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F O R E W O R D

The purpose of this book is to present, in simple terms, a picture of the main 
stages of medicine in its evolution through the centuries. The story begins with 
the magic-imbuecl medicine of primitive man and concludes with m odern 
achievements and thoughts on the future.

This book has two themes running  through it. O ne is the continuous 
nature of medical development, which must be regarded as still at an early 

. .  6  stage. Thus present-day theory and practice incorporates knowledge acquired 
over hundreds of years, while indeed many ancient ideas and some ancient 
forms of medicine survive to this day, especially in primitive societies. Despite 
the achievements of the last century, orthodox medical practice, unlike the sci­
entific disciplines on which it is founded, remains by and large a m atter of 
observation, opinion, and experience. A knowledge of the wrong turnings of 
the past is essential if the doctor of today is n o t to be arrogant in his overestima­
tion of his powers. This applies not only to the clinician but also sometimes to 
the research worker, who, forgetting the heritage of William Harvey, starts from 
an incomplete set of findings and attempts to construct an edifice of knowl­
edge based on Aristotelian logic and the power of argument, ignoring outside 
evidence and putting forward shaky new concepts -  thereby committing a fun­
damental erro r and turning the clock back two thousand years.

The o ther them e is the im portance of the act of faith on the part of the 
patient in his relationship with the doctor, something which is no less a vital ele­
m ent of healing today, when rational and radical cures are available for many 
diseases, than it was when m edicine was entirely magical and empirical. 
Because this book deals only with the mainstream of medical development 
through the ages, such highly efficient and beneficial contem porary practices 
as osteopathy, whose rationale goes against the generally accepted concepts of 
anatomy, physiology and pathology, are not included.

Right: an inoculation session at a country clinic, 1868.

Pages 4 and 5: left, an illustration from a mediaeval manuscript, showing a communal bathing chamber; 
right, the first attempt to treat cancer with X-rays by Dr Chicotot, 1907. Painted by the doctor in 1908.


























































































































































































































































































































































































