
 

 

“ARCHIATRES ID EST MEDICUS SAPIENTISSIMUS” 
CHANGES IN THE MEANING OF THE TERM 

ARCHIATROS IN THE ROMAN EMPIRE 

ÁKOS ZIMONYI 

The outlines of the changes of the term archiatros and his Latin equivalent 
archiater are clear: initially the word denoted a court physician but in the 
2nd Century CE, a new meaning appeared, that of a public physician. Only 
in late antiquity can one identify archiatros as an honorary title, one 
denoting a famous, skilled doctor. The inscription of C. Proculeius 
Themison from Alexandria (7 CE) does not fit into this scheme. In this 
paper, I argue that the title of Themison should be viewed as an honorary 
one, indicating that the honorary usage of archiatros began sooner, as 
previously thought. The inscription from Themison also affords an 
opportunity to re-examine the term archiatros, and to investigate, whether 
the use of the term in a flattering manner can be traced in Greek and Latin 
inscriptions. 

A fragmentary inscription was found in 1981 in Alexandria. It is dedicated 
to the archiatros Caius Proculeius Themison, and dates to 7 CE.1 

Γάιον Προκλήιον Θεμίσωνα ἀρχιατρὸν 
τὸ πλῆθος τῶν ἐν Ἀλεξανδρείαι [συνηγ?]- 
μένων ἰατρῶν εὐνοίας χάριν 
[ἔτους] λζ΄ Καίσαρος vac. Φαῶφι […] 
 
The assembly of physicians in Alexandria honours Gaius Proculeius 
Themison, archiatros, because of his benevolence [in the] 37th [year] of 
Caesar (Augustus), on […] of the month Phaophi (between 29.9. and 
28.10. 7 CE).2 

The Greek insription has four lines. The first contains the name of the 
honorand and his title. The second and third lines include the association 

                                                           
 
1 RÖMER (1990: 81), SAMAMA (2003: 474–475, no. 394). 
2 The Roman era in Egypt begins on the 30th of August in the year 30 BCE. 
Phaopi was the second month of the year, from the end of September until the 
end of October. SAMAMA (2003: 475, note 13). 
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of physicians in Alexandria who honoured him with this inscription. The 
last line is the date of the inscription. Due to the fragmentary nature of this 
inscription, it is hard to decide whether the dedicatory association is a 
collegium of Alexandrian physicians3 or an honorary association of 
physicians and maybe other healers, e.g. masseurs.4 The possible meaning 
of the term archiatros also remains unclear. It was first recorded as the 
title of the Emperor’s personal physician in the Seleucid court.5 Themison6 
may have obtained Roman citizenship through C. Proculeius, a close 
friend of Augustus, but the sources are insufficient to identify Themison as 
a court physician.7 Archiatros also designates a municipal physician from 
the 2nd Century CE,8 but this inscription is dated, much earlier, to the year 
7 CE. The honoured may be regarded as a renowned travelling doctor, or 
as a member or maybe president of an association of physicians.9 In this 
case, the term archiatros should be interpreted as an honorary title, 
denoting a great and famous physician, awarded by an association of 
doctors.10 The inscription dedicated to Themison is the earliest occurrence 
of the phrase archiatros in the Roman Empire, affording us the 
opportunity to reconsider the term archiatros. 

The term archiatros in this inscription from 7 CE might designate 
neither a court nor a municipal physician, as Themison must have 
practiced in Alexandria, and probably had no close connection to 
Augustus, while the term archiatros for civic doctors appeared only in the 
2nd century CE. In this paper I offer a different solution to the 
interpretation of the word. I argue that archiatros was also an honorary 

                                                           
 
3 As I. Alex. Imp. (283, no. 97) and HIRT-RAJ (2006: 41–42) thought. 
4 The word πλῆθος can denote a corporation of craftsmen or priests (for 
examples, see RÖMER [1990: 85, note 36]), but cannot be found elsewhere in 
connection with physicians. RÖMER (1990: 85–87), NUTTON (1995: 6). 
5 NUTTON (1977: 193), NUTTON (2013). Cf. IDelos 1547, TAM V, 1, 689. 
6 It is tempting to identify the honorand with the founder of the Methodist 
school, Themison of Laodicea, but sources do not permit any certainty. More 
probable is the thesis that a disciple or follower could have adopted his name. 
RÖMER (1990: 82–84; 88), SAMAMA (2003: 475, note 11). 
7 RÖMER (1990: 84–85), HIRT-RAJ (2006: 63). HIRT-RAJ (2006: 167–168) also 
suggested an alternative interpretation that Themison probably arrived at 
Alexandria with Augustus and his staff after the battle of Actium to study 
medicine. 
8 NUTTON (1977: 198–199; 201, 204), NUTTON (2013). Cf. Dig 27, 1, 6. and 
the collection of inscriptions from archiatri in NUTTON (1977: 218–226). 
9 RÖMER (1990: 87–88), I. Alex. Imp. (283, note 97), SAMAMA (2003: 44), 
HIRT-RAJ (2006: 41–42). 
10 ISRAELOWICH (2010: 3, note 15). 
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title, one used in a flattering way, denoting a renowned, respected, skillful 
physician. In this particular case, the doctor was not employed by the court 
or the city, but was in private practice. This usage is well attested in late 
antiquity,11 but the case of Themison and some other inscriptions suggest 
that the honorary function of the word can be demonstrated earlier, during 
the Principate. To complicate matters, the term archiatros remained in use 
for both court and civic physicians until the Byzantine era.12 Thus, I will 
survey the epigraphic and legal sources related to archiatri in the imperial 
courts, in Eastern cities, in the West and finally, in Rome.13 

The word archiatros can be derived from either ἀρχὸς τῶν ἰατρῶν, 
chief (of) physician(s) or τοῦ ἄρχοντος ἰατρός, doctor of the Emperor.14 
The latter is seen by Briau as the original meaning of the term15 because, 
as Nutton rightly states: “The earliest attested meaning of archiatros is that 
of a personal physician to a ruler, and modern discussion has concentrated 
upon identifying the court where the title was first used.”16 Scholars 
argued that the term was used first by the Seleucids at the end of the 3rd–
beginning of the 2nd Century BCE,17 but earlier, at the beginning of the 
6th Centuy BCE, a similar Egyptian title, “wr sinw”, denoting supreme or 
chief physician, is known from Pharaonic Egyptian texts.18 Nutton 
emphasized however, that the Egyptian title is missing from early 
Ptolemaic papyri.19 It is debated whether the Greek form derives from the 
Seleucids, or is a translation of the Egyptian title. When precisely 
archiatros denoted court physician in the Roman Empire is difficult to 
determine. The term cannot be found on the inscriptions of the first court 
physicians from the Iulio-Claudian dynasty until the reign of Claudius 

                                                           
 
11 NUTTON (1977: 197–198, 215), KORPELA (1987: 18, note 70; 105, note 61). 
12 NUTTON (1977: 198). 
13 In Egypt, the archiatros as civic physician only appears in the 4th Century 
CE, although two papyri (SB 5216 = Select Pap. 104 from the 1st Cetury BCE 
and P.Oslo 53 from the 2nd Century CE) does not fit in this concept. The exact 
functions of the two archiatri could not be determined with security, which 
raises the possibility of an honorary use of this title. NUTTON (1977: 194; 214–
215), RÖMER (1990: 86–87). To the honorary usage s. KUDLIEN (1979: 25–34) 
and ISRAELOWICH (2010: 3, esp. note 15). 
14 BRIAU (1877: 14–15). 
15 BRIAU (1877: 15; 19–26). 
16 NUTTON (1977: 193). 
17 The first archiatros, Apollophanes was the doctor of the Seleucid king 
Antiochos III (ruled 223–187 BCE), cf. IDelos 1547 =TAM V, 1, 689. POHL 
(1905: 25–28); MASTROCINQUE (1995: 147), MARASCO (1996: 446, note 47). 
18 JONCKHEERE (1958: 96–98). 
19 NUTTON 2013. 
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(41–54 CE). The first occurrence is on two Coan inscriptions in honour of 
C. Stertinius Xenophon, the doctor of Claudius and his family in Rome. 
Xenophon, however, was called medicus Augusti: his title, archiatros can 
be found only on those Greek inscriptions. But the term was not used by 
his immediate successors. It spread from the end of the 1st Century CE, 
and it is attested not only in inscriptions, but also in medical texts, such as 
those of Erotian and in the 2nd Century CE Aretaeus and Galen. The 
Latinized form, archiater does not occur in texts until the end of 3rd 
Century CE.20 

As for the public physicians of the Hellenistic age, the iatroi demosioi 
“...are known almost exclusively from a series of inscriptions from the 4th 
Century BC to the 2nd Century AD.”21 It is debatable whether public 
doctors were organised in a public health care system.22 Public doctors 
worked in the service of local communities, and might be employed by the 
city council. They might obtain payment and a public salary from the city, 
although it did not mean that they had to treat every citizen for free. In 
return for their public service, they might receive a statue or an honorary 
decree stating the physician’s merits and privileges. The public doctors 
acquired an appreciation for their medical skills in the city, which meant 
more patients for them in a society lacking state-controlled qualification 
for physicians. In return, the city could have access to an “officially” 
approved physician. But only some cities could afford the support of a 
qualified public physician. There can be no doubt that the privileges of 
public physicians remained unchanged during the Roman period.23 

