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    To my mother, who also researched ancient classical medicine, and to my sister and best friend, Patricia McBride

      

    



  	
        
            
            "People will say that you did not die but that the gods snatched you up since you delivered your country from disease"
-- Epitaph for the physician Domnina, by her grieving husband, 2nd to 3rd century AD, Neoclaudiopolis

      

    

“People will say that you did not die but that the gods snatched you up since you delivered your country from disease.” — Epitaph for the physician Domnina, by her grieving husband, 2nd–3rd century AD, Neoclaudiopolis

“Salus populi suprema lex esto.” The welfare of the people shall be the supreme law. — Cicero, De Legibus 3.3

“Certain minute animals, invisible to the eye, breed there [in marshes] and, borne by the air, reach inside the body by way of the mouth and nose and cause diseases that are difficult to get rid of.” — Marcus Terentius Varro, On Agriculture
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Preface
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I am a classical archaeologist specialising in ancient Rome, with a particular focus on elite culture, intellectual life, and the material and textual evidence for Roman medical practice. Alongside my archaeological work, I am also a biologist and a qualifying physician, and I have studied the history of medicine for many years. My research sits at the intersection of these fields: the body, injury, healing, and the medical knowledge that shaped Roman society.

This living book brings together a combination of my scholarly publications and public-facing historical essays on Roman medicine. Some chapters are peer-reviewed academic articles, such as my studies on Roman women physicians and Roman military medicine. Others are written for a wider audience, exploring topics like gladiator medicine, trauma care, poisoning, heat illness, and the practical realities of ancient medical practice.

Because this book reflects my ongoing research, it will continue to grow over time. New chapters will appear as I publish further work, and periodic re-downloading of the book will reveal updated material. When the project reaches its final form, I will announce in this preface that the book is complete.

My aim is to offer a clear, evidence-based view of Roman medicine—one that is grounded in archaeology, ancient texts, and modern medical understanding, but written in a way that is accessible to any curious reader. Rome’s medical world was complex, sophisticated, and often misunderstood. I hope this book helps illuminate it.
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Courtesy of Wikimeda Commons (Accessed April, 2025).
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