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The house of the Surgeon, conventionally referred to as the Casa del Chirurgo, is situated in Regio VI, insula 1 of Pompeii, just inside of the Herculaneum Gate (Madain Project 2021, Himetop Wikidot 2025). With its location being near one of Pompeii’s entrances it places the building in a zone of high movement. An area often linked with commercial and professional activity in Roman towns (Sheldon 2022). The building itself is one of the earliest buildings that were excavated and identified at Pompeii. The name “House of the surgeon” is derived from the discovery of a collection of bronze and iron medical instruments found during the building's excavations, which led archaeologists to believe that whoever lived in or owned the house may have been a surgeon or physician (Madain project 2021).  
[bookmark: _Int_Q9nSunXb]The house of the surgeon was among the earliest structures to be excavated in Pompeii, with the first excavations happening during the Bourbon excavations in the 18th century. These early investigations prioritised the recovery of portable artefacts from Pompeii rather than working towards documentation and discovery of ancient history, leading to the removal of objects with minimal recording of their spatial context (Sheldon 2022). While this led to the identification of many artefacts, including the medical instruments that would later define the interpretation of the house, it also made for many challenges that later archaeologists would have to face; especially in assessing patterns of use and occupation. Further excavations and surveys attempted to clarify aspects of the buildings construction phases, but much contextual information had already been lost (Madain Project 2021). In terms of preservation, the House of the Surgeon seems to retain a significant portion of its original masonry and foundation plan. Modern conservation efforts have primarily focused on the stabilisation of these structures instead of reconstructing the buildings. Which leaves the house legible as an architectural space yet limited in its ability to provide us with fine behavioural evidence (Interactive dig Pompeii 2003). As a result of this, the interpretations of the house of the surgeon must balance the survival of the building against the constraints imposed by early excavation practises.
The architecture of the House of the Surgeon provides important evidence for understanding the development of domestic buildings in Pompeii and the way space was organised within Roman homes. Unlike some of the larger and more decorative houses in the city, the building has a relatively simple layout, reflecting its early construction date. The house is generally considered to belong to the late Samnite period, making it one of the older surviving residences at Pompeii. Its design preserves features of an earlier style of Roman domestic architecture before later houses became more focused on elaborate decoration and displays of wealth. (Sheldon 2022)
Compared with many other houses in Pompeii, the House of the Surgeon is quite simple in its design. It does not have the large amount of decoration or expensive features that are often seen in the homes of the wealthiest residents. However, this does not mean that the people who lived there were unimportant. Instead, the house shows that homes in Pompeii were built for different purposes and reflected the needs and lifestyles of their owners, rather than all being designed to show wealth and status. (Madain Project 2021)
The House of the Surgeon follows the typical layout of a Roman domus, with an atrium at the centre of the building. This open space was the main part of the house, with the other rooms built around it. The atrium let in light and fresh air, while also providing a space where everyday household activities could take place. This layout shows how Roman homes were designed for both family life and receiving visitors, making the house an important place for social as well as private activities. (Himetop Wikidot 2025, Sheldon 2022)
The material culture found in the House of the Surgeon is the main reason as to why it became such a well-known house in Pompeii, the most important discoveries was a group of bronze medical instruments, including scalpels, forceps, probes and other medical tools that would have likely been used for surgical procedures. These instruments were discovered to be carefully made and are a great example of the high skill level that Roman craftsmen had. Their discovery also suggests that someone connected with medicine may have lived or worked in the house, although this cannot be confirmed. (Sheldon 2022) (Madain project 2021)
The medical tools were not the only objects found during the excavation. Archaeologists also uncovered everyday household items such as pottery, storage jars and parts of the building itself. These finds show that the house itself was firstly a home, even if some form of medical work may have also taken place there. In Roman society it was common for people to live and work in the same building, making it possible that the house was used for both domestic and professional purposes. (Madain project 2021, Himetop Wikidot 2025)