In spite of the continuity of the institution of public physicians, there is 
a change in use of relevant terms. The iatroi demosioi were replaced by 
archiatroi in the 2nd Century CE, reflected in the epigraphic evidence of 
the list of public doctors. Pohl and Woodhead argued that the archiatroi 
were identical with the Hellenistic public physicians.24 Below and Cohn-
Haft believed, however, that the change of titles was connected to 
institutional reforms, although the lack of sources has made it impossible 
to determine what exactly these reforms were.25 

                                                           
 
20 BRIAU (1877: 19–52), NUTTON (1977: 193–197), KUDLIEN (1979: 76–77), 
SAMAMA (2003: 42–43), NUTTON (2004: 152), ISRAELOWICH (2010: 3, note 15) 
NUTTON (2013). 
21 NUTTON (1977: 199). 
22 WOODHEAD (1952: 235). 
23 POHL (1905: 45–54; 57–63; 67–79), COHN-HAFT (1956: 76–91), NUTTON 
(1977: 198–199), KUDLIEN (1979: 52–64), NUTTON (1981: 11–15), SAMAMA 
(2003: 38–42); NUTTON (2004: 153–155). 
24 POHL (1905: 42; 45), WOODHEAD (1952: 241–242). 
25 BELOW (1953: 34–38), COHN-HAFT (1956: 69–72). 
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The debate is centred on the edict of Antoninus Pius (Dig. 27, 1, 6, pr.–
8), valid for the councils of Asia Minor in the early 140s, which restricted 
the number of public physicians to five, seven, or ten in accordance with 
the size of the city. The Emperor did not prescribe a minimum number of 
doctors for each city, but instead tried to stabilize the finances of the cities. 
The generous decision of Hadrian to grant immunity to all physicians, 
grammarians, orators and philosophers was obviously having a negative 
effect on the financial situation of the Asian towns and of the citizens, who 
had to complement the missing taxes and liturgies. It is tempting to 
“...identify the archiatroi with the doctors included within the numerus of 
civically approved physicians”,26 but in legal texts, municipal doctors are 
not qualified with the title of archiatri until the end of 3rd Century CE. 
There can be no doubt, however, that they were designated by this title, as 
is shown on the inscriptions. Another question is whether the title was 
already in use before the time of Antoninus Pius. Nutton argues that most 
civic archiatri appeared only after the edict of Pius, which “...undoubtedly 
stimulated the spread of the title.”27 A dated inscription of an archiatros of 
the 1st or early 2nd Century CE would resolve the controversy, as the 
earliest precisely dated inscription is from 192 CE.28 

The term archiatros was used for imperial and civic physicians, 
however in some inscriptions, neither meaning can be associated with 
security. In this case, it could be interpreted as an honorary title. I will 
offer four examples from the Eastern—and one from the Western—
Roman Empire. The first example is the epitaph of Heleis from Thyatira. 
Dating to the 2nd–3rd century CE, Heleis was archiatros of the entire 
athletic association (ἀρχιατρὸς τοῦ σύμπαντος ξυστοῦ ).29 Thyatira had 
three gyms (xystos), which were managed by a general athletic association 
(sympas xystos), and had its own priests (archiereis), secretary 
(archigrammateus) and doctor (archiatros), Heleis. So, the deceased was 
nor a royal nor a municipal physician, but was undoubtedly a private 
physician. The law of Valentinian from 368 CE, which established an 
association of Roman archiatri, also supports this view by excluding the 
archiatri of athletes and Vestal Virgins and the port from their ranks, 

                                                           
 
26 NUTTON (1977: 201). 
27 NUTTON (1977: 215). 
28 BRIAU (1877: 56–59; 79), BELOW (1953: 35), NUTTON (1977: 199–206; 
215), NUTTON (1981: 15), SAMAMA (2003: 43–44). 
29 ROBERT (1950: 25, no. 2) = SAMAMA (2003: 350–351, no. 229). 
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“...since these archiatri served private institutions, not open to all 
citizens.”30 

Cosinius or Cosutius Bassus, who died at the age of 21, bears the title 
archiatros on a Koan inscription from the 1st–2nd Century CE.31 Nutton 
explained that he cannot be regarded as a court doctor, nor head of a 
medical school or collegium, but rather as a public physician.32 Samama 
emphasized that he may have continued the activity of his father, 
practicing in the same city for generations.33 If we take his young age into 
consideration, it can be concluded that the title of Bassus must be an 
honorary one. However, this does not seem probable that a young 
physician had gained enough recognition and fame to be assigned as 
public physician, when in Roman society, doctors were highly dependant 
on reputation and public recognition. It is rather likely due to his family, 
who brought glory to Cos, either by their medical skills, or by public 
services. 

