Apollonius of Citium’s Hippocratic Bench
Apollonius of Citium’s (fl. 90-70 BCE) Treatise on Hippocrates’ On Joints is the only extant Hellenistic medical treatise; it preserves significant material about the Hellenistic medical sects, the Empiricists and the Rationalists, and the reception of ‘Hippocrates’ in the Hellenistic period.  This paper focuses on Apollonius’ reception of Hippocratic technology in medicine.  Recent studies in the history of technology in ancient science have brought to light the philosophical consequences of technological advances and have argued that the dichotomy between artificial technical means working against nature and natural means working with nature is inapplicable to ancient conceptions of technology.  Building on these studies this paper shows how the Empiricist physician Apollonius’ interpretation of the Hippocratic bench (a pegged machine for reducing the dislocation of the femur) is situated within the context of the debate between Hellenistic medical sects.
Apollonius’ text is notable for what is does not say: his commentary on Hippocrates’ bench (64.3-94.8 Kollesch-Kudlien) ignores the mechanical functioning of the machine, apologizes for disreputable physicians’ interest in mechanical theatrics, does not discuss the theoretical medical principles which led to its invention, and never mentions newer Hellenistic medical machines for reducing dislocations.  In the therapeutic conservatism characteristic of the early Empiricist sect before Heraclides of Tarentum, Apollonius’ silences and distaste of innovative therapeutics are part of his Empiricist strategy to emphasize the practical experience (empeiria) needed for successful treatment of joint dislocations.  Apollonius has no need to modernize the Hippocratic bench, as if practical medicine had changed since Hippocrates.
Apollonius uses the textual evidence of the machine as Empiricist historia, the second leg of the Empiricist methodological tripod. In polemicizing against Hegetor the Herophilean (a Rationalist physician) who denied that the femur can be reset successfully, he argues that Hippocratic bench shows that the femur can in fact be reset.  Apollonius stresses the fact that Hippocrates recorded an “instrumental solution” 82.6 K-K among his “many and varied resettings” 82.25 K-K in accord with the body’s natural structure.  The machine’s functioning is less important than its philological existence in the Hippocratic text.

Apollonius’ reception of Hippocrates’ bench is thus ultimately embedded in the social and intellectual context of the dispute between Hellenistic medical sects.  Apollonius argues that his Rationalist opponents “do not want a better setting to be understood but remain upon their theorized point” 80.27-28 K-K: newer theories and mechanical innovations in medicine do not lead to an improvement in therapy.  The Treatise on Hippocrates’ On Joints shows that, for Apollonius and the other Empiricists, the source of sectarian conflict was not technology per se but rather the textual evidence of Hippocrates’ bench, much like other therapies in the Hippocratic corpus. 
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