However, even with these discoveries, conclusions cannot be drawn at face value, the main reason for this being that these artefacts were uncovered during early archaeological excavations where methods of recording objects as well as early archaeologists' methods of recovering these artefacts is much different and even destructive when compared to methods used in archaeology today. Because the exact location of some objects was not properly recorded, archaeologists cannot be completely sure how they were used or where they were originally kept. Even so, the collection of medical instruments is one of the largest found at Pompeii and remains an important source of evidence for understanding healthcare and daily life in the Roman world. (Interactive Dig Pompeii, 2003, Sheldon, 2022)

[bookmark: _Int_mcB34f9D]The preservation of the building also allows archaeologists to study how Roman domestic spaces were constructed and adapted over time. Although later changes and the effects of excavation have influenced the surviving remains, the overall plan of the house provides valuable information about early Pompeian architecture. By examining its structure alongside other evidence from the site, archaeologists can better understand how buildings functioned within the urban landscape of Pompeii. (Sheldon 2022, Interactive Dig Pompeii 2003)
The surgical instruments found in the House of the surgeon provide valuable evidence for the level of medical knowledge that existed in the Roman world, as upon inspection many of the tools found at the site were designed for specific tasks, this helps to show that Roman mediecine relied on specialised equipment rather than simpler and general-purpose tools. (Gracco, 2025)
The design of these instruments has also allowed archaeologists to compare them with examples found elsewhere in the Roman Empire. Many are similar in shape to instruments recovered from military hospitals, villas and other urban sites, suggesting that medical equipment followed recognised patterns rather than being individually made for one practitioner. These comparisons help researchers identify the purpose of individual tools and provide a wider picture of how Roman medicine was practised across different parts of the empire. (Gracco 2025, Sheldon 2022)
The House of the Surgeon provides archaeologists an opportunity to learn about how medicine might have been practised in Pompeii and the wider Roman world. Roman doctors treated a large range of different injuries and illnesses using practical knowledge, experience and even ideas and discoveries passed down from earlier Greek medicine. Many treatments often involved surgery or herbal remedies; though there was still a strong belief that the gods and religion had a large influence over health and healing. This meant that medical care often combined scientific approaches with more traditional beliefs rather than relying on just one or the other (Gracco 2025)
Pompeii offers particularly valuable evidence because the eruption of AD 79 preserved buildings and artefacts that would normally have been lost. Medical instruments, wall paintings and written evidence found across the city help archaeologists build a clearer picture of healthcare than is possible at many other Roman sites. Although doctors worked in different settings, there is little evidence for proper hospitals in civilian towns, meaning that treatment was often carried out in homes or small workplaces. The House of the Surgeon reflects this pattern by showing how medical practice could exist within an ordinary domestic building. (Madain Project 2021, Sheldon 2022)

The site of the House of the Surgeon shows the importance of interpreting archaeological evidence carefully, as although the medical instruments strongly suggest a connection with healing and healthcare, there is no evidence or proof as to who exactly owned the instruments or how they were used, therefore archaeologists have to combine the found artefacts with the building's layout excavation records and evidence from other Roman sites before coming up with any conclusions. This demonstrates that understanding the past often depends on looking at different types of evidence together rather than relying on one piece of evidence or discovery. (Interactive Dig Pompeii 2003, Sheldon 2022)
The House of the surgeon also has helped modern day archaeologists develop a better understanding of how medicine fitted into the everyday life of Roman citizens. Rather than showing healthcare as something that took place in a professional setting and separate institution, the House of the Surgeon suggests that medical treatment could be carried out within a normal domestic household. This helps to support the idea that doctors in ancient Rome often worked close to the communities in which they served, with professional and domestic life existing in the same space. (Sheldon 2022, Madain Project 2021)
The architecture of the House of the Surgeon demonstrates that Roman houses were not simply living spaces, but complex environments shaped by social, practical and cultural needs. The building’s early design and preserved layout make it an important example for studying the development of domestic architecture in Pompeii. The House of the Surgeon is valuable not because it answers every question about Roman medicine, but because it provides well preserved evidence that can be compared with discoveries from elsewhere in the Roman world. This allows archaeologists to build a broader picture of medical practice while recognising the limits of what the archaeological record can tell us. (Gracco 2025, Jackson 1988)
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