The inscription of Lucius Luscus Eukarpos is from Acruvium, located 
on the Gulf of Kotor, dates to late 2nd century CE.34 His title is recorded 
as archiatros kleinikos. This is the only Greek epigraphic attestation of the 
term klinikos, which Galen attributed to physicians visiting their patients at 
home. Nutton thought that these two functions, that of civic and travelling 
physician, could not be combined, questioning the authenticity of the 
inscription.35 Samama suggested that a doctor in charge of visits can refer 
to the existence of a municipal medical service.36 There is another 
possibility. Three Latin inscriptions from Italy contain the title medicus 
clinicus from the 1st–2nd Century CE.37 The second element, that is 
clinicus, is mentioned in literary texts, such as those of Martial and Pliny 
the Elder, in the same meaning as Galen.38 The Greek title from Acruvium 
must have been a translation of the Latin term medicus clinicus, but 

                                                           
 
30 NUTTON (1977: 218). Cf. ROBERT (1950: 25–28), KORPELA (1987: 133–
134), SAMAMA (2003: 351, note 35, 36). 
31 ICos 282 = SAMAMA (2003: 264, no. 149). 
32 NUTTON (1977: 202–203). 
33 SAMAMA (2003: 43). We have epigraphic evidence for archiatri-generations 
in one city, like Attalus Priscus, ἀρχιατρὸς διὰ γένους in Ephesus or Aurelius 
Lucianus, ἐκ προγόνων ἀρχιατρός in Philadelphia. SAMAMA (2003: 19, note 
57). This might seems probable also in this case, although firm evidence is 
missing. 
34 SAMAMA (2003: 182–183, no. 79). 
35 NUTTON (1981: 37, note 33). 
36 SAMAMA (2003: 183, note 33). 
37 Rome: CIL VI, 2532; Asisium: CIL XI, 5400; Salernum: AE 1951, 201. 
38 SAMAMA (2003: 183, note 34). Cf. KORPELA (1987: 98). 
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instead of the word iatros, the more respected archiatros was written. In 
this case, it can be concluded that archiatros is an honorary title.  

We also have to take into consideration that, according to the 
epigraphic evidence, not only small towns, but also villages, such as 
Gdanmaa in Lycaonia, had archiatri. The funerary inscription can be dated 
to the 3rd or 4th Century CE.39 This inscription is unique, as it is the only 
epigraphic evidence for a female archiatros (archiatrine), called Augusta, 
who is praised for her medical skills. She is regarded, by SAMAMA, as a 
public doctor, getting paid by the community along with her husband, who 
was also an archiatros.40 The financial situation of the cities in the Roman 
Empire worsened in the 3rd–4th Century CE, and it is therefore highly 
unlikely that a village could afford to hire a public doctor.41 The archiatri 
in villages can be regarded rather as travelling or even famous, skilled 
physicians. Returning to the inscription of Gdanmaa, the female 
archiatros, Augusta, may have inherited the title from her husband, and it 
can be considered as a kind of honorary title. 

The term archiatros appears only in Italy and in Christian Africa in the 
Western Roman Empire, but this does not mean that other provinces did 
not have public physicians. For example Strabo mentioned the existence of 
public doctors (iatroi demosioi) in Marseille, which can be attributed to 
Greek influence. In Ferentum, M. Ulpius Telesphorus was paid by the city 
for the practise of a public physician after retiring from military service.42 
Other towns, like Corduba43 and Nemausus,44 also maintained public 
physicians (medici colonorum).45 

There are only nine archiatri on Italian inscriptions from the Roman 
period. The Greek inscription related to a Jewish physician, from the 4th 
century CE, is worth mentioning.46 It is dedicated to Flavius Faustinus. It 
is debated whether he was the personal physician of the elders of the 
Jewish community,47 or if he was the leader of the elders and the public 
physician of Venusia.48 Gummerus denied that Faustinus was a public 

                                                           
 
