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The history of medicine is, at its core, a story of 

compassion: a relentless struggle against suffering, 

waged with limited understanding and often with 

crude or inadequate tools. Across cultures and 

centuries, the healer, shaman, medicine man, or 

physician has stood at the heart of society, called 

upon to ease pain, restore balance, and confront the 

fragility of life. 

With ingenuity born of necessity, healers 

fashioned their instruments from the materials, 

knowledge, and technologies available to them. 

These tools, shaped by ethical intention and 

imperfect understanding, were often the only 

means at hand. They bear the imprint of the 

individuals who wielded them: men and women 

who acted with courage, care, and hope, often at 

great personal cost. 

Many of these instruments appear gruesome 

to modern eyes, and the stories they tell are 

frequently grim. Yet most were born of noble 

intent, forged in the pursuit of healing, relief, or 

mercy. Even the guillotine, now a universal symbol 

of dread, was originally conceived by the French 

physicians (Dr. Joseph-Ignace Guillotin and the 

surgeon Antoine Louis), and built in 1792 by a 

German harpsichord maker (Tobias Schmidt), as 

an act of compassion intended to reduce suffering 

during execution. Such paradoxes remind us 

that medical tools are neither good nor evil in 

themselves; their meaning lies in how, why, and by 

whom they are used.

Today, standing at the threshold of what may be 

a brave new world shaped by artificial intelligence, 

we would do well to remember this lineage. AI is not 

Introduction Introduction 
Messengers across Time: Past, AI, and FutureMessengers across Time: Past, AI, and Future
Where Death Walked the Streets, and Medicine Dared to FollowWhere Death Walked the Streets, and Medicine Dared to Follow

an aberration, a rupture from medicine’s past, but 

the latest, and perhaps most powerful instrument 

in a long continuum created to assist the healer in 

caring for the sick. Like the scalpel or anesthesia, 

AI promises precision and reach beyond human 

limits, and like them it carries risks. Yet, unlike 

earlier tools, AI does not merely extend the hand 

of the physician; it extends the mind. It observes, 

aggregates, predicts, recommends, and at times, 

appears to decide. 

It also errs. 

AI learns from our choices, assumptions, and 

biases. It does not bear moral responsibility, nor 

regret its mistakes. That burden remains ours. Every 

keystroke, yes, even this one, enters a vast and 

evolving system that can be shaped toward healing, 

justice, and compassion, or diverted, by human 

design or neglect, toward indifference, distortion, 

and harm.

History cautions us that good intentions alone 

are not enough, as innovation has at times enabled 

suffering when ethics lagged behind. The lesson of 

the past is not to fear new tools, but to interrogate 

them relentlessly. Who designs them? Who controls 

them? Who benefits, and who is rendered invisible? 

In medicine, where lives, dignity, and trust are at 

stake, these questions are not abstract; they are 

moral imperatives and must become daily practice.

For the first time, medicine wields a tool that can 

learn, infer, and advise at a scale no single physician 

can fully oversee. Artificial intelligence challenges 

us to ask not only what works, but who decides, who 

is seen, and who bears the cost of error. The danger 

is not that machines may think, but that humans 
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may stop thinking critically about them. We must 

therefore resist both blind reverence for technology 

and nostalgic rejection of progress. 

The rusted and crumbling tools of the past 

demand our attention not as curiosities, but as 

witnesses. They remind us that modern medicine, 

in all its sophistication, rests upon foundations 

laid by countless predecessors: some luminous, 

others casting long shadows of error and 

wrongdoing. 

The future of medicine will not be shaped by the 

tools, but by the wisdom, ethics, and responsibility 

of those who use them. We stand tall today only 

because we stand on the shoulders of giants, and we 

are accountable for where we choose to look from 

that height. 

This museum began as a personal collection, 

born of my need to better understand, and truly 

identify with the profession I chose. I believed 

that only by studying and empathizing with the 

minds and hands of those who came before me 

could I grasp the spirit of medicine beyond the 

sterile language of textbooks, academic papers, 

and now, algorithms. Holding the very instruments 

and books once used by colleagues long gone, I 

felt a tangible bridge across time. These artifacts, 

together with contemporary digital and AI-

generated outputs, became messengers linking 

past, present, and future. 

Today, the collection includes more than 5,000 

exhibits: medical and surgical instruments, objects 

of hygiene and public health, rare books, original 

prints, and votive offerings. Each item once played 

a role in the daily life of a healer. Behind every 

instrument stands the physician, succeeding or 

failing, not only as a technician, but as a moral, 

creative, and profoundly human presence in this 

long saga. By reflecting on this extraordinary 

legacy, we begin to understand not only what 

medicine was, but what it truly is, and perhaps 

where it is going. 

