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Medicine in lran

DR. JACOB EDUARD POLAK (1818 — 1891): THE PIONEER OF
MODERN MEDICINE IN IRAN

Mohammad-Hossien Azizi MD’

Dr. Jacob Eduard Polak (1818 — 1891)

istorically, the second half of the 19th

century is the beginning of the process

of modernization in Iran. Mirza Tagi

Khan Amir Kabir, the chief minister of Naser-ad-

Din Shah Qajar, the fourth king of Qajar dynasty

(1794 - 1925), was a great reformist who was

heavily involved in Iran's modernization. The

foundation of Dar-al-Fonun (i.e. the house of

techniques) is considered one of the most
important efforts of Amir Kabir.!

Dar-al-Fonun was an institute of technology,

which started to function in 1851. It was the first

modern higher-educational institution that included
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both technical-scientific and military instruction.
Most teaching was done by European instructors,
with the aid of local translators. Under the Dar-al-
Fonun’s auspices, various books were translated
into Persian; the first Persian modern books were
published and some governmental officials
received their education.??

Prior to the opening of Dar-al-Fonun, Amir
Kabir sent a special representative, John Dawud
Khan (a German language translator working at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Tehran) to Vienna,
to hire Austrian teachers and military instructors.*®
Diplomatic and commercial relations between
Austria and Iran have a long history, stretching
back to the sixteenth century; however, this first
Austrian mission to Iran was not an official one
still, seven Austrian teachers were employed and
each signed a contract to work in Iran for six years.

Among the members of the mission was a
physician, Jacob Eduard Polak, who worked to
improve medical education and spread knowledge
about Iran in Europe. Dr. Jacob Eduard Polak
(1818 — 91) was born in the Bohemia region. He
came to Tehran on November 24, 1851 and was
initially appointed as a teacher of medicine and
surgery at Dar-al-Fonun’s Medical School. In 1855,
following the death of Dr. Ernest Cloquet (1818 —
1855), the former French king’s physician, Dr.
Polak was elected as the king’s physician at the
Court of Naser-ad-Din Shah Qajar.*~"°

Dr. Polak spent nine years in lIran (1851 —
1860); he learned Persian and acquainted himself
with Iranian literature and culture. He was able to
speak Persian fluently.® He taught medical students
at Dar-al-Fonun and many of his pupils
subsequently held important positions in modern
Iranian medical practice.® In 1852, the first modern
hospital in Tehran, the “State Hospital
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(Marizkhaneh-ye-Dowlati)”, opened. Dr. Polak
worked there and was a clinical instructor to Dar-
al-Fonun's medical students. He was the first to
successfully operate on a bladder stone at that
hospital in 1852. He also performed the first
autopsy in Iran in 1854 on a European man whose
death was medically and legally in question.>®

Aside from clinical teaching and performing
various surgical operations, Dr. Polak wrote
various medical books. He was the author of the
first modern anatomy textbook in Iran, which was
translated into Persian by his student, Mirza
Mohammed-Hossien ~ Afshar.  His  anatomy
textbook quickly became very popular among
medical students. Later, his vicegerent at Dar-al-
Fonun, Dr. John Schlimmer from Holland, wrote a
book in which he acknowledged Dr. Polak’s efforts
in the areas of medical education and anatomy
instruction.

Dr. Polak was an active man. Over a period of
nine years in Iran, he traveled to different parts of
the country, subsequently writing his observations
and memories. His detailed descriptions of Iran
and Iranians are both critical and positive. Dr.
Polak’s travel book was translated into Persian in
1982. The title of the original version was
“Persien, das Land und Seine Bewohner”, which
was published in Leipzig, Germany in 1865.

After nine years in Iran, Dr. Polak left, moving
back to Austria in 1860, but he returned again in
1882. He went to Hamadan Province in the West
of Iran, in order to continue his studies.” ' ~ °
Finally, upon his return to Austria, after a fruitful
life, Dr. Polak passed away at the age of 73 on
October 8, 1891 in Vienna.® In short, it can be said
that he was one of the most prominent and
effective European teachers at the Dar-al-Fonun
Medical School and that his influence as a pioneer
in modern medical education should not be
forgotten.

The bibliography of Dr. Polak:"®

e Management and treatment of typhoid fever,
remittent fever, and diarrhea, Tehran, 1852.

e Human Anatomy, translated by M.H. Afshar,
375 pages, Dar-al-Fonun’s Press, 1852.

e Surgery Textbook (including eye surgery), Dar-
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al-Fonun’s Press, 1856.

e Ophthalmology, translated by M.H. Afshar,
Tehran, undated.

e General Pathology, unknown translator,
manuscript's No. 4603/1, available at Tehran
Medical School, 1860.

e Toxins and Antitoxins, unknown translator,
manuscript's No. 1547/2, available at Tehran
Medical School, 1867.

e Jala -al -Oyoun (Persian title), manuscript’s No.
79, available at Tehran Medical School,
undated.

e Zobdeh-al-Ahkam (Persian title), translated by
Ali Nagi Ibn Mohammad Ismaeel (Hakim -al-
Mamalek), Shiraz manuscript 1881,
manuscript’s N0.6193/3, available at Malek
Library, Tehran and manuscript’s No0.1547/1,
available at Tehran Medical School and a
published copy in Tehran,1885.

e Cholera, translated by Ali Nagi Jadid-al-Islam,
1852.

e Twenty Chapters on Anatomy, translated by
Mohammed Hossien Mirza Bozorg-e- Tehrani,
Iranian National Library, 1852.

References

1 Zarienkoob A. Roozegaran, Iran’s History from the
Beginning to the Fall of Pahlavi Dynasty. 4th Persian ed.
Tehran: Sohkan Publication; 2002: 806.

2 Wright D. The English amongst the Persians. London,
New York: I.B. Tauris Publishers; 2001: 23.

3 Keddie NR. Modern Iran. New Haven and London: Yale
University Press; 2003: 48 — 49.

4 lIssawi C. The Economic History of Iran 1800 — 1914.
Chicago: Publications of the Center for Middle-East
Studies; 1971: 293.

5 Hedayaty J. The History of Contemporary Medicine in
Iran. First Persian ed. Tehran: Iran University of Medical
Sciences. 2002: 36, 38, 40 — 43, 329.

6 Adamyyat F. Amir Kabir and Iran, Tehran. Fifth Persian
ed. Tehran: Kharazmi Publication; 1978: 333, 335, 356,
360 — 361, 365 — 361, 775 - 776.

7 Polak JE. The Polak’s Travel book; Iran and Iranians.
Persian translation by K. Jahandari. Tehran: Kharazmi
Publication; 1982: 5 -6, 7, 10.

8 Mir MT. Encyclopedia of Iranian Traditional Medicine.
Vol 2. First Persian ed. Tehran: Iran University of Medical
Sciences; 1999: 166.

9 Elgood CL. A Medical History of Persia and Eastern
Caliphate. Translated by Dr. Baher Forghani. Tehran:
Amir Kabir Publication; 1982: 554 — 555.



