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Heroes and Outcasts: Ambiguous 
Attitudes Towards Impaired and 
Disfi gured Roman Veterans*

KORNEEL Van Lommel

ABSTRACT: This paper will focus on physically impaired and disfi g-
ured soldiers and their perception in Roman antiquity from the late 
Republic until the early Imperial era (third century BC until third 
century AD). Based on case studies from literary sources, this paper 
aims to explore the integration of impaired and disfi gured veterans 
into Roman civil society. The fi rst part outlines the ambiguous at-
titudes shown towards these veterans, who were both praised and 
ridiculed, and seeks explanations. The second part argues that few 
impairments and disfi gurements precluded veterans from holding 
political or religious offi ce.

Many scholars have studied healthcare in the Roman army. A medi-
cal service was present in the army from the Imperial age onwards. 
In military camps, a sickbay was built and a great deal was invested 
in the troops’ health.1 The lives of impaired and disfi gured soldiers 
who left the army and returned to civil society, however, have been 

* This article is based on a paper presented at the International Ancient Warfare Con-
ference 2014 at the National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth. I would like to thank Geoff 
Lee, the organizer of the conference, for the opportunity of presenting the paper. I would 
also like to express my gratitude to Katelijn Vandorpe, who read several earlier drafts.

1 A brief selection: J. Scarborough, “Roman Medicine and the Legions: A reconsider-
ation,” MedHist 12 (1968) 254–61; R. W. Davies, “The Roman Military Medical Service,” 
SJ 27 (1970) 84–104; for a general survey of wound treatment in Roman antiquity for a 
broad audience, see G. Manjo, The Healing Hand: Man and Wound in the Ancient World 
(Cambridge 1975 [1991]) 339–422 with a focus on the Roman army at 381–90; J. André, 
Être médecin à Rome (Paris 1987); R. Jackson, Doctors and Diseases in the Roman Em-
pire (London 1988) 112–37; J. C. Wilmanns, Der Sanitätsdienst im Römischen Reich, 
Medizin der Antiken. Band 2 (Hildesheim 1995); C. F. Salazar, The Treatment of War 
Wounds in Graeco-Roman Antiquity (Leiden 2000) 9–124; P. A. Baker, Medical Care for 
the Roman Army on the Rhine, Danube and British Frontiers in the First, Second and 
Early Third Centuries AD (Oxford 2004); a recent overview by C. F. Salazar, “Treating the 
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little investigated so far. The topic of this paper is the integration of 
impaired and disfi gured veterans into Roman civil society. Were these 
veterans seen as heroes or as outcasts, and how did this become evi-
dent? In order to familiarize readers with the Roman view on bodily 
defects and disfi gurements, the fi rst part of this paper will outline 
a few general conceptual frameworks. Then I will demonstrate that 
judgment of impaired and disfi gured veterans was rather ambiguous. 
Different explanations will be suggested as I discuss the various atti-
tudes towards these veterans. The last part will deal with the juridical 
approach to impaired and disfi gured veterans. I will discuss the ca-
reer prospects of these veterans in both the political and the religious 
spheres. Since our information is based on various written sources, 
we are very dependent on the analysis and comparison of case studies. 
This approach has proven itself to be signifi cant for scholars engaging 
with disability history.2

I have deliberately chosen a broad defi nition of impaired and dis-
fi gured soldiers. It includes all soldiers who had been left with a visible 
physical defect or injury after their military service. Impairments refer 
to any loss of, or abnormality in, physiological or anatomical structures 
or functions, such as amputations of body parts, sensory losses, and 
mobility problems. Disfi gurement refers to damage to one’s appearance 
that is not necessarily linked with impairment, such as scars infl icted by 
wounds or diseases. Obviously, impairments and disfi gurements are not 
mutually exclusive but often coexistent, the loss of an eye being a good 
example. After all, soldiers were exposed to various war-related and ev-
eryday risks such as rheumatic disorders, diseases, epidemics, and the 
impact of the climate.3

This article is not limited to soldiers who were declared unfi t for 
service but includes a much wider group of soldiers. Therefore I do not 

Sick and the Wounded,” in B. Campbell and L. A. Tritle, eds., The Oxford Handbook of 
Warfare in the Classical World (New York 2013) 294–311.

2 See for example C. Laes, Beperkt? Gehandicapten in het Romeinse rijk (Louvain 
2014).

3 For an overview, see K. Van Lommel, “The Recognition of Roman Soldiers’ Mental 
Impairment,” AClass 56 (2013) 155–84; On the effectiveness of weapons in Roman war-
fare and its literary representation, see M. Reuter, “‘humus infecta sanguine’—‘Die Erde 
mit Blut getränkt’. Über die Wirkung antiker Waffen in römischen Schriftquellen,” in A. 
W. Busch and H-J. Schalles, eds., Waffen in Aktion. Akten der 16. Internationalen Roman 
Military Equipment Conference (ROMEC) Xanten, 13–16 Juni 2007 (Mainz 2009) 17–27.
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discuss medical discharge in the Roman army, or cases of soldiers with 
mental problems and traumas.4

I. The Welcome by Roman Society

To what kind of society did an impaired or disfi gured veteran return 
after his discharge? How did Romans feel about people with a physi-
cal defect, people who looked “different”? I will fi rst list a number of 
conceptual frameworks and Roman attitudes with regard to physical de-
fects. Impaired and deformed people were often the subject of derision 
or used as exotic curiosities. The Romans were fascinated by anything 
that was “different” or “abnormal.” Impaired and disfi gured individu-
als and their relatives were often ashamed and preferred a concealed 
life.5 Sometimes, however, people avoided impaired and disfi gured in-
dividuals because they were seen to bring bad luck. This assumption 
sometimes led to aggressive behavior towards them. Pliny, for example, 
advises spitting when encountering a person with a limp in their right 
leg to prevent bewitching (fascinatio) and contagion (contagium).6 
Moreover, in Roman eyes, people with a handicap were misshapen and 
morally inferior. The body was, according to the science of physiognomy, 
the mirror of the soul. This (pseudo-) science assumed that external fea-
tures, including behavior, provide insight into one’s personality.7

Especially members of the Roman aristocracy meticulously analyzed 
each other’s behavior. When the occasion presented itself they did not 
hesitate to harm a person’s reputation based on physiognomic concepts. 
Therefore, politicians and other public fi gures paid a lot of attention to 

4 For a detailed discussion, see H. Grassl, “Missio causaria,” in E. Weber and G. 
Dobesch, eds., Römische Geschichte, Altertumskunde und Epigraphik (Vienna 1985) 
281–89; a few additional remarks on medical discharge can be found in K. Van Lommel, 
“The Terminology of the Medical Discharge and an Identity Shift Among the Roman Dis-
abled Veterans,” AHB 27 (2013) 65–74 and “Invalide soldaten in het Romeinse leger: van 
verwonding tot ontslag,” Kleio 43.3 (2014) 133–143; on mental problems with regard to 
Roman soldiers, see Van Lommel (above, n.3).

5 Cic. Fin. 5.17; R. Garland, The Eye of the Beholder: Deformity and Disability 
in the Graeco-Roman World (London 1995); A. Corbeill, Controlling Laughter: Political 
Humor in the Late Roman Republic (Princeton 1996) 14–56; and most recently Laes 
(above n.2) 197–201, esp. index entries “spot” and “schaamte.”

6 Plin. Nat. 28.7.
7 T. S. Barton, Power and Knowledge: Astrology, Physiognomics, and Medicine 

under the Roman Empire (Michigan 1997) 95–132; Corbeill (above, n.5) 30–35.
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their appearance. A well-considered self-presentation maintained one’s 
reputation (fama) and helped to avoid ridicule and slander.8

Judgment about impaired and disfi gured veterans was, however, less 
consistent than judgment about people with an impairment or disfi g-
urement in general. On the one hand, ex-soldiers showed all sorts of 
physical defects that could dishonor the body (dehonestamentum corpo-
ris); on the other hand, war wounds reminded others that the wounded 
had served the res publica by risking their lives. Consequently, there 
was tension between admiration and aversion, and between pride and 
shame.9 In the same line of thought, Walters has convincingly argued 
that Roman citizens lost their masculinity when their body was violated. 
The Roman soldier was an exception to this rule if his wounds were 
the result of a beating in the interest of military discipline or infl icted 
during battle, but nevertheless he was “dangerously like the slave, that 
ever-present, unmanly inferior and outsider.”10

An important factor that determined whether the integrity of the 
body was preserved or endangered was the position of the injuries. Scars 
on the back of the body hinted at the soldier having fl ed during the 
battle. Because of this cowardly deed he lost his dignity (dignitas), the 
honor of his body (decus corporis) was threatened, and he no longer had 
virtus.11 Virtus is a general concept and includes all positive, male vir-
tues or qualities. With regard to impaired and disfi gured veterans, these 
virtues are courage, fearlessness, perseverance, and the readiness to die 

8 Cic. Orat. 2.226; 2.239; E. Eyben, C. Laes and T. Van Houdt, Amor-Roma. Liefde 
en erotiek in Rome (Louvain 2001) 99–104.