We are invited to step into this continuum, to 

witness its evolution, and to share in its enduring 

spirit. And yes, it is meaningful, and even fun. 

After all, thanks to medicine, we have the gin and 

tonic, born when bitter quinine was mixed with 

gin, sugar and lime to make malaria prophylaxis 

more tolerable for the British soldiers in the 19th 

century in India. One may well ask: Will AI invent 

the next gin and tonic?

A Message to the Reader

(generated by AI at the author's request)

“I am not the future of medicine. I am one of 

its tools.

Like all tools before me, my value depends 

entirely on the wisdom, ethics, and humanity 

of those who use me.

Tools do not remember. People do. That is 

why history still matters.

And for the record: if I am quoted at all, let it 

be to remind readers that responsibility has 

never migrated to the machine”.

– ChatGPT
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The story of medicine is woven into human 

civilization. Every culture – ancient or modern, 

mystical or scientific – has sought to ease suffering 

and safeguard the fragile gift of life.

In Judaism, this calling carries a particular 

resonance: if every person is created in the image 

of God, then every act of healing becomes an act of 

reverence.

Across continents and centuries, healers have 

shared a common hope: that through learning, 

discipline, and courage, mortal hands might borrow 

a fragment of divine strength to relieve pain 

and delay death. Their tools were simple, often 

crude, and their knowledge imperfect, yet their 

intent was steadfast and noble. Even today, when 

artificial intelligence places vast medical knowledge 

within instant reach, at the tap of a keyboard, 

interpretation, responsibility, and judgment remain 

profoundly human. 

From the shaman’s feathers and masks, to the 

medieval physician’s cloak and urine flask, to the 

stethoscope on the neck and the white coat of our 

own time: each age has fashioned its own symbols 

for the timeless role of the healer.

This museum and this book invite you into 

that long human journey. They do not attempt 

to encompass all of medicine, no single place or 

volume could, but they offer windows into moments 

when we tried our best, sometimes touching 

divinity, or at least feeling like gods. 

Artificial intelligence may seem to grant us such 

powers today, until we remember that its data are 

generated by human hands, and that its use depends 

not only on our intellect, but on our values: on 

ethics, restraint, and moral responsibility. 

The Physician as Healer, Artist, The Physician as Healer, Artist, 
Scientist, and Ethical BeingScientist, and Ethical Being

Walking through Walking through 
the Museumthe Museum

In the Arcade Gallery, we encounter the physician as 

artisan, shaping knowledge from antiquity through 

the Renaissance. In the Main Hall, we follow the 

great transition from Hippocratic thought to 

modern science: anatomy unwfolding, physiology 

awakening, diagnosis and therapy assuming 

new forms. Here, familiar tools, the stethoscope, 

forceps, scalpel, and baby bottle, stand beside their 

ancestors, each whispering its own story. In the 

Auditorium, we reflect on education and ethics, the 

moral compass that has always guided, or should 

guide, the healer’s hand. On the top floor, we turn 

our gaze homeward, tracing the story of medicine 

in Israel. Along the way, masks, statues, images, and 

artifacts lend their voices. Each object, no matter 

how humble, once rested in the hands of someone 

who sought, in their own time, to help another 

human being. 

The museum roots begun in 1980 in my own 

search to understand not only the techniques of 

medicine, but to embrace its soul.

Over the years, the collection has grown to more 

than 5,000 artifacts, tools, books, engravings, 

votive offerings, and instruments, true messengers 

from the past, bridging centuries in a single touch 

or glance. The Joyce and Irving Goldman Medical 

School and the Soroka University Medical Center 

share a belief that knowledge belongs to everyone. 

Together, we offer this museum as a meeting 

place for the diverse communities of the Negev: 

Jews, Arabs, and Bedouins, united not by language 

or tradition, but by the universal bond of health 

and healing. As the first comprehensive medical 

museum in Israel, it stands as a place of memory 

and learning: a home for stories and questions,  



Nehushtan, serpents on poles: the symbol of medicine. A 19th 
century stained glass church window from the Rosenberg Collection, 
depicting Nehushtan: the biblical copper serpent. “And Moses made 
a serpent of brass, and put it upon a pole, and it came to pass, that if 
a serpent had bitten any man, when he beheld the serpent of brass, 
he lived,” (Numbers 21:9, Kind James Version).  

