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THE SOUTHERN BATHHOUSE OF ANTIOCHIA HIPPOS  
OF THE DECAPOLIS

Arleta Kowalewska*

Abstract - A distinct bathing tradition was one of the pillars of the Roman civilization. Consequent-
ly, bathhouses were vital components of the urban landscape of any Roman town and the most com-
mon of all the Roman public buildings. The Southern Bathhouse of Antiochia Hippos fully testifies to 
the way of Roman bathing and its popularity in the Eastern provinces of the Empire. Over the course 
of ten seasons of excavations, a craftily constructed and luxurious building was revealed that had once 
served the sanitary as well as the social needs of its visitors. 

Roman Bathing Culture 

Though Roman bathing culture originates in the Greek tradition of washing after exer-
cise, the Romans took bathing to a completely new level, unparalleled before and hardly af-
ter. Beyond their practical purposes, Roman bathhouses were transformed into centers of lei-
sure and pleasure. The luxury of public bