Physicians of Madmen: Compassionate Treatment of the Mentally Ill in Caelius Aurelianus’ Chronic Diseases
Did ancient Greco-Roman physicians feel compassion for their mentally ill patients? The fields of healthcare struggle with these issues in our modern world (Grob 1994), but did the ancient Greeks and Romans? This paper will focus on one ancient medical writer in particular, Caelius Aurelianus, and will explore his approach to the care of mentally ill patients in his Chronic Diseases (Caelius Aurelianus 1950.) It will be my hope to illustrate that Caelius does indeed display considerable compassion in his treatment of the mentally ill.
I will take as my focus Caelius’ comments on patients suffering from mania. In the ancient world, mania was a disease that was believed to affect both the physical and mental health of the individual sufferer. According to Caelius, symptoms could vary from patient to patient and mania often expressed itself through socially inappropriate behaviours and violence. Caelius reports that many physicians took a harsh, even violent, approach to patients suffering from the illness in an effort to cure them; however, Caelius is quite vocal in his refutation of these treatments and the physicians who employ them (Goldstein 1969). He encourages gentle, subtle methods which emphasize a humane approach to healing and sensitivity to the mentally ill. His approach prohibited beatings and, remarkably, encouraged the use of such compassionate treatments as massage. Through such treatments and through his vigorous criticism of his fellow physicians for their cruel and inappropriate treatment of main sufferers, we see that Caelius was a proponent of compassionate care for the mentally ill in the ancient world.
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