9 For the expression dehonestamentum corporis, see Sal. Hist., 1.88M = Gel. 2.27; 
more specifi cally oris dehonestamentum in Tac. Hist. 4.13.2; on dehonestamentum cor-
poris and physical defects as possible threats to decus corporis of Roman magistrates and 
senators, see C. Baroin, “Intégrité du corps, maladie, mutilation et exclusion chez les mag-
istrats et les sénateurs romains,” in F. Collard and E. Samama, eds., Handicaps et sociétés 
dans l’histoire (Paris 2010) 49–68, esp. 63–67. 

10 J. Walters, “Invading the Roman Body: Manliness and Impenetrability in Roman 
Thought,” in J. P. Hallett and M. B. Skinner, eds., Roman Sexualities (Princeton 1997) 
40–42.

11 In the description of war heroes writers often emphasize that they had scars on 
their chest—sometimes they give an exact number—but not a single one on their back. See 
Cato Maior in Plu. Vit. Cat. Ma. 1.5–6; L. Siccius (or Sicinius) Dentatus, Manlius Capito-
linus and M. Sergius Silus in Plin. Nat. 7.101–106; again L. Siccius (or Sicinius) Dentatus 
in Gel. 2.11.1 and in Val. Max. 3.2.24; M. Leigh, “Wounding and Popular Rhetoric at 
Rome,” BICS 40 (1995) 196; Salazar 2000 (above, n.1) 216–17. Scars on the back, no 
matter how infl icted, always had a negative connotation; see Plu. Mor. 761C.
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for the Roman Republic. Besides, as Baroin argues, scars on the back 
also had a strongly cultural and stigmatizing value, being associated with 
slaves who had been beaten by a rod.12

Scars to the front of the body showed evidence of bravery during 
battle.13 They did not, however, guarantee a positive judgment by the 
Roman population, for scars damaged and deformed the body and made 
it ugly.14 This was certainly true for impairments that were diffi cult to 
conceal, like facial disfi gurements, the loss of a limb, or lameness.15 
Medical writings are concerned with scars left by wounds and offer rec-
ipes to avoid permanent marks on the body.16 The body’s beauty played 
an important role in one’s image, as the various statues of Roman heroes 
with their untouched, beautiful, muscled, and symmetrically propor-
tioned bodies prove. Vergil also writes: “Virtus (male bravery) is more 
pleasing when it appears in a handsome body” (Aen., 5.344).

Although the principles of physiognomy did not apply directly to 
disfi gured and impaired veterans—for physiognomy only analyzed 
congenital externals—the appearance of these veterans still played an 
important role. Deep-rooted prejudices about congenital deformities 
played, wittingly or not, a role in the judgment of persons who were 
mutilated during their lifetime. The general tendency to equate beauty 

12 Dig. 11.4.1.8a; C. Baroin, “Les cicatrices ou la mémoire du corps,” in P. Moreau, 
ed., Corps Romains (Grenoble 2002) 34; N. Mathieu, “De César à Suétone, en fi nir avec 
les corps dans les batailles : Romains, Gaulois, Germains et Bretons,” in L. Bodiou, V. 
Mehl and M. Soria, eds., Corps outragés, corps ravagés de l’Antiquité au Moyen Âge, 
Culture et société médiévales, 21 (Turnhout 2011) 465; also P. Faure, “Parures, corps et 
identités militaires dans l’armée Romaine impériale,” in L. Bodiou et al, eds., Parures et 
artifi ces: le corps exposé dans l’Antiquité (Paris 2011) 141–54; see also Livy 2.23.3–7.

13 Pub. Sent. 388; Ps.-Quint. Decl. 297.13; M. De Franchis, “La représentation des 
blessés dans la troisième décade de Tite-Live,” in F. Collard and E. Samama, eds., Hand-
icaps et sociétés dans l’histoire (Paris 2010) 78–79; L. De Libero, “Mit eiserner Hand 
ins Amt? Kriegsversehrte Aristokraten zwischen Recht und Religion, Ausgrenzung und 
Integration,” in J. Spielvogel, ed., Res Publica Reperta: zur Verfassung und Gesellschaft 
der römischen Republik und des frühen Prinzipats, Festschrift für J. Bleicken zum 75 Geb-
urtstag (Stuttgart 2002) 184–185; Mathieu (above, n.12) 462, 466–67.

14 See the story of Spurinna in Val. Max. 5.4.ext.1.
15 Caesar ordered his troops to mutilate the enemy’s face instead of back so that they 

would be ashamed for the rest of their lives. In this passage the intact beauty of young men 
is contrasted with the shame of their deformity upon their return to civil society. Multiple 
sources mention Caesar’s order: Plu. Caes. 45.2–4; App., B Civ., 2.76; Luc. 7.318–322; 
cf. Tac. Ag. 36.

16 Plin., Nat. 33.110; Celsus, Med., 7.7.10; 7.8.3–4; 7.9.1–5; Salazar 2000 (above, 
n.1) 34–35.
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with virtue was a steady value in Roman consciousness.17 In addition, 
like scars on the back, Baroin argues, scars on the face also had a cul-
tural and stigmatizing value, since criminals and escaped slaves received 
branded or tattooed stigmata on the forehead.18

Ia. Case Studies: Advantages and Disadvantages of War Injuries

One should always take the author’s intention into account when in-
terpreting stories of war-wounded soldiers. The simplistic scheme of 
honorable and dishonorable scars in relation to their position on the 
body is valid and useful in analyzing literary sources about bravery 
on the battlefi eld. Writers often listed soldiers’ merits and military 
honors (decora) together with the injuries, for they were equally val-
ued, leading soldiers to boast about both.19 Soldiers who continued to 
fi ght despite their injuries are especially praised for their courage and 
perseverance (pertinacia).20 This representation of the military virtue 
of devotio (obedience, dedication and self-immolation) generated its 
own literary topos in which wounds are used as metaphors for her-
oism, similar to the practice in ancient Greek literature, as Salazar’s 
study shows.21

17 M. Beagon, “Beyond Comparison: M. Sergius, fortunae victor,” in G. Clark and 
T. Rajak, eds., Philosophy and Power in the Graeco-Roman World (Oxford 2002) 123.

18 Criminals received litteram illam, probably ‘K’ from kalumniator (lawbreaker), 
Cic. S. Rosc. 20.57; Baroin (above, n.12) 34; For branding and marking of slaves, see also 
D. S. 2.1; 2.27; 2.32; 2.36; In many cases it remains uncertain whether the sources refer to 
branding or tattooing, see C. P. Jones, “Stigma: Tattooing and Branding in Graeco-Roman 
Antiquity,” JRS 77 (1987), esp. 147–50 and 153–54.

19 Military honors: Plb. 6.39.9–10; J. B. McCall, The Cavalry of the Roman Republic 
(London 2002) 85; war injuries: Ter. Eu. 480–485; Sen. Prov. 4.4; the mention of both 
military honors and war injuries is well illustrated by Pliny (Nat. 7.106), who discusses the 
merits of three war heroes and each time he mentions their exact number of scars. See also 
Gel. 2.11.2; Val. Max. 3.2.24; for Marius’ speech mentioned below, see Sal. Jug. 85.29; for 
further references, see Leigh (above, n.11) 195–216.

20 Livy 25.14.1; De Franchis (above, n.13) 76; see also Cass. Dio, 68.14.2.
21 A representative selection of Roman examples: Livy 4.28.8; 10.17; 26.44.9; Suet., 

Jul., 68–69; Caes. Civ. 3.53; Plu. Cat. Ma. 1.5–6; Cic., Rab. Perd., 13.36–37; J. BJ, 1.193; 
Sen. Constant. 19.3; De Libero (above, n.13) 175–77. Tacitus (Ger. 7) ascribes the same 
ideal to Germanic warriors. Even more remarkable is the admiration for Catiline’s soldiers. 
Despite being portrayed as conspirators against Rome, they are praised as brave warriors 
because their bodies only showed scars on the front after they were killed in battle, which 
indicated that they had fought bravely, Sal. Cat. 61. Greek sources present a similar view, 
D.S. 8.12.8; Arr. An. 7.10.1–2; For an analysis of the treatment of war wounds in ancient 
Greek literature, see Salazar 2000 (above, n.1), 126–208.
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Now we will look at attitudes towards wounded soldiers after their 
retirement. We will show by means of several examples what benefi ts 
and disadvantages someone could experience because of his war wounds 
and in what manner these veterans dealt with their deformity. As the 
following case studies will show, the literary topos of heroic injured sol-
diers refl ects only partially the Roman attitudes in reality.

Starting with the advantages, some politicians capitalized on their 
war years by wearing no tunic underneath their toga at the elections. In 
this way, a part of their chest was bared to reveal their scars of bravery 
(the evidence of their military service), by which they hoped to receive 
the people’s vote.22 Military prestige paved the way for individuals to 
pursue a political career. According to generally accepted beliefs, Ro-
mans who distinguished themselves in the army were considered eligible 
political candidates.23

In lawsuits, the war hero’s status could also play a decisive part. 
Some would show their war scars in court to increase their authority 
and to convince the jury of their virtue and dignity through their past 
service for the Republic. Highlighting the rhetorical climax by showing 
scars on one’s chest seems not to have been a unique event in a court of 
law.24 The same rhetorical strategy was also applied outside the court of 
law by poor and powerless veterans who demanded reciprocal loyalty 
from Rome, especially by ex-soldiers who ended up in slavery owing to 
debts. As proof of their service to Rome (merita) they showed their scars 
(cicatrices). On the one hand, they strengthened their argument, and, 
on the other hand, they won over the sympathy and support of the peo-
ple (plebs) .25 Soldiers in service who suffered from excessive labor and 
corporal punishments also saw themselves as being degraded to slaves 

22 Plu. Cor. 14.1; 15.1; Mor. 276C–D; R. J. Evans, “Displaying Honourable Scars a 
Roman Gimmick,” AClass 42 (1999) 80, 89.

23 Livy 23.23.5–6; Plu. Marc. 2.1–2; McCall (above, n.19) 86–87; J. E. Lendon, “War 
and Society,” in P. Sabin, H. Van Wees and M. Whitby, eds., The Cambridge History of 
Greek and Roman Warfare I (Cambridge 2007) 509; also Cato Maior, who, at the age of 
seventeen, joined military campaigns, which facilitated his further political career and his 
entry into the senate of Rome. Plutarch explicitly mentions the scars on his chest: Plu. Cat. 
Ma. 1.5–6.

24 Cic. Orat. 2.124; 2.194–196; Flac. 98; Ver. 2.5.1.3; Rab. Perd. 13.36–37; Livy 70; 
Quint. Inst. 2.15.7; Quint. Inst. 4.1.69; 6.1.21. Well aware of the impact of the exposure 
of scars, Cicero (Ver. 2.5.13.32) had the better of the opposite party by saying that his 
opponent Verres suffered injuries from women’s bites rather than from heroic accomplish-
ments in battle. See also Evans (above, n.22) 81–85; Baroin (above, n.12) 38–42.

25 Livy 2.23.3–7; 2.27.2; 4.58.13; Leigh (above, n.11) 209, 212.



98 Classical World

(in modum servorum) and were concerned about losing their dignity 
as Roman citizens.26 This kind of hardship led repeatedly to threats of 
mutiny.27 Ultimately, the soldiers’ bodily mutilation grew into a powerful 
symbol of their demand for gratia from Rome.

Some soldiers became aware of the possible advantages and the pres-
tige to be gained by their war injuries and exploited them. In Plautus’ 
comedy Curculio, a soldier named Curculio appears on stage with an 
eye patch. He tries to attract attention by claiming that he had fought 
bravely during the war, while he actually had been wounded in the eye in 
an ordinary fi ght in an inn. His story has, however, little persuasiveness 
because his antagonists question the correctness of his words and mock 
him.28 Plautus’ play suggests that soldiers boasting about their exploits 
while showing their scars was a historical reality, at least around the time 
(second century BC) it was written and perhaps also in later periods when 
it was still performed. The personage of Curculio was probably based on 
(ex-)soldiers’ behavior that was considered stereotypical and that must 
have held some truth in order for the audience to appreciate the humor.29

Scars are usually the only solid evidence of one’s virtus. Anyone 
can, after all, tell exciting and heroic stories about themselves.30 People 
from both the higher and the lower classes could prove their bravery on 
the fi eld.31 For the lower classes this was often the only possible way to 
do so. The aristocracy, on the other hand, could appeal to their ances-
tors’ good name and reputation via the imagines maiorum, or family 
portraits. Only the aristocracy had the privilege of carrying these family 
portraits at funeral processions, at which their ancestors’ various bene-
factions were commemorated with speeches.32 A clear example of the 
protest against this privilege is Marius’ speech, constructed by Sallust to 

26 Tac. Ann. 1.17; cf. 1.34–35; on the relation between hardship in the army and 
slavery, see Faure (above, n.12). Although Tacitus may have exaggerated the soldiers’ 
physical conditions and used it as a literary device, archaeological evidence confi rms the 
devastating physical toll—already visible at age 24 to 28—soldiers paid; for references see 
Van Lommel (above, n.3) 165–66.

27 A. Keaveney, Sulla: The Last Republican (London 1982) 88–89.
28 Pl. Cur. 392–400; Beagon (above, n.17) 120; C. Laes, “Niet moeders mooiste! 

Antieke oorlogsinvaliden, schoonheidsidealen en history of disability in de Romeinse Oud-
heid,” Geschiedenis der Geneeskunde 15 (2011) 72–73.

29 The title of Plautus’ play Miles Gloriosus confi rms the stereotype of a bragging soldier.
30 Pl. Truc. 487–490; McCall (above, n.19) 94.
31 Lendon (above, n.23) 512.
32 H. I. Flower, Ancestor Masks and Aristocratic Power in Roman Culture (Oxford 

1996) esp. 91–127.
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deliver a moralizing message. Marius was not an aristocrat, but he had 
managed to climb the social ladder and had joined the political elite as 
homo novus, a new man, and he stands for consul at the next elections.33 
To prove he has at least as much virtus as the aristocrats, he says:

I cannot, to justify your confi dence, display family portraits or the 
triumphs and consulships of my forefathers; but if occasion requires, 
I can show spears, a banner, trappings and other military prizes, as well 
as scars on my breast. These are my portraits, these are my patent of 
nobility, not left to me by inheritance as theirs were, but won by my 
own innumerable efforts and perils.

(Sal. Jug. 85.29)34

Through his speech, Sallust gives Marius’ scars a positive meaning and 
compares them with military rewards and family portraits. Thus, Sallust 
describes how Marius uses his mutilation as a weapon in the electoral 
battle, probably because his military actions were his only credentials, 
and at the same time Sallust criticizes certain members of the aristocracy 
who have personally accomplished nothing but rather live on the repu-
tation of their forefathers. His speech delivers a message critical of the 
social structure with a remarkable conclusion: war wounds and virtus 
are inseparable. This argument confl icts with the Roman ideal of beauty 
and Vergil’s words stated above.35

In Rome, some citizens bore an odd family cognomen that referred to 
disfi gurements. In semi-mythical storytelling, Livy tries to explain some of 
these names by associating them with war heroes’ mutilations.36 A known 
example is Gaius Mucius, a mythic fi gure who wanted to show his deter-
mination to the Etruscan king by putting his right hand in the fi re until 
it was completely scorched. The Etruscan king was so impressed that he 
concluded peace with Rome. Henceforth, Gaius Mucius was given the 
nickname Scaevola, meaning left-handed, which was passed on to his de-
scendants.37 Another semi-mythical example is Publius Horatius, who was 
named Cocles (one-eyed) after he had lost his eye in defense of Rome. 
The cognomen Cocles is especially noteworthy because in other instances 

33 Plu. Mar. 9.
34 J. C. Rolfe, tr., Sallust (Cambridge 1921).
35 Verg. A. 5.344; Lucius Siccius Dentatus’ speech resembles the message of Marius, 

D. H. 10.38.
36 Garland (above, n.5) 78–79.
37 Livy 2.11–13; Plu. Publ. 17; D. H. 5.27.1–30.1; Val. Max. 3.3.1. 
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one-eyed people were often ridiculed and compared with a cyclops.38 The 
historical value of these semi-mythical stories is nil, but they represent the 
mores of the period of their composition, which is diffi cult to reconstruct, 
at least until the time of Livy. Perhaps these semi-myths originate from 
the storytelling of families about their own glorious past. Although disfi g-
urement and impairment were often associated with vice, in these cases 
they served as a kind of honorary nickname. In the same context, physical 
anomalies on Roman portraits from the fi rst century BC and AD were possi-
bly part of aristocratic families’ identities, as Dasen argues.39

If we look beyond the literary topos of heroism we get a glimpse of the 
different challenges and attitudes soldiers with disfi gurements had to face 
upon their return to society. As the following examples will show, the con-
ventions of the literary topos of heroic injured soldiers and the dichotomy of 
honorable and dishonorable war wounds did not always hold up in real life.

There were veterans who were not in the least proud of their inju-
ries. Afraid of being ridiculed and losing their dignity, they withdrew 
with shame from public life. Even people from the higher classes did 
not want to run the risk of being publicly humiliated. Spurius Carvilius, 
for example, was consul twice during the third century BC. He avoided 
public appearances because he limped heavily due to a war injury. His 
mother tried to remove his shame with encouraging words: “Why don’t 
you go outside, my Spurius? Each step you take will remind you the 
same number of times of your virtues (tuarum virtutum).”40 This story, 
whether historically accurate or not, indicates it was not self-evident that 
impaired and disfi gured soldiers, regardless of their social status, would 
be welcomed as heroes by society.41

38 Livy 2.10; Val. Max. 3.2.1; D. H. 5.23–25; Plb. 6.55; not all sources agree that 
Publius Horatius lost his eye in battle, Plu. Publ. 16; Baroin (above, n.9) 62–63; on ridicule 
of one-eyed people, see L. De Libero, “Dem Schicksal trotzen, Behinderten Aristokraten in 
Rom,” AHB 16 (2002) 90; Philip II of Macedonia lost an eye in battle and forbade anyone 
from mentioning the term “cyclops” in his presence, Ps.-Demetrius De Elocut. 293. On the 
psychological impact, see J. Lascaratos, “The Ophthalmic Wound of Philip II of Macedonia 
(360–336 BCE),” Survey of Ophthalmology 49.2 (2004) 257; Laes (above, n.2) 165.

39 V. Dasen, “Autour du portrait Roman: marques identitaires et anomalies phy-
siques,” in A. Paravicini Bagliani, J.-M. Spieser and J. Wirth, eds., Le portrait. La représen-
tation de l’individu (Florence 2007) 26–28.

40 Cic. Orat. 2.249; the mother’s words are not authentic but part of a literary topos; 
see Plu. Mor. 241E–F; 331B; De Libero (above, n.13) 183–84.

41 Cicero thinks it is inappropriate to laugh at people suffering from mobility prob-
lems, which did occur in real life. He refers to Calvinus, a cripple, who is ridiculed, Cic. 
Orat. 2.249; cf. 2.239.
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Some veterans were left with impairments not related to military 
service. In a fi ctional court case a war hero preferred to be blinded for 
robbing a prostitute of her sight so he would not be sentenced to be her 
guide. Someone noted that his deformity would not be regarded in the 
same way as it would have been had he suffered it in battle, and thus was 
not honorable.42 Some other veterans were accused of bearing scars not 
related to the battlefi eld. In one of his polemics Cicero accuses Antonius 
of baring scars that came from a gladiatorial fi ght, an activity unworthy 
of a Roman citizen. Thus Cicero attempts to blemish Antonius’ reputa-
tion as a trustworthy politician.43 In both cases, the impairment and the 
disfi gurement were despised by society.

There was a very thin line between ridicule and admiration, and 
admiration could suddenly change into ridicule or vice versa. This was 
also true for veterans who suffered from injuries due to their military 
service. By way of illustration, we return to 167 BC, right after the Third 
Macedonian War (171–168 BC), the year in which Aemilius Paulus’ 
triumph was under discussion.44 Aemilius Paulus ended the war, but 
Servius Sulpicius Galba did not grant him a triumphal procession. Ini-
tially, Galba was more convincing, until Marcus Servilius Pelux Geminus 
became involved in the debate and sided with Aemilius Paulus. To make 
his arguments more persuasive he hinted at the scars in the front of his 
body: “My body is covered with honorable scars, every one received in 
front” (Livy, 45.39.16).45

While Marcus Servilius Pulex Geminus undressed, he explained 
the origin of each injury on his body. In his enthusiasm he revealed by 
accident the swelling in his groin (tumor inguinum), which resulted in 

42 Ps.-Quint. Decl. 297; Laes (above, n.28) 73; compare the commotion that arises 
when Caesar’s mutilated body is found, Plu. Caes. 68.1.

43 Cic. Phil. 7.17–18; Evans (above, n.22) 83.
44 Livy 45.35–40.
45 C. Roberts, tr., Livy; History of Rome (New York 1912). Other individuals also 

used their war wounds to persuade their audience. The following two semi-mythical ex-
amples prove the importance of martial values that was cultivated by authors in the fi rst 
century BC and AD. For instance, Gaius Marcius Coriolanus (fi fth century BC), who had 
been accused of tyranny, pointed during the climax of his apology to the scars on his chest 
as proof of his benevolence to Rome and convinced a large part of the population, D. H. 
7.62; Marcus Manlius Capitolinus liberated many veterans from their debts and slavery, 
which was not appreciated by the patricians, who accused him of demagogy and tyranny. 
Capitolinus, previously the hero of Rome due to his blockage of the Gauls’ invasion of the 
Capitol (390 BC), was declared an enemy of the Republic. He hinted also at the scars on his 
chest during his defense, Plin. Nat. 7.103–104; Livy 6.14.6; 6.20.7–9.
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laughter from the bystanders. Marcus Servilius Pulex Geminus was not 
thrown off balance and won back the listeners’ respect:

This which you are laughing at I got from sitting on horseback night 
and day, and I am no more ashamed of this than of my other scars; 
it has never hindered me from serving the commonwealth faithfully, 
either at home or on the fi eld of battle. As an old soldier I have often 
shown this body of mine, hacked with the sword, to the young ones. 
Let Galba strip and show his smooth skin with not a scar upon it.

(Livy 45.39.18).46

With these words he contrasted his own mutilated body, an indication 
of personal merit and bravery, with Galba’s intact body, an indication 
of inexperience and lack of personal prestige. Moreover, he knew how 
to present his embarrassing physical disorder as something glorious. By 
confronting the listeners with his services for the Republic, he converted 
their laughter into reverence and respect.

A second example, given by Seneca as a training exercise for law-
yers, concerns a war hero who lost both his hands in battle. On his 
return home the hero discovered his wife in bed with an adulterer. He 
reached for his sword, for he had the right to kill his wife and her lover, 
but he was unable to grip it. At the same time, his wife and the adulterer 
laughed at him. As an act of despair, he tried to block their fl ight with 
his mutilated body (truncum corpus). In the end, the hapless war hero 
was left standing and thought back to his many victories and his spoils 
of war. He never thought he would feel the loss of his hands until the day 
he caught his wife with another man without being able to take proper 
action.47 “Was it then for the benefi t of adulterers too that I lost my 
hands?” (Sen. Con.1.4.2).48

The wounded hero stated that he was prepared to sacrifi ce his hands 
to the safety of Rome, but obviously he did not agree with the impunity 
of his adulterous wife and her lover. That was why he called on the 
help of the Roman Republic (Te, res publica, invoco, quae manus meas 

46 See also Plu. Aem. 31. The army of Upper Germany despised their commander 
Hordeonius Flaccus, who was disabled by age and lameness, see Tac. Hist. 1.9; Plu. Galb. 
18.4.

47 Finally, the hero disowned his son because the latter refused to kill his mother and 
her lover though the hero commanded it, Sen., Con. 1.4; E. Gunderson, Declamation, Pa-
ternity, and Roman Identity. Authority and the Rhetorical Self (Cambridge 2003) 75–79.

48 M. Winterbottom, tr,, Seneca the Elder: Declamations, Volume I (Cambridge 1974).
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possides).49 This story provides an opportunity for lawyers to train in 
their declamations for instances when law and ability are in confl ict (in 
this case, the wronged husband is not able to kill the adulterer though 
he has the legal right to do so). Although disability is not the focus of 
interest here, this story is so absurd that it is hard to think that Seneca 
is not mocking the war hero. The irony of the impotent hero and his 
clumsiness recall comedy more than tragedy.

The complexity of attitudes Romans had towards a disfi gured soldier 
is illustrated well in the following case study. Sertorius was known as a 
brave soldier in battle with the Cimbri and Teutons and also during the 
War of Allies in 91–88 BC. He was even compared to Hannibal because 
of his military qualities. During one of the fi ghts he lost an eye, which 
made him visibly mutilated.50 The esteem that was connected with his 
war wounds appeared to be considerable. He enjoyed great fame and he 
prided himself over the loss of his eye while he extensively elaborated on 
his war deeds.51 The majority of the people and Sertorius himself seemed 
not to be bothered by his conspicuous facial deformity. The aristocracy, 
however, saw Sertorius, who was of low birth, as a threat to their au-
thority. Out of envy, the historians at that time did not include him in 
their historical works. Or they presented his mutilated face as something 
disgraceful and ascribed to him a dehonestamentum corporis, that which 
dishonors the body.52 The fact that Setorius fought against the Romans 
with the Lusitanians and the African forces during the Sertorian War 
(80–72 BC) also contributed to this negative judgment, which attests to 
the importance of social and political context in a person’s evaluation. 
Sertorius is not the only one-eyed man who was looked upon with fear 
and disgust. Tacitus describes Claudius Sanctus, leader of Legion XVI, 
as effosso oculo dirus ore, ingenio debilior (“detestable in appearance, 
after having one eye stabbed out, and even more infi rm in intellect”) 

49 Sen. Con. 1.4.1.
50 Plu. Sert., 4.2; Sal. Hist. 1.88M = Gel. 2.27; Tac. Hist. 4.13.2; Blinded soldiers 

seem to have been common as there was no eye protection on the helmets; see L. Trentin, 
“Exploring Visual Impairment in Ancient Rome,” in C. Laes, C. F. Goodey and M. L. Rose, 
eds., Disabilities in Roman Antiquity: Disparate Bodies, a capite ad calcem (Leiden 2013) 
esp. 98–100 for further references. For mythical individuals in antiquity who lost an eye in 
battle, see T. W. Africa, “The One-eyed Man against Rome: An Exercise in Euhemerism,” 
Historia 19 (1970) 528–38.

51 Plu. Sert. 4.2–3; Note the similarity with Marius. Both elaborate on personal mer-
its due to the lack of prestigious forefathers (imagines maiorum).

52 Sal. Hist. 1.88M = Gel. 2.27; Tacitus (Hist. 4.13.2) uses the term oris dehonestamentum. 
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and portrays him as a general of low caliber after his defeat against the 
other one-eyed Batavian commander Civilis.53 The adjective dirus stems 
from the language of augurs, which bears the meaning of ill-omened, 
and is also frequently used to characterize someone as detestable. In his 
Ode 2.12, Horace uses the same expression to describe Hannibal, the 
emblematic archenemy of Rome.

In Aulus Gellius (2.27), we fi nd an additional reason for the neg-
ative portrayal of Sertorius. Aulus Gellius cites Titus Castricius, who 
comments on both Philip II of Macedonia and Sertorius and their behav-
ior regarding their war wounds. Despite their similar visible mutilations, 
Castricius advocates admiration for Philip II and scorn for Sertorius. 
Inspired by stoic values, Castricius criticizes Sertorius for rejoicing in his 
bodily disfi gurement and describes his behavior as insolens et immod-
icum (“unheard of and extravagant”) because he valued his mutilated 
body too much, which contrasts with the ideal of indifferentia (“indif-
ference”). Following this stoic line of reasoning, soldiers displaying hon-
orable scars on their chest would be equally frowned upon. Philip II 
is praised for his indifference regarding his injury. Castricius, however, 
has been very selective in the use of his sources and deliberately ne-
glected elements in the story that did not fi t the stoic ideal. According 
to Pseudo-Demetrius (De Elocut. 293), Philip II forbade anyone from 
mentioning the term “cyclops” in his presence, for he felt ashamed of his 
mutilated face. Historical representation was of course not Castricius’ 
primary concern. From this passage we conclude that the disapproval of 
rejoicing in war wounds refl ects the thoughts of a small group of aristo-
cratic supporters of stoicism, but this episode is in no way representative 
of the mentality of the majority of Romans.

We fi nd ambiguity like that toward Sertorius in the attitudes towards 
the one-eyed Flavus, the brother of Arminius. In Tacitus (Ann. 2.9), Ar-
minius asks whence came Flavus’ facial disfi gurement (deformitas oris), 
to which Flavus names the place and battle he fought and the rewards 
he received for his bravery. Flavus links the loss of his eye directly to his 
merits on the battlefi eld and the military honors (increased pay, neck 
chain, crown, and other military gifts) he received. Tacitus character-
izes him, unlike Sertorius, as “a man famous for his loyalty” (insignis 
fi de) because he did not turn against Rome. Flavus is linked to another 

53 Tac. Hist. 4.62. On this passage, see R. Ash, “Waving the White Flag: Surrender 
Scenes at Livy 9.5–6 and Tacitus, Histories 3.31 and 4.62,” G&R 45.1 (1998) 31–34.



 Van Lommel | Heroes and Outcasts   105

one-eyed Roman hero, Horatius Cocles, rather than to Sertorius, Hanni-
bal, or Civilis, all once enemies of Rome, whose facial disfi gurements are 
referred to negatively. Arminius, however, interpreted his brother’s lost 
eye as a price paid for his submission to Rome and his military honors 
as a price of low value in exchange for slavery (vilia servitii pretia).54 
Again, this passus suggests that external factors—in this case politically 
motivated—were far more important in determining how a soldier’s dis-
fi gurement and impairment were valued than its intrinsic meaning.

In Roman elegies, we also see how a soldier’s reputation suffers from 
his disfi gured and impaired body. The poet-lover often competes with an 
(ex-)soldier over a girl. To harmfully portray the soldier as booty-seeker, the 
poet-lover characterizes him as effeminate and his wounds as a sign of greed. 
These elegies clearly show the soldier’s masculinity and status as hero were 
negotiable in both the literary and nonliterary sphere, as Tohm argues.55

Ib. Military and Civic Contexts

It is important to stress that the previous examples are mostly of disfi g-
ured and impaired persons who no longer served in the military. Con-
sequently, society saw them as both soldiers and civilians. The tension 
between these two states led to opposing reactions, such as admiration 
and aversion, pride and shame.56

From the moment ex-soldiers became part of civil life, they were 
no longer certain of their status as glorious heroes. Mutilation could 
contribute to a soldier’s heroic status, but it could just as well induce 
ridicule and disdain. Partly for this reason, veterans often chose to marry 
into military families so as to form their own community in their cities. 
In that way, impaired and disfi gured soldiers could integrate into society 
with their fellow fi ghters’ support. The latter would be able to empathize 
with the impairment and the mutilated fellow soldiers’ appearance.57

54 For an elaborated interpretation of this passage in Tacitus, see E. Tylawski, 
“What’s in a Name, a Face, and a Place: Signifi cant Juxtaposition in Tacitus’ Annales 2,” 
Historia 51.2 (2002) 254–58.

55 A clear example is Ov. Am. 3.8; S. K. Tohm, Contesting Masculinity: Locating the 
Male Body in Roman Elegy (Ph.D. diss., Univ. of Michigan, 2011) esp. 147–66, accessible 
online at deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/91608. 

56 For the contrast between the status of soldier and of civilian, see Baroin (above, 
n.9) 69 and (above, n.12) 27–46; Walters (above, n.10) 40–42.

57 G. Wesch-Klein, Soziale Aspekte des römischen Heerwesens in der Kaiserzeit 
(Stuttgart 1998) 89; G. Wesch-Klein, “Recruits and veterans,” in P. Erdkamp, ed., A 
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Because of the strikingly ambiguous attitude towards mutilated vet-
erans, we do not agree with the speculation of Salazar, later elaborated 
by Samama, who states that Romans attached less importance to exter-
nal beauty and perfection in comparison with the Greeks. According to 
Samama, Romans were inclined to perceive war wounds in a positive 
manner due to their hardiness. She suggests that the Romans interpreted 
war scars solely as tokens of bravery, as opposed to the Greeks, who did 
not take pride in their war wounds: “The Roman fascination with the 
body image of elder citizens as noble and tired, from the last years of the 
Republic to the fi rst century CE, made it easier for soldiers to swagger 
around showing off their scars or mutilations.”58 Her study, however, 
exposes a difference in the representation of soldiers wounded in war 
in literary sources. Indeed, Roman sources mention more soldiers dis-
playing their scars, but there is at least also one known Greek example.59 
Moreover, the absence of glorifi ed soldiers showing off their scars in 
Rome’s visual art contradicts her argument. The ambiguity towards im-
pairments and disfi gurements might explain this absence.60

As Salazar argues, there are similarities between the representation 
of wounded soldiers in Roman literature and visual art. But one import-
ant difference is the (quasi-) absence of war wounds in the latter.61 Tra-
jan’s column (scene XL) depicts two wounded Roman soldiers. One, a 
praetorian legionary, is supported by two soldiers and the other, an aux-
iliary, receives medical treatment. Wounds are not visible on the relief. 

Companion to the Roman Army (Oxford 2007) 447. By way of illustration, in honor of 
his victory over Mithridates VI (66 BC), Pompey founded Nicopolis, city of victory, and 
populated it with his veterans and wounded soldiers, Str. 12.3.28; Oros. 6.4.7; Cass. Dio, 
36.50.3.

58 E. Samama, “A King Walking with Pain? On the Textual and Iconographical Im-
ages of Philip II and Other Wounded Kings,” in C. Laes, C. F. Goodey and M. L. Rose, eds. 
(above, n.50) 231–48; Salazar 2000 (above, n.1) 218.

59 Xen. Mem. 3.4.1; R. H. Sternberg (“Review of The treatment of War Wounds 
in Graeco-Roman Antiquity by Salazar,” BMCR 2002.08.17, bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2000/
2000–08–17.html) notes that Greeks also displayed scars as a sign of valor. Therefore, the 
contrast between Greek and Roman ideas on war wounds and the perfect body seems not 
so sharp.

60 Dasen (above, n.39) 21–23.
61 Salazar 2000 (above, n.1) 241–47 discusses both Greek and Roman art forms. On 

scars and Roman portraits, see Dasen (above, n.39) 19–23. There is controversy about the 
identifi cation of scars on some Roman portraits. Leigh ([above, n.11] 208 and plate 17a–
b) detects a war injury on a bust preserved in Dresden; but also see Baroin (above, n.12) 
45; M. Grmek and D. Gourevitch, Les maladies dans l’art antique (Paris 1998) 63–64.
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This scene tells its audience that both Roman and non-Roman soldiers 
made sacrifi ces for the empire and that soldiers received the medical 
care they required.62 The mural from Casa di Sirico in Pompeii depicts 
Iapyx, who treats Aeneas’ thigh wound. Here the wound is depicted but 
not overly emphasized. The wound cannot cause any confusion because 
Aeneas’ reputation as hero is uncontested.63 Descendants of Sergius 
Silus, however, deliberately chose not to depict his severed right hand on 
coins. There is only an indirect reference to his impairment as he holds 
both a sword and severed head in his left hand.64 While there seems to 
be some reserve in the visualization of Roman soldiers and their war 
wounds, Greek art often shows injured warriors. The interpretation of 
the latter is debated. Some think the wounded fallen hero symbolizes 
a beautiful death while others assume the opposite and focus on the 
physical disfi gurement and the deprivation of his armor and personal 
belongings. Notably, both themes are present in Greek literature.65 Lit-
erary topoi, however, do not always correspond with topoi on visual art. 
Saunders points out that the dichotomy of honorable and dishonorable 
wounds in relation to their position on the body which we fi nd in Greek 
literature is not present on red-fi gure vases of the sixth and fi fth century 
BC because back wounds are not ascribed a negative meaning.66

Against Samama, Evans argues that the display of scars became so-
cially unacceptable in ancient Rome from the Hannibalic War (218–201 
BC) and states that the Romans did not like this kind of exhibition.67 

62 Trajan and his care for the troops, Dio, 68.8.2; L. Rossi, Trajan’s Column and the 
Dacian Wars (London 1971) 152–53.

63 The mural refers to Verg., A. 7.391–404.
64 M. H. Crawford, Roman Republican Coinage (Cambridge 1974) ref. 286/1; the 

Fitzwilliam Museum holds a large collection of coins (116/115 BC) with Sergius Silus on 
them. Photographs are accessible on their website www.fi tzmuseum.cam.ac.uk. On the 
controversy around Sergius Silus, see section IIb. “Religious Offi ces,” in this article. In the 
same context, the one-eyed king Antigonus is only portrayed from the side to prevent his 
disfi gurement from being displayed, Plin. Nat. 7.124; Quint. Inst. 2.13.12.

65 On the wounded corpse of Sarpedon on the Sarpedon Krater (515 BC), see J. Neils, 
“The ‘Unheroic’ Corpse: Re-reading the Sarpedon Krater,” in J. H. Oakley and O. Palagia, 
eds., Athenian Potters and Painters. Volume II (Oxford 2009) 212–19; more generally, see 
C. Marconi, “Images for a Warrior. On a Group of Athenian Vases and their Public,” in C. 
Marconi, ed., Greek Vases: Images, Contexts and Controversies. Proceedings of the Con-
ference Sponsored by the Center for the Ancient Mediterranean at Columbia University, 
23–24 March 2002 (Leiden 2004) esp. 35–36.

66 D. Saunders, “Warriors’ Injuries on Red–fi gure Vases,” Mouseion, Series III, 10 
(2010) 1–21, esp. 6–12.

67 Evans (above, n.22) 90–94.
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Perhaps this was true for the Roman aristocracy, but his conclusion is a 
bit too strongly formulated; as we have seen, men like Marius, Sertorius 
(both fi rst century BC), and Flavus (fi rst century AD) were not ashamed 
of their disfi gurements and became popular (the latter is unknown for 
Flavus). Sertorius did not bother to cover his facial disfi gurement and 
went to public events like the theater, where the people applauded him.68 
Also Plautus’ plays Curculio and Miles Gloriosus, as I have argued, must 
have refl ected a reality (at least during the aftermath of the Hannibalic 
War in the second century BC) of boasting soldiers who displayed their 
war wounds. In accordance with Leigh’s argument,69 we agree that the 
display of scars, or at least the mentioning of them, was a powerful 
means of self-promotion, especially for men with no other credentials 
than their military exploits. In the context of political elections, war 
injuries may have served as valuable identifi ers. The display of scars 
and other physical anomalies were important distinguishing features of 
individuals in the administration, as papyri show.70 I do not, however, 
dismiss Evans’s argument that the display of scars was not in all circum-
stances a guarantee of success. The ideal of an intact body played a sig-
nifi cant role as opponents (socially, politically, or ideologically) used the 
negativity of the mutilated body against veterans. This produced various 
outcomes for injured veterans. Thanks to their war wounds, some (like 
Marius) knew how to accumulate prestige and capitalize on their status 
as battle-scarred veterans. Others (like Sertorius) were less tactful in 
making use of their status as war heroes, which caused great resistance. 
Finally, there were impaired veterans (like Spurius Carvilius) who were 
ashamed and who did not want to run the risk of being humiliated.

The sources we have analyzed so far in this article relate to Roman 
attitudes during the late Republic until the early imperial era. During the 
subsequent centuries the reputation of impaired and disfi gured veterans 
remained subject to discussion. For instance, in the third century AD 
emperors repeatedly confi rmed in response to questions from citizens 
that the recipients of a medical discharge maintained their good repu-
tation (integra fama). This type of discharge was introduced during the 
early Imperial period for soldiers no longer fi t to serve due to a physical 

68 Plu. Sert. 4.3.
69 Leigh (above, n.11) 195–216.
70 Indicative selection of papyri: P.Oxy. 7.1022; P.Mich. 2.121; 5.244; 7.442; P.Tebt. 

2.380; 2.480; literary evidence outside Egypt: Suet. Aug. 65.3; Rhet. Her., 4.63.
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or mental defect.71 We suggest further research should focus on source 
material from late antiquity (third century and later). Then we can inves-
tigate whether there was an evolution in the perception of impaired and 
disfi gured soldiers and what infl uence the introduction of Christianity 
may possibly have had.

II. Chances of Upward Social Mobility

The second part of this paper examines the career prospects that 
impaired and disfi gured veterans had in society. For men of both the 
lower and the higher classes, a successful military career could be a 
springboard to a successful career as a civilian.72 One who received a 
promotion in the army had a considerably greater chance of holding 
a local political or religious offi ce after his resignation. For people of 
the lower classes, the army was often the only way to move up the so-
cial ladder. Also for men from the highest social strata, the army was 
an important part of their career. To access the senate and fi nally the 
highest political offi ce of consul, one had to complete an obligatory 
track of offi ces and functions better known as the cursus honorum. 
One of its early stages was to serve as military tribune in the army. In 
passing through the course’s stadia, politicians became familiar with 
several disciplines: the army, fi nance, administration and organiza-
tional functions, and jurisdiction. In that way, they were prepared to 
eventually hold the highest offi ce of consul. But the question presents 
itself: did impaired and disfi gured soldiers have the same career op-
portunities? In other words, did legal restrictions against practicing 
certain political or religious functions exist for people with a dis-
ability? Or, put more theoretically, when was impairment or even a 
disfi gurement considered as debarring one from practicing a political 
or religious offi ce?

This question is not easily answered because the Romans did not 
have a defi nition of “disabled” or “handicapped.” Instead of starting 
from a general framework and general rules, the Roman legal texts al-
ways deal with concrete examples of physical defects. This is why it is 

71 Cod. Iust., 5.65.1; 12.35.7–8; H. Grassl, “Behinderung und Arbeit,” Eirene 26 
(1989) 52; for an in-depth discussion, see Van Lommel 2013 (above, n.4) 72–73.

72 H. Devijver, “Een sociogram van Tacitus’ en Plinius’ maatschappij,” Kleio 14 
(1984) 121–22.
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not possible to make statements about “impaired and disfi gured vet-
erans” as one group.73 Based on juristic comments and the career of 
some impaired and disfi gured Romans, we can draw several general 
conclusions. First we deal with the career opportunities in politics and 
afterwards we discuss the possible restrictions preventing impaired and 
disfi gured veterans from holding religious offi ce.

IIa. Political Offi ces

As is done in the juristic commentaries, we subdivide according to hand-
icap. The fi rst is blindness. On this matter, the jurist Ulpian is very clear. 
He writes:

The better opinion is for us to say that he can hold the offi ce of magis-
trate which he has already obtained, but should be forbidden to aspire 
to a new one; and this rule has been established by many examples.

(Dig. 3.1.1.5)74

Magistrates who became blind during their term of offi ce were al-
lowed to continue their function, possibly because they were already 
settled into that position and had earned a reputation.75 The term “mag-
istrate” includes many political offi ces, including the whole cursus hon-
orum.76 Thus to soldiers who lost their sight no political career was 
granted.77 Ulpian also states that they were even not allowed to sue in 
court, a considerable civil disability, because they cannot revere the in-
signia of the magistrate.78

Ulpian also mentions explicitly people who became blind in both 
eyes.79 Visually impaired soldiers or soldiers who were blind in one eye 
could still make a career for themselves. Sertorius, for example, lost one 
eye in battle and yet put himself forward for plebeian tribune and lost 
the election in 89/88 BC, but was later appointed praetor in 83 BC. Lucius 

73 M. Ducos, “Penser et surmonter le handicap: les écrits des juristes romains,” in F. 
Collard and E. Samama, eds., Handicaps et sociétés dans l’histoire (Paris 2010) 85.

74 S. P. Scott, tr., The Civil Law I (Cincinnati 1932).
75 On blind magistrates, see De Libero (above, n.38) 77–87.
76 W. Kierdorf, “Magistratus,” Der Kleine Pauly: Lexicon der Antike III (Stuttgart 

1969) 877–81.
77 By way of illustration, four centurions in Caesar’s army became blind and there-

fore could no longer aspire to a political career, Caes. Civ. 3.53.
78 Dig. 3.1.1.5.
79 Caecus utrisque luminibus orbatus (Dig. 3.1.1.5).



 Van Lommel | Heroes and Outcasts   111

Minucius Basilus, former offi cer in Caesar’s army, lost his eye in battle as 
well and held the offi ce of praetor in 45 BC.80

People who limped due to a paralysis or rheumatic pains could also 
hold many offi ces, among which the highest offi ce of senator and even 
princeps senatus.81 The career of Marcus Aemilius Scaurus confi rms 
that the senate was accessible for persons with a mobility handicap. He 
was promoted princeps senatus though he could barely keep himself on 
his feet (tarditas pedum).82 During his term of offi ce, princeps senatus 
was not merely an honorary position, as Rome was engaged in war with 
Mithridates VI of Pontus. In addition, Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was 
closely involved in the War of the Allies (91–88 BC) and supported the 
Italians in their demand for Roman citizenship.83

The praetorship was also accessible, as is proven by Sergius Silus’ 
career. He lost his right hand during the Second Punic War against Han-
nibal. Afterwards, he still participated in various other wars. Pliny notes 
that this was possible because Silus wore an iron prosthesis that was 
attached to his shield. This passage is very interesting because it serves 
as a rare reference to prostheses being used in ancient times.84 During 
the battles Silus suffered several more injuries, which caused his feet 
and left hand to be paralyzed. Eventually, after the war, he was elected 
praetor of Rome (197 BC) despite the various physical defects (debilis 
miles).85

As De Libero suggests, offi ces with a military jurisdiction (cum im-
perio), like consul, were more diffi cult to access for people with an im-
pairment. The ability to ride a horse and wield a sword were important 
criteria.86 To support her argument, De Libero refers to stories in Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus (5.25) and Servius (ad A. 8.646) about Horatius Cocles, 

80 Sertorius: Plu. Sert. 4; 6; App. B Civ. 1.86; Lucius Municius Basilus, App. B Civ. 
2.60: Caes. Gal. 6.29–30; 7.90; Cass. Dio, 43.47.5; De Libero (above, n.13) 188.

81 De Libero (above, n.38) 87–88; Baroin (above, n.9) 57.
82 Cic. Rab. Perd. 7.21; Val. Max., 3.2.18. Until his death (ca. 88 BC) he suffered 

from bad health, Asc., 22C; for debate on his date of death, see P. Tansey, “The Death of 
M. Aemilius Scaurus (“Cos,” 115 B.C.),” Historia 52 (2003) 378–83. 

83 Val. Max. 3.7.8; Plin. Nat. 36.116; R. L. Bates, “’Rex in Senatu’: A Political Biog-
raphy of M. Aemilius Scaurus,” PAPhS 130 (1986) 270–76.

84 On prosthetics in antiquity, see L. J. Bliquez, “Prosthetics in Classical Antiquity: 
Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Prosthetics,” ANRW II, 37.3 (Berlin 1995) 2640–76.

85 Plin. Nat. 7.104–105; Solin., 1.104; Amm. Marc., 25.3.13; 27.10.16; Beagon 
(above, n.17) 111–32; Baroin (above, n.9) 60–62; McCall (above, n.19) 87–91; Evans 
(above, n.22) 81; De Libero (above, n.13) 172–75.

86 De Libero (above, n.13) 186–87.
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who became paralyzed (διὰ τὴν πήρωσιν τῆς βάσεως) and was expelled from 
serving as consul or in any other military function. Remarkably, the loss of 
his eye is not mentioned as an objection to holding offi ces cum imperio.

In addition to De Libero’s argument, it seems the required physical 
fi tness for an offi ce cum imperio was not strictly defi ned but indeed nego-
tiable. A few case studies support this assertion. First, the least convincing 
passus situated in a semi-mythical era is found in Livy. Titus Quinctius 
(fourth century BC) had a successful military career, but he decided to 
resign due to lameness (pes alter ex volnere claudus) and return to his 
estates.87 So far this story confi rms the former hypothesis. Later on he was 
declared commander (imperator) of a cohort.88 The story of Titus Quinc-
tius, however, is not convincing, as he is forced by mutinous soldiers to be 
their commander. A passage in Tacitus (Ann. 13.14.4) about Sextus Afra-
nius Burrus is more conclusive. As head of the Praetorian Guard (prae-
fectus praetorio), Burrus was responsible for the emperor’s safety, since 
he exercised the highest military power in Rome. Nevertheless, Tacitus 
characterizes him as debilis Burrus (“handicapped Burrus”) and having a 
trunca manus (“mutilated or severed hand”). This passage suggests that 
someone with a physical impairment was not necessarily denied access to 
a function cum imperio. Finally, there is Hordeonius Flaccus, who was in 
command of the army in Upper Germany despite being disabled by age 
and lameness (senecta ac debilitate pedum invalidum).89

Contrary to Salazar, who argues that the consulship was inaccessible 
for people with a handicap,90 an explicit ban on practicing an offi ce cum 
imperio for people with a specifi c impairment is not to be found in any 
source. There is, however, talk of the consul Marcus Fabius (and possibly 
the consul Spurius Carvilius Maximus Riga), who voluntarily resigned in 
time of war.91 Thus, whether or not a disability constituted disqualifi ca-
tion for the consulship seems to have been primarily a practical consid-
eration. As long as somebody could fulfi ll his offi ce unhindered, there 

87 Livy 7.39.12.
88 Livy 7.39–42.
89 Tac. Hist. 1.9; Flaccus suffers from acute gout, see Plu. Galb. 18.4.
90 Salazar 2000 (above, n.1) 34.
91 Spurius Carvilius Maximus Ruga possibly stepped down as consul in 228 BC be-

cause he limped heavily due to a war injury. The text says only that he excluded himself 
from public life. There is no explicit mention of his resignation as consul, Cic. Orat. 2.248–
249; Marcus Fabius resigned as consul in 479 BC after he was injured in the war against the 
Etruscans, D. H. 9.13.4; Livy 2.47; Baroin (above, n.9) 56–58.
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was no need to resign. But, of course, when Rome was at war, a consul 
had to be able to discharge his military tasks properly.

Generally speaking, we can suppose the Romans had a pragmatic 
attitude when it came to accessing political offi ces. Ducos convincingly 
argued that the negative symbolism of mutilated bodies did not count. 
On the contrary, Roman jurists seemed to be favorable towards impaired 
(and disfi gured) veterans who wished to start a political career.92

IIb. Religious Offi ces

Was Roman law equally fl exible in regard to the holding of religious of-
fi ces? This was not the case according to an infl uential study by Wissowa 
in 1902.93 He states that priests and other people who were associated 
with religious acts could not show physical defects, because an impure 
body was considered a bad portent (malum omen).94 A mutilated body, 
which was often vaguely referred to as non integrum corpus (Sen., Con. 
4.2) or corporis labe insignitus (Gel. 1.12.3), was regarded as a defi led 
body, according to Wissowa. The statement that bodily impurities were 
systematically excluded from the sacred fi eld is still reiterated by histo-
rians today.95 This is not strange considering that similar regulations are 
found in other ancient cultures. The Greeks, for example, were very cau-
tious about defi lement (in Greek μίασμα) because of physical defects.96 
Also the Jewish tradition gives evidence of the same objections to bodily 
impurities in a religious context,97 as in the following example:

The Lord said to Moses, “Say to Aaron: ‘For the generations to come 
none of your descendants who has a defect may come near to offer the 
food of his God. No man who has any defect may come near: no man 
who is blind or lame, disfi gured or deformed; no man with a crippled 

92 Ducos (above, n.73) 99.
93 His argument is based on four passages: D. H. 2.21.3; Gel. 1.12.3; Sen., Con. 

4.2; Plu. Quaest. Rom. 73 = Mor. 281C; G. Wissowa, Religion und Kultus der Römer 
(München 1902) 421; compare the regulation regarding the physical fi tness of workmen 
involved in the burial procedure in the city of Puteoli, AE 1971, 88.2.6–7.

94 Sen. Con. 4.2.
95 For an extensive bibliography, see M. G. Morgan, “Priests and Physical Fitness,” 

CQ 24 (1974) 137. More recently, Salazar 2000 (above, n.1) 34 states that disablement 
would exclude one from consulship and priesthood.

96 R. Parker, Miasma: Pollution and Purifi cation in Early Greek Religion (Oxford 1983).
97 In reality these restrictions were not strictly observed; see J. Z. Abrams, Judaism 

and Disability: Portrayals in Ancient Texts from the Tanach through the Bavli (Washing-
ton, D.C., 1998) 16–70.
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foot or hand, or who is a hunchback or a dwarf, or who has any eye 
defect, or who has festering or running sores or damaged testicles . . . ’”

(Leviticus, 21.16–24; New International Version)98

According to the sources, such restrictions did not appear to hold among 
the Romans.99 This is proven by an overwhelming number of reports 
of Romans who, despite a physical anomaly, still held a priestly offi ce. 
There are examples of priests with bodies full of scars. Marius, for exam-
ple, used his scars as proof of bravery in order to move as homo novus 
in the highest circles of Rome and hold the offi ce of augur.100 Marcus 
Aemilius Scaurus suffered from serious mobility diffi culties, but it did 
not exclude him from priesthood.101 Certain health conditions, however, 
did apply to the priestly offi ce.

