saad Atiya, al-Tanafus Bayn Nur ad-Din Mahmud wa al-Salibiyyin 'Ala Misr, unpublished Master's 

thesis, American University of Beirut, 1970. 

 Imad ad-Din Khalil, Nur ad-Din Mahmud Wa Tajribatohoal- Islamiyya , Damascus, 1987.  

Mahmoud Fayez Sartawi, Nur ad-Din Zanki Fi al-Adab al-Arabi Fi 'Asr al-Horoob al-Salibiyyah, Amman, 

1411 A.H.  

Ali al-Sallabi, al-Dawla al-Zinkeyya Wa Najah al-Mashroo'a al-Islami Biqiyadat  Fi Mukawamat al-

Taghalghol al-Batini wa al-Ghazw al-Salibi , Beirut, 2007. 

 Alia Tabrizi, al-Mukhattat al-A'azam Litahreer al-Quds: Nur ad-Din Mahmud Zangi, Sidon, 2003. 

Abdul Karim al-Hashash,  al-Malek al'Adel al-Shaheed Nur ad-Din Mahmud, Damascus, 1991. 

 Nikita Elisseeff, Sultan Nur ad-Din Mahmud ibn Zangi Amad Sunqur 511-569 A.H / 1118-1174 A.D, 

translated by: Salim Qandalaft.  Damascus 1998. 

 Laila Abdel-Jawad, al-Malek al'Adel  Nur al-Din Mahmud, Cairo 2008. 

N. Elisseeff, Nur ad - Din, un Grand Prince Muslman au Temps des Croisades, 5110569L , 1118-1174, 3 

vols., Damas ,1967. 
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him in print and online, even though he was ill and disabled in his leg and died leaving 

behind one dinar and 37 dirhams. Therefore, those who attack him must understand all 

the personal and external circumstances surrounding him before judging him. 

Third: The absence of Moses Maimonides from Saladin's treatment during his 

final illness was a significant factor in the deterioration of his health. Historical sources 

do not reveal the reason for this absence, a gap for which we have no answer. Perhaps 

verified source texts and serious modern studies will shed light on this aspect. 

Fourth: Research has revealed a possibility of negligence on the part of a 

physician, whose identity is unknown for us . He was a certain individual within Saladin's 

circle during the final stages of his treatment before his death, due to his lack of medical 

experience. This was confirmed by Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, which is considered a 

highly significant testimony from a prominent physician and historian. Consequently, we 

can say without exaggeration that the conqueror of Jerusalem died a victim of both 

negligence and debilitating exhaustion, without being able to ascertain whether this 

negligence was intentional. 

We cannot ascertain whether this was intentional or the result of an unintentional 

human error, though I rule out the latter, because if it had been intentional, the historian 

of "al-Nawadir " would have revealed it without hesitation, especially since he was a 

judge before he was a historian. 

Fifthly: This research paper implicitly confirms that there are new topics that can 

be studied on this Ayyubid sultan, whose presence was renewed through his leadership 

of the Muslims towards achieving the decisive historical victory at Hattin on July 4th , and 

then the conquest of Jerusalem on October 2nd , 1187 A.D. It was confirmed in the 

preceding pages that he paid the price with his health in order to continue the jihad against 

the Crusaders. 

This was a presentation on the medical history of Saladin. 
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