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"People will say that you did not die but that the gods snatched you up since you delivered your country from disease" 
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Until recently, it has generally been assumed that ancient Roman women did not figure prominently as medical doctors.  Much of the reason for this view derives from the extreme obstacles and difficulties women experienced in becoming qualified as physicians in the West during the Victorian Era and the twentieth century.  It is now becoming apparent among scholars that women in ancient Rome did not encounter impediments to their medical practice to the same degree as pre-modern and early modern women.  Although there are few references to women doctors in Rome, those mentions treat these physicians with the same respect and honour as that accorded to their similarly deserving male colleagues (Retief, 2006).  

Some of the information which we are able to glean on Roman woman physicians is briefly discussed below.  This essay will first outline the nature of the sources detailing woman physicians and their practices in ancient Rome.  One of these sources is that written by an outstanding woman physician herself.  It will then go on to discuss the two types of healing professions Roman women could practice with a focus on the medical profession.  It will continue by mentioning Roman physicians’ training, and the status and privilege of respected and recognized physicians, including woman physicians, in Roman society.

To begin with, the sources mentioning ancient Roman woman physicians include references to them and their written materials by other Roman and early post-Roman physicians and writers including Galen, the prominent second century AD physician to Marcus Aurelius; Soranus of Ephesus, from the first Century AD; Pliny the Elder (first century AD); Pseudo-Galenus; Aetius (ca. AD 600); Paul Aegineta (seventh century AD); and others.  These prominent writers make no distinction between the opinions of either male or female physicians, but cite materials from either gender indiscriminately.  Retief finds the minimal number of references to women to be positively significant, in that they are not referred to by contemporaries as being remarkable or unique, but are considered a normally acceptable occurrence.  What is more, a large number of source material written by Roman era physicians has since been lost, so the remaining records need not necessarily be exemplary of the true situation (Retief, 2006; Parker, 2015).

Greco-Roman female physicians are also discussed with respect by male Roman physician writers.  For example, Galen refers to Antiochis, the daughter of Diodotos in Asia Minor, as the one who discovered an analgesic to treat spleen pain, as well as medicines for gout in the hip and rheumatism.  The renowned physician Herakleides of Tarentum (first century AD) dedicated his treatise on nasal hemorrhage to her.  And the city of Tlos in Lydia gave her permission to erect a statue to herself there (Reteif, 2006).

Women physicians are also mentioned on funerary reliefs.  Another reason in fact for the small amount of evidence for Roman woman physicians is the fact that Greco-Roman funerary steles generally only mention the deceased’s name and do not include details of their occupations.  This does not of course mean that they did not possess the latter but merely leaves the scholar in the dark about this information.  However, some outstanding funerary references do remain.  Among these is that of the woman physician Pantheia of second century AD Pergamum, whose physician widower husband, Glykon, erected a funerary plaque to her praising her temperament and wisdom and stating that she was famous as a physician since she was equally qualified with himself  Another moving inscription from second to third century AD Neoclaudiopolis, erected to the physician Domnina by her grieving husband, states that, “’People will say that you did not die, but that the gods snatched you up since you delivered your country from disease’”; it is possible that she passed away while struggling to save her patients from the Plague of the second century.  A plaque from Merida, Spain written by her husband, Cassius Philippus, states that his doctor wife Iulia Saturnina is the “’best medica’” (Retief, 2006).  There are many other similar inscriptions to woman physicians, some but not all of whom were married to physicians or from medical families (Retief, 2006; Parker, 2015).

As well, the outline of a collection of works dated roughly between the second and fourth centuries AD, From the Works of Metrodora, comprises material from the only remaining text by a Roman era woman physician, Metrodora, derived from at least two books written by her.  The only book of hers which remains in full, however, is her On the Feminine Diseases of the Womb, containing sixty-three chapters divided into seven well-organized sections which







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
<) >
AN VRN (e >

N N7
b women @

% PHYSICIANS %

- gé

{% IN ANCIENT é;\
ROME

I@\Q

v

%? by Elizabeth Legge @
SR AR AN






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