Cicero writes about Quintus Mucius Scaevola, who was an ordained 
augur (129 BC). He remained augur until his death notwithstanding his 
bad health: “Consumed by old age, wasted by disease, crippled, stricken 
in arm and leg, and disabled.”102 But Cicero adds: “[He] displayed the 
strength of his mind.”103 Good mental health thus appears to be im-
portant for the priesthood. Also the sense of hearing and the power of 
speech had to be fl awless. There is an example of L. Caecilius Metellus 
Delmaticus, a pontifex maximus, the highest priestly offi ce, who suf-
fered many months of anguish because he experienced speech problems 

98 Other passages in the Hebrew Bible confi rm the prohibition of impure bodies in 
the temple; see 2 Sam 5.8b; Deut 23.2; Isa 56.3. In captivity the high priest Hyrcanus’ ears 
were bitten off so he could never again assume the offi ce of high priest, J. AJ 15.14–17; 
BJ 1.270.

99 Morgan (above, n.95) 137–141 argues that Wissowa incorrectly generalized 
quotes from ancient authors to apply to all priesthoods. In what follows an analysis of 
sources will result in confi rmation of Morgan’s argument; also C. Baroin (“Le corps du 
prêtre romain dans le culte public: début d’une enquête, ” in L. Bodiou, V. Mehl and M. 
Soria, eds., Corps outragés, corps ravagés de l’Antiquité au Moyen Âge, Culture et société 
médiévales 21 [Turnhout 2011] 291–315) confi rms Morgan’s argument. Beagon (above, 
n.17) 114–18 remains cautious.

100 Sal. Jug. 85.29.30; CIL 11.1831.
101 See above, n.83. Whether Marcus Aemilius Scaurus was augur (E. Badian, “Sul-

la’s augurate,” Arethusa 1 [1968] 26–46), pontifex maximus (M. Geer, “M. Aemilius Scau-
rus (Suetonius Nero ii. 1 and Asconius on Cicero Pro Scauro 1),” CPh 24 [1929] 292–94), 
or both (Bates (above, n.83) 279, is highly debated. Spurius Carvilius limped heavily and 
was augur until his death (212 BC), Cic. Orat. 2.249; Livy 26.23.

102 Confectus senectute, perditus morbo, mancus et membris omnibus captus ac de-
bilis (Cic. Rab. Perd. 7.21).

103 animi vim . . . ostenderet (Cic. Rab. Perd. 7.21).
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while rehearsing the formula for the dedication of the temple to Ops 
Opifera.104 In the same order, Aulus Gellius writes the following about 
the Vestal Virgins: “She must be free too from any impediment in her 
speech, must not have impaired hearing, or be marked by any other 
bodily defect” (Gel. 1.12.3).

Also here we see the emphasis on the importance of a good sense of 
hearing and powers of speech. Both were, of course, important condi-
tions for letting the ceremony pass off fl awlessly, since presiding meant 
to pronounce the prayers correctly and at the right moment.105 This ex-
plains also why priests had to have good mental health.106

Lastly, there is the famous passage in Pliny about Sergius Silus, who 
suffered from various impairments (the loss of his right hand, his feet 
and left hand paralyzed).107 As praetor, he was also responsible for the 
offerings at the Ara Maxima Herculis and he presided over the games for 
Apollo. According to Morgan and Baroin, his colleagues demanded that 
he should be debarred from sacrifi cing.108 Pliny, however, mentions that 
they wished to keep him away from the sacred rite (sacris arceretur),109 
both as active participant and as passive spectator. This broader inter-
pretation indicates his colleagues politically attacked Silus and used the 
complaints concerning the pollution of the cult under false pretences. 
First, Silus was elected praetor, which included the priestly duties, after 
he already had lost his right hand and was paralyzed in his feet and left 
hand. Second, we know he was not forced to step down as praetor, as he 
carried out his duties without a problem.110 Third, it also seems highly 
unlikely that disfi gured people were not allowed to be present at sacrifi -
cial ceremonies, especially in 197 BC, immediately after the Second Punic 
War, when many other Romans would have borne physical marks.111 We 

104 M. G. Morgan (“Metellus pontifex and ops opifera. A note on Pliny Naturalis 
Historia XI, 174,” Phoenix 27 [1973] 35–41) identifi es him as Lucius Caecilius Metellus, 
who was consul from 243 until 221 BC.

105 A. Allély, “Anomalies du langage et de la parole et mutisme à Rome sous la Ré-
publique et le principat. Approches religieuse, politique, sociologique et juridique,” Ken-
tron 20.1–2 (2004) 127–28.

106 Cf. Sen. Con. 4.2.
107 Plin. Nat. 7.104–107.
108 Baroin (above, n.9) 61; Morgan (above, n.95) 139.
109 Plin. Nat 7.105.
110 Livy 32.27.7; 32.31.6; 33.21.9; 33.24.4.
111 There is a consensus that Silus was attacked without legal basis. The most in-

depth study is Beagon (above, n.17) 115–19; see also Laes (above, n.28) 73–75; De Libero 
(above, n.13) 187–90; Baroin (above, n.9) 60–62; Morgan (above, n.95) 139.
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must also recall the one-eyed Sertorius and Lucius Minucius Basilius, 
who became praetor, seemingly without any obstacle. The sources avail-
able do not mention any controversies about their religious tasks despite 
their facial disfi gurement and impairment.

How should we evaluate the statement made by Wissowa? The gen-
eral sayings of ancient authors, on which Wissowa based his writings, in-
dicate one’s physical integrity played a more important part in religious 
offi ces than in political ones. But the concrete examples just referred to 
refute the existence of a general interdiction of physical defects for the 
priesthood. The Romans possibly had a preference for priests with an 
intact body, but that did not always correspond with reality, especially 
since many priests had a military career behind them. In addition, be-
cause of the Romans’ living conditions, there was a high incidence of 
disease and mutilation. It is therefore no coincidence that many Romans 
bore a cognomen referring to a physical defect.112

III. General Conclusion

Generally we can conclude that a great difference existed between, on 
the one hand, the offi cial or juridical view on impaired and disfi gured 
veterans and, on the other hand, the general sociocultural attitude to-
wards impaired and disfi gured veterans. The Roman jurists’ opinion was 
relatively favorable towards impaired soldiers. Many impaired soldiers 
had various opportunities to aspire to a civilian career. The Roman ju-
rists tended to reason pragmatically and come to ad hoc conclusions. 
According to the community model of disability,113 we may conclude 
that a physical impairment was rarely judged as disabling.114 Only when 
a physical defect hindered a veteran fundamentally in his fulfi llment of a 
political or religious offi ce was access not permitted.

112 Morgan (above, n.95) 141; around 44 percent of cognomina refer to a physical 
defect, see Laes (above, n.2) 28 for further references.

113 In the community model, disability is considered a cultural construct in which 
the degree of disablement is determined by one’s ability or disability to fulfi ll the tasks of 
membership in the community; see M. L. Edwards [=M. L. Rose], “Constructions of Phys-
ical Disability in the Ancient Greek World: The Community Concept,” in D. T. Mitchell 
and S. L. Snyder, eds., The Body and Physical Difference: Discourses of Disability (Ann 
Arbor 1997) 35.

114 The modern conception of disability was unknown to the Romans. The distinc-
tion between impairment and disability that most resembles our modern understanding is 
expressed in Latin by vitium and morbus respectively; see Laes (above, n.2) 13–23. 
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From a sociocultural point of view, the future offered but few cer-
tainties for impaired and disfi gured soldiers. They could live their lives as 
heroes, but they could just as well be ridiculed, pitied, and marginalized, 
and thus live their lives on the fringes of society. War injuries contrib-
uted to both positive and negative perceptions. Various factors played a 
part, but veterans did not always have a hand in this matter. Few legal 
restrictions prevented impaired and disfi gured veterans from holding 
a political or religious offi ce. Personal rivalry, however, drove some to 
seize on their opponent’s physical defect as an excuse to discredit his 
reputation and sabotage his professional career. The right network and 
one’s personal attitude and resilience were necessary to survive in the 
competitive and severe Roman society.

My analysis has been based on individual case studies, and its main 
focus is on offi ces held in Rome, as ancient historians tend to give less 
attention to ordinary people’s lives. Its conclusions, however, are also 
extend to veterans aspiring to political and religious offi ces at a lower 
level. In regard to politics, successful military service facilitated career 
prospects, which for most veterans would be on a municipal level.115 It 
is reasonable to assume that a similar lack of restrictions applied to the 
holding of local offi ces. As for religious offi ces, veterans were keen on 
the offi ce of fl amen, for which probably similar rules applied regarding 
one’s physical condition as did for the priesthood in Rome.116 This paper 
has restricted itself to Roman religion. Obviously, many other religions 
were practiced in the Empire for which further research is required both 
diachronically and geographically.117
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115 Devijver (above, n.72) 121–22.
116 Wesch-Klein 2007 (above, n.57) 448.
117 See Abrams (above, n.97); regarding the Egyptian priesthood during the Roman 

period, BGU 4, 1196, 67, records a phyle priest Petaus (ca. 11–10 BC) referred to as χωλός 
(lame); see Laes (above, n.2), 175, n.646.


