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The earliest recorded external cardiac compression performed for syncope in Ancient Iran:

an historical perspective from the viewpoint of Na�s al-Kermani 

There have been attempts to revive victims of sudden death throughout human history ;

however, resuscitation was not routine until the 19th century.  In 1960, cardiopulmonary

resuscitation (CPR) was o�cially presented and a sequence of interventions was de�ned

under the abbreviation ABCD: Airway, Breathing, Chest compression, and De�brillation.

Although CPR is a young science which has been the foundation of cardiac arrest care for

more than 50 years,  it appears to have a longer history based on historical evidence.

‘Nafīs ibn-e Iwad al-Kermanī’, nicknamed ‘Burhan-ud-Din’ was a famous Iranian physician

and the author of medical books in the mid-15th century, born in Kerman, a city of Persia,

Iran.  Medicine as a profession was being passed down from generation to generation in his

family.  He mentioned in the introduction of his book that ‘I was in a family that all were

physicians and I had practice in medicine from a young age’.  After he came to prominence in
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medicine, he went from Kerman to Samarqand at the invitation of Prince of the Mughal

Empire (Gurkani)—Ulugh Beg (1394–1449)—and became the court physician. After the

death of the Prince, Na�s returned to Kerman and lived there until his death.

During his time in Samarqand, in the reign of the Prince, Na�s wrote a commentary in the

book ‘Al-Asbab wa al-Alamat’,  (‘Al-Asbab’ means causes and aetiology, ‘Al-Alamat’ means

symptoms and signs) (Figure 1). This book is a masterpiece in the �eld of special organ

diseases and semiology which have been developed by using the theories of Galen and

Avicenna). He added his clinical experiences to this book and called it ‘Sharh al-Asbab wa al-

Alamat’.  Na�s explained important and interesting points in this book, such as, ‘In some

situation there is no need to compare and guess, whereas one must rely on observations and

examinations’ which emphasizes the necessity for clinical and objective observation.  His

commentary was very popular, and this book has been a reference book of Islamic medical

scientists for over 400 years.
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In the ‘Fi Amraz-e al-Qalb’ chapter (discourse on cardiac diseases), Na�s describes ‘Ghashy’

in this way: It’s a condition when all or most of the motor and sensory powers cease and

respiratory movements are not complete due to the weakness of the heart.  The types of

‘Ghashy’ can be divided into three general categories :

1. Relating to Imtila (febrile illness, excess accumulation of humours in the vessels, and

gastric Imtila).

View large Download slide

Excerpts from a manuscript of ‘Sharh al-Asbab wa al-'Alamat’ (from Faculty of Persian Medicine library, Iran
University of Medical Sciences; with permission).
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2. Relating to evacuation or depletion (severe pain, repeated vomiting, severe diarrhoea,

bleeding, uncontrolled menorrhagia, extreme joy, and severe anger).

3. Cardiac dystemperament

Patients with ‘Ghashy’ show di�erent symptoms according to their underlying aetiology,

however, its common clinical manifestations include coldness of extremities, abnormal

respiration, small and weak pulse, yellowness (similar to pallor), and decreased level of

consciousness.

Herbal and medicinal treatments of ‘Ghashy’ was discussed according to its underlying

aetiology by details.

Na�s had explained about the treatment of this disorder and wrote: ‘I have treated a lot of

these people and my doubt was resolved because they bene�ted from this therapy’.

He explains about his therapeutic methods for the patients who were su�ering from

shortness of breath: ‘If the patient had dyspnoea and drooling or foaming at the mouth, requires

deep breathing with the help of strong movements and massive chest expansion to the extent which

is possible until dilate the aperture’.  In these patients with abnormal breathing, although he

did not mentioned mouth-to-mouth breathing directly, he used strong movements and

massive chest expansion for deep breathing as powerful as possible to dilate the aperture,

thus, in those patients who had a pulse without breathing (respiratory arrest) he has

emphasized the importance of arti�cial ventilation as the more appropriate option.

If the patient had a weak pulse or pulseless and yellowness, he used chest compression and

massage or rubbing the left side of the chest for re-establishing spontaneous circulation, he

wrote about the treatment methods which he used in these cases: ‘If the patient had weak

pulse or pulseless and yellowness, shake him, stimulate and move the arms and the left side of

patient and compress the left side of his/her chest’.  In this section, Na�s used the term ‘Azz’ in

Arabic,  translated as ‘Feshordan-e Shadid’ in Persian  and ‘Compress’ in English.

In conclusion, Na�s clari�ed a disease, perhaps a type of which might be known as syncope

today. He applied chest compression for treatment of those patients with cardiac

impairment, and we think this method may have similarities to early CPR.

We reviewed the viewpoints of other Persian medicine scientists such as Rhazes, Haly Abbas,

Akhawayni, and Avicenna, and it appears that this method has not been reported before in

Persian medicine.
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