39 MAMA VII (1956) 566; SAMAMA (2003: 442–443, no. 342); SCHULZE 
(2005: 53–54, note 12–13). 
40 SAMAMA (2003: 443, no. 49). 
41 ALFÖLDY (2011: 224–226; 275–276). 
42 CIL XI, 3007, ILS 2542, GUMMERUS (1932: 65, no. 241). 
43 CIL II, 2348, GUMMERUS (1932: 84–85, no. 327). 
44 CIL XII, 3342, GUMMERUS (1932: 88, no. 342). 
45 NUTTON (1977: 207), NUTTON (1981: 17). 
46 CIJ 600, GUMMERUS (1932: 57, no. 204), JIWE 76, SAMAMA (2003: 546, no. 
509). 
47 KUDLIEN (1985: 43–44). 
48 JIWE (101, note 76). 
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physician, given that the sharp distinction between medicus, physician in 
general, and archiater or public physician, disappeared.49 Nonetheless, the 
term archiatros cannot be regarded unambiguously as relating to a civic 
doctor, since the inscription does not offer a clear distinction from that of 
an ordinary physician. 

The epitaph of Faustinus also allows us to focus on archiatri who had 
other functions in the community, as there are several inscriptions in which a 
physician was called archiatros and obtained several other offices. For 
example, Aurelius Artemidorus was also a hierophant,50 Sulpicius 
Demetrius was an attendant (epimeletes) to the celebration of the 
mysteries,51 M. Aurelius Charmides and his son are both recorded as 
prytanis and stephanephos,52 and C. Calpurnius Collega Macedo is called 
councilor (buleutes), orator, and philosopher in addition to archiatros.53 
These doctors gained their other – probably honorary – functions due to 
public recognition of their medical skills or rather, due to their public 
services to the community.54 If the cultic and legal offices are honorary, 
could the title archiatros also be employed in a complimentary manner, 
referring to the great skill or fame of the honoured? Or were public 
physicians entrusted with other, possibly representative, tasks? The lack of 
evidence makes it impossible to answer these questions with absolute 
certainty. 

Rome has a special place in the Empire. The epigraphic evidence exists 
only after the 4th Century CE, when Valentinian instituted a collegium of 
14 archiatri in 368 CE (CTh. 13, 3, 8), equal to the number of districts and 
defined their hierarchy and salary.55 Before the law was instituted, the 
physicians of Rome had been granted freedom from public taxes, and this 
exceptional situation was available for all of them, which always had 
attracted a great number of physicians to Rome, negating the need to 
establish a public health care system. Why did Valentinian decide to form 
the so-called archiatratus? Below presumed that the civic doctors of the 
East influenced the western provinces, urging Rome to set up a public 

                                                           
 
49 GUMMERUS (1932: 57, no. 204). 
50 SAMAMA (2003: 359, no. 238). 
51 SAMAMA (2003: 376–377, no. 264). 
52 SAMAMA (2003: 367–368, no. 249, 250). 
53 SAMAMA (2003: 432–434, no. 334). 
54 Cf. NUTTON (1977: 200). 
55 The law also mentions the archiatri of the port, of the athletes’ club and of 
the Vestal Virgins, who are exempt from the privileged class of Roman 
archiatri, because they practise in private institutions. The title archiater 
denoting physicians in charge of private institutions should be viewed as an 
honorary usage. NUTTON (1977: 217–218). 
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health care system.56 But, as Nutton rightly argues, the archiatri of Rome 
“...should not be regarded as health providers for the average Roman 
population due to their small number.”57 And neither epigraphic, nor 
literary evidence can support this possibility: the Valentinian law puts the 
city archiatri under a close administrative control, unlike the municipal 
physicians. Briau emphasized that the Christian ideal of charity was the 
motivation for the creation of the institution. 58 It can be supported by the 
text of the law, stating that the archiatri ought to offer “…honourable 
service to the poor before squalid servitude to the rich.”59 The political 
situation must be taken into consideration, as the beginning of 
Valentinian’s reign was a time of consolidation, restricting the power of 
aristocrats in Rome, and favouring the Roman plebs.60 The archiatratus is 
ideal for deserving appreciation of the people of Rome and for weakening 
their aristocratic opponents.61 

We must set a new framework for the interpretation of archiatri. It 
means chief or supreme physician, first used with regard to the personal 
doctors of the Emperor, then municipal doctors, regarded as the chief 
physicians of their community, in the 2nd Century CE, as reflected in the 
edict of Antoninus Pius in the 140s CE. However, we have several 
examples from the 2nd to 4th Centuries CE (Bassus, Eukarpos, Augusta 
and Faustinus), when the title archiatros can be understood as an honorary 
title. The term archiatros in the inscription of Themison from Alexandria 
does not fit either the imperial, or municipal physicians, but can be 
regarded as an honorary title, as early as the first Century CE. This kind of 
usage survived in the Middle Ages, in the phrase: archiatres id est 
medicus sapientissimus.62 
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