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Abstract: Ancient Greek and Roman medicine laid the foundations for many 

later medical traditions in Europe and the Mediterranean world. Although the 

scientific knowledge of the time was limited, physicians in these civilizations 

developed systematic ways to observe symptoms, diagnose diseases, and recommend 

treatments. This article explores the major methods of treatment used in ancient 

Greece and Rome, including herbal medicine, surgical practices, diet and lifestyle 

therapy, spiritual healing, and the theory of the four humors. The contributions of 

influential physicians such as Hippocrates, Galen, and Discords are also discussed. 

By examining these early medical systems, we can better understand the historical 

roots of modern healthcare and the long development of medical knowledge. 
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Introduction The medical traditions of ancient Greece and Rome represent one 

of the earliest attempts to understand disease through observation and rational 

thinking. Before this period, many cultures believed that illnesses were caused 

mainly by supernatural forces or punishment from the gods. Greek physicians 

gradually began to search for natural explanations for disease and focused on the 

physical condition of the human body. 

Greek medical ideas later spread throughout the Roman Empire. The Romans 

adopted many Greek theories but also contributed practical improvements in 
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sanitation, military medicine, and public health. Systems such as aqueducts, sewer 

networks, and public baths improved hygiene and helped reduce the spread of 

disease. 

Medical Education in Ancient Greece and Rome 

Ancient medical education was often based on apprenticeship. Young students 

learned medicine by studying under experienced physicians. In Greece, medical 

knowledge was sometimes passed down through families of doctors. The 

Hippocratic School on the island of Kos became one of the most famous medical 

centers of the ancient world. 

Students studied topics such as anatomy, diagnosis, herbal remedies, and 

patient observation. Because human dissection was limited in many regions, 

knowledge of internal organs was often based on animal dissection or battlefield 

injuries. 

In Rome, many physicians were originally Greek slaves or immigrants who 

later gained respect for their medical knowledge. Some wealthy Roman families 

hired private physicians to provide medical care. 

Role of Hippocrates in Medical History 

Hippocrates (460–370 BCE) is widely regarded as the father of Western 

medicine. He promoted the idea that diseases have natural causes rather than 

supernatural ones. His teachings emphasized observation, clinical examination and 

careful documentation of symptoms. 

One of the most famous contributions associated with Hippocrates is the 

Hippocratic Oath, an ethical code for physicians. The oath requires doctors to treat 

patients responsibly, maintain confidentiality, and avoid causing harm. 

The Hippocratic method encouraged doctors to study environmental factors 

such as climate, water quality, diet, and lifestyle when diagnosing diseases. 

Galen and Roman Medical Science 
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Galen (129–216 CE) was one of the most influential physicians of the Roman 

Empire. He served as a doctor for Roman gladiators, which allowed him to gain 

practical experience in treating injuries and wounds. 

Galen conducted anatomical studies on animals such as monkeys and pigs to 

understand the structure of the human body. His writings covered a wide range of 

medical topics including: 

• anatomy 

• physiology 

• pharmacology 

• pathology 

• medical philosophy 

Galen believed that the body functioned through a complex system involving 

organs, blood flow, and the nervous system. His theories dominated European and 

Middle Eastern medicine until the Renaissance. 

Hospitals and Military Medicine 

The Romans made important contributions to organized medical care, 

especially in the military. Roman armies established hospitals called valetudinarian, 

which were designed to treat injured soldiers. 

These hospitals had separate rooms for different types of injuries and illnesses. 

Medical staff included physicians, assistants and attendants who cared for patients. 

Military medicine helped improve surgical techniques because doctors frequently 

treated battlefield injuries such as cuts, fractures and infections. 

Medical Instruments 

Archaeological discoveries have revealed many ancient medical instruments 

that were used by Greek and Roman doctors. Some of these instruments include: 

• scalpels for cutting tissue 

• forceps for removing foreign objects 

• bone drills for orthopedic procedures 
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• probes for examining wounds 

• surgical hooks for holding tissue 

Many of these instruments look surprisingly similar to modern surgical tools. 

Public Health and Sanitation 

One of Rome’s greatest contributions to medicine was its focus on public 

health. Roman engineers built advanced infrastructure that helped improve hygiene 

and prevent disease. 

Important public health developments included: 

• Aqueducts that supplied clean drinking water to cities 

• Sewer systems such as the Cloaca Maxima 

• Public baths that promoted hygiene 

• Drainage systems that reduced stagnant water 

These systems helped reduce the spread of disease and improved living 

conditions in Roman cities. 

Women and Medicine in Ancient Times 

Although medicine was dominated by men, women also played roles in 

healthcare. Some women served as midwives and specialized in childbirth and 

women’s health. Midwives assisted with pregnancy, childbirth, and newborn care. 

Ancient medical texts include descriptions of childbirth procedures and treatments 

for gynecological conditions. 

In some cases, women were also recognized as skilled healers and herbal 

specialists. 

Limitations of Ancient Medicine 

Despite many important achievements, ancient medicine had several 

limitations: 

• Lack of knowledge about bacteria and viruses 

• Limited understanding of human anatomy 

• No modern anesthesia or sterilization 



Bulletin news in New Science Society International Scientific Journal 2026 

Vol 3 Issue 2  Impact factor: 11.2 (Researchbib ) 

  

https://innopublic.ru/index.php/bnss GERMANY, 2026                                    122 

 

• Reliance on incorrect theories such as the four humors 

Because of these limitations, many treatments were ineffective or sometimes 

harmful. However, the emphasis on observation, ethics and preventive care laid the 

groundwork for the development of modern medicine. 

Influence on Modern Medicine 

Ancient Greek and Roman medicine influenced many aspects of modern 

healthcare. Some important contributions include: 

• development of medical ethics 

• systematic observation of patients 

• classification of diseases 

• importance of diet and lifestyle 

• early surgical techniques 

Many medical terms used today originate from Greek and Latin languages. 

Herbal Medicine 

Herbal medicine was one of the most common treatment methods in ancient 

Greece and Rome. Physicians used plants, minerals, and natural substances to treat 

a wide range of illnesses. Garlic, mint, fennel, thyme, and sage were frequently used 

for digestive and respiratory problems. 

Honey was commonly applied to wounds because of its natural antibacterial 

properties. Olive oil was used for massage, skin treatment, and healing minor 

injuries. The famous physician Discords wrote ‘De Materia Medica’, which 

described hundreds of medicinal plants and their medical uses. 

The Four Humors Theory 

A central concept in ancient Greek medicine was the theory of the four humors. 

According to this theory, the human body contained four main fluids: blood, phlegm, 

yellow bile, and black bile. Health depended on maintaining a balance among these 

humors. 
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Physicians attempted to restore balance through diet changes, exercise, bathing, 

and medical procedures such as bloodletting. Although modern medicine has shown 

that this theory is incorrect, it influenced medical thinking for many centuries. 

Surgical Practices 

Surgery was also practiced in ancient Greece and Rome. Archaeological 

discoveries show that ancient doctors used instruments such as scalpels, forceps, 

probes, and hooks made from bronze or iron. 

Roman military medicine helped develop surgical skills. Doctors treated 

soldiers’ wounds, fractures, and injuries in military hospitals known as valetudinaria. 

Wine and herbal sedatives were sometimes used to reduce pain during procedures. 

Religious Healing 

Religion also played an important role in ancient healing practices. In Greece, 

the god Asclepius was associated with medicine. Patients visited temples dedicated 

to Asclepius seeking cures for illnesses. 

One practice was incubation, in which patients slept in the temple hoping to 

receive healing dreams. Priests interpreted these dreams and suggested treatments 

such as bathing, diet changes, or herbal medicine. 

Preventive Medicine 

Ancient physicians believed prevention was essential for maintaining health. 

They recommended balanced diets, physical activity and good hygiene. Exercise 

such as walking and athletics helped strengthen the body. 

Roman public baths, aqueducts and sewage systems improved sanitation and 

reduced the spread of disease, demonstrating early forms of public health 

management. 

Conclusion. Ancient Greek and Roman medicine represents an important stage 

in the development of medical science. Their treatments included herbal remedies, 

surgery, lifestyle therapy and religious healing. Although limited by the scientific 
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knowledge of their time, ancient physicians laid important foundations for future 

medical discoveries and practices. 
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