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By Elizabeth Legge

This article discusses several aspects of Roman military medicine, including providing a discussion on military doctors and their divisions; the debate concerning the valetudinaria, or military hospitals; medical pharmaceuticals; and medical surgical practices.

The first known military medical treatment, during the Roman Republic, seems to have been from trained fellow soldiers, who were often part of an organized medical corps.  A higher and more organized level of Roman military medicine began to develop.  This was in existence at least at the time of Trajan, when one Roman historian, Hygenus, wrote on it, although some writers believe it must have begun when Caesar Augustus (27 BC to AD 14) created the Empire’s permanent armies.  At this time, it is assumed, there would have been an associated recognition of the need for professional military physicians (Cybulska, 2012).  

In any event, these military physicians when they worked for the Roman legions performed surgery, prepared medicines for the patients and were in charge of army diets; there are inscriptions of medici legionis and medici cohortis as being in the same location as former legionary camps, which one writer states proves that each legion and cohort had its own army physician or medicus (Cybulska, 2012).  Nutton states, according to the inscriptions, that there was a variety of military medical personnel in the Roman army, and a sufficient number of medici in existence for each legion to have had several, with one for each vexillatio (detachment) (Taylor, 2007). The various army physicians mentioned in inscriptions included the medici ordinarii, who may have had a lower status of the same rank as the ordo of centurions, albeit qualifying them to attain ten times the rate of pay of regular soldiers (Taylor, 2007), and the medicus duplicarius, who received double the pay of the regular medicus.  The army surgeon was given the military rank of magister.  A praefectus castorum was given jurisdiction over army health care, and Cybulska (2012) claims he educated the doctors while others (Baker, 2009; Taylor, 2007) claim he may only have had administrative authority; an optio valetudinarii was in charge of the legionary hospitals.  A camp doctor is mentioned in inscriptions and he may have been the senior physician of the legions.  The cavalry (alae) and naval trireme vessels had their own military physicians, known as the medici alarum and the medici triremis, respectively.  There were in addition to doctors the noscomes, milites medici and qui aegreis presto sunt (“those who help the doctors”), who assisted the patients but were not doctors and have been considered similar to orderlies; these latter, as well as the military physicians, were exempt from other military duties (Taylor, 2007).  Military doctors were also exempt from civic duties, as evidenced by a letter to a military physician from Caesar Antoninus (Taylor, 2007).  Capsarii carried bandage boxes and dressed wounds (Science and its Times, 2001).  The Roman writer Vegetius states that, at least during his own time, in the late Roman Empire of the fourth century AD, soldiers were required to pass a medical examination before being able to enlist in the legions (Science and its Times, 2001).  We are aware that one’s physical strength, build, and eyesight were among the selection criteria, and a discharge record has been found for a soldier diagnosed with cataracts, since this or other eyesight problems were too great a liability for soldiers in the military to possess.  It appears that that particular soldier had been examined by three consecutive physicians, since the record bears three different doctors’ entries (Taylor, 2007; Baker, 2009).  

Military doctors seem to have been members of the upper middle classes; their rank as physicians was only a little lower than that of the elite class.  A variety of sources, including Lucian in the second century AD, relate that military doctors were tax exempt and also exempt from taking part in military service.  They likewise seem to not have needed to pay for their medical supplies, and were apparently paid for their services regardless of their success, so they had greater financial security than civil doctors, who appear to have lacked guarantee of payment by their patients and their patients’ families, such as following unsuccessful treatments.  Moreover, military physicians had greater opportunity to study the human anatomy since, although human dissections were illegal in Rome, these doctors would have had some opportunity to perform them on deceased enemy soldiers on the battlefield, and to observe deeper anatomical regions through their patients’ open wounds (Taylor, 2007).  

Although Roman medicine was greatly influenced by Greek medicine and the first known physicians in Rome
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