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This study explores the capabilities of military medicine through several periods of Greco-Roman antiquity, beginning with its origins in Homer’s Iliad and extending to the advanced system of medical specialization in the age of Augustus. Using a variety of actual archaeological materials, the study focuses on basic medical techniques that ancient Roman civilian doctors at Sirmium (modern Sremska Mitrovica, Serbia) may have employed to treat traumatic injuries similar to those received in warfare.

Rachel Hall Sternberg, author of “The Transport of Sick and Wounded Soldiers in Classical Greece,” a chapter of her 2006 University of Texas Press book, Tragedy Offstage: Suffering and Sympathy in Ancient Athens, affirms that “compared to weaponry, tactics, command structures, and other aspects of warfare that contribute to victory or defeat on the field of battle, the handling of incapacitated soldiers is strictly a side issue”(191). Sternberg’s statement alone shows the difficulty and the merit in studying the care for the wounded and their medical treatment in the Greco-Roman world.

Homer’s time and Augustus’ age each represent disparate periods in Greco-Roman thinking about disease and medical treatment of the wounded. In the age of Homer, military medicine was relatively primitive; however, by the age of Augustus in early imperial Rome, military medicine resembled a highly sophisticated and organized system, quite similar to that of the modern era, with military hospitals, clinics, medical specialists, and combat medics.

This research illustrates how medicine evolved from its often magico-religious origins in Homer’s time toward a more scientifically oriented and rationally based discipline by the time of Augustus, and how this shift affected military medical techniques. It seems as though the Greek medical thinker, Hippocrates of Cos, provided the impetus for this gradual change in Greco-Roman medical thinking.

Magico-religious practices seem to have in greater or lesser part defined civilian medical practices in Greco-Roman antiquity, and there was no clear distinction between religious folk medicine or faith healing and practical medicine before the Hippocratic revolution in the 5th century BC. Military medicine seems to incorporate primarily rational approaches, but did not always repudiate magical or religious methods either. Prior to Hippocrates, medicine was an amalgamation of art, philosophy, pseudoscience, protoscience, and religion, meaning that it employed a multidisciplinary approach to healing. Only after Hippocrates did it begin to estrange itself from philosophy, superstition, and religion.

Military medicine—Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey being the exception—seems to be heavily influenced by rational medical techniques that encompass a conglomeration of folk remedies and practical methods. It may be unlikely that Greco-Roman military physicians treating battlefield casualties in the real world of the “Iron Age” from Classical Greece to Augustan Rome truly believed that incantations to the gods miraculously staunched the flow of blood, as it did in Odysseus’ childhood boar injury, or that they would magically treat a seriously injured soldier as in the case of Aeneas in the Iliad, book 5. However, this does reflect the fact that religion and medicine were inextricably linked and indistinguishable in Homer’s time and for most of Greco-Roman antiquity. Military medicine may have indeed provoked advances in civilian medicine, by giving physicians a glimpse at anatomical features of the human body that they would not normally encounter in civilian practice.

Based on the research of medical conditions for soldiers during Greco-Roman times, one can see that the general dangers facing the soldier on the battlefield have not vastly changed over the millennia, nor have the types of wounds suffered as a result of battlefield trauma. Weapons, tactics, and equipment may have undergone innumerable transformations since the time of Homer, but soldiers of classical antiquity essentially experienced the same psychological and physical adversities, both on and off the battlefield, as their modern counterparts.

This study concludes that at times it seems as though we human beings are biologically predisposed to engage in violent conflicts and warfare with our fellow human kin. Humanity seems destined to repeat the devastating cycle of violence, bloodshed, and suffering that has remained with us since the beginning of human existence. This is reflected in the gratuitous violence of our history, an ominous legacy which may historically define the darker essence of the human species, as the eminent British author and amateur classicist William Gerald Golding (1911–1993) implies in his Lord of the Flies, through the image of the pig’s head.
But if we are truly Homo sapiens (wise human being) we must learn from the horrors of war, either from veterans of contemporary wars or through careful study of the ancient conflicts.  Therefore this thesis attempts to raise the consciousness of the reader.  Knowing how Greco-Roman military medicine has evolved from James Longrigg’s notion of the “irrational” to the “rational,” may help individuals fathom the dangers of war and move more toward pacifism. 
War doesn’t exist simply on the battlefield between armed men and women; it often presents itself in a less grand scale in our everyday encounters with our fellow human beings. Cutthroat competition for the highest-paying jobs, as well as for titles, sexual partners, status, and prestige are all social conflicts analogous to war, too. These conflicts, akin to Herbert Spencer’s notion of “Survival of the Fittest,” employ similar strategies to those of war and have casualties, too. 