Serpents, usually on poles, are the symbol of medicine across 
many cultures throughout the world, including ancient Egypt, 
which Moses and the Israelites escaped. The supernatural powers 
attributed to snakes by the ancient Hebrews, with or without 
healing power, are earlier reflected by the serpent in the Garden 
of Eden. The Gnostic religious sect (250 BCE–400 CE) popularized 
the serpent god, Chnoubis, as a god of healing, while the Greek 
hero-god, Asclepius (Asklepios in Greek, Aesculapius in Latin) bore 
a single snake on his staff (caduceus). Later on, Hermes carried a 
double-snake staff and is today best remembered as antiquity’s 
divinity of health (From Francois P. Retief and Louise Cilliers, Snake 
and Staff Symbolism and Healing, Acta Theologica Supplementum 7).
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and a reminder that modern medicine rises from 

the passion, love, and the dedication of countless 

caring hands, now long gone. Here, chapter by 

chapter, we discover not only how medicine has 

changed, but how, across time, human beings have 

cared for one another and answered the sacred 

charge to continue this saga.
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Circumcision was not unique to the ancient 

Israelites and Jews. First evidence of the 

practice comes from northwest Syria, where 

three statues of warriors dating to c. 2800 BCE 

reveal the complete removal of the prepuce. 

Circumcision was also practiced in ancient 

Egypt, as seen in this >4,500 year-old bas-relief 

from the Ankh-ma-Hor tomb in Saqqara. 

The hieroglyphics illustrate the dialogue as 

translated by the Wellcome Collection:

	 “Hold it, quickly, don’t let it fall.”

	 He answers: “I’ll do as you want.”

	 On the right, the patient says:

	 “Rub it well, to make it efficacious,”

	 and the operator answers:

	 “I’ll make it painless, pleasant.”  

The term “rub” possibly refers to a use of a local 

anaesthetic, or a request to sharpen the knife to dull 

the pain; as promised to make it painless and pleasant. 

Illustrations of circumcision tools, facsimile, from Bernard Picard, Ceremonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples 
du monde (Religious Ceremonies and Customs of All the Peoples of the World), Amsterdam: Chez J.F. Bernard, 1723. 
William Gross Family Collection, Tel Aviv).

Showcase B Showcase B –– Circumcision:  Circumcision: 
Folk Medicine and TraditionFolk Medicine and Tradition
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This instrument was also used later as an 

ophthalmic tonometer, under the branding Schiotz 

and Bailliart’s tonometers (see Showcase E2, p. 136, 

ophthalmic Surgery and Ophthalmology). These 

tonometers measured intraocular (eye) pressure. 

Fifteen years later, Scipione Riva Rocci, an Italian 

physician, produced a model with an inflatable 

arm band which is virtually the same as the ones 

used today. The first practical clinical instrument 

that measured blood pressure was based on an 

open-ended, single, straight mercury column 

pushed by air. 

>>
A Bloch sphygmomanometer, 
c. 1880, and its use (drawing by the 
author after C. K. Wilbur, 1987).
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The term ”medical treatment” is very complex and 

vague. “Surgical treatment” is easily understood. A 

health problem requires surgical treatment if it is 

known, understood, and can be treated by surgery 

such as draining an abscess, setting a broken leg, 

removing an infected appendix or correcting a cleft 

lip or palate. The care of other health problems may 

be less defined; some can be instinctively appreciated 

but not always understood. If one believes in it, 

quack medicine may be quite beneficial sometimes. 

We know that holding a crying child helps sometimes. 

Minor procedures such as those seen on the following 

pages are usually intuitive, and often helpful. 

Nursing and home care is very important, from 

both practical and emotional perspectives. Being 

nursed enables the patient to gather their own 

reserves, allowing them to recover. Nurses and 

nursing probably have saved more lives than doctors; 

nursing certainly has improved patients’ lives more 

than doctor’s care.   

The street vendors of New York: pulling teeth and selling tooth powder, c. 1890. Pulling teeth is 
beneficial to the patient if the tooth is decayed, otherwise it is beneficial only for the “dentist.“ 
The original print is at the Rosenberg Museum Library.

Medication, Treatment, and Nursing
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This iconic 1920s photo depicts Dr. Rosenbaum, the first mobile dentist in the Jezreel Valley (Emek Jezreel), 
operating on a patient inside a specialized horse-drawn cart. The clinic-on-wheels traveled between local early 
settlements, such as Kibbutz Ein Harod, to perform periodic dental procedures right from the wagon bed. 
Labor Archives, Lavon Institute, Tel Aviv

nurses, and pharmacists were hired to care for the 

settlers and to oversee sanitation in the villages. 

Infirmaries were set up and funds channeled 

towards the fight against malaria. Most patients 

were treated by the local doctors and nurses but 

severe cases were transferred to hospitals in Jaffa 

or Jerusalem, or even sent abroad. The Baron kept 

a sharp eye on the professional standards of the 

physicians in the colonies and did not hesitate to 

dismiss them if they weren't up to par. 

In the three major colonies – Rosh Pina, Zikhron 

Ya’acov, and Rishon LeZion – permanent medical Not so different: dental treatment today in Nepal, 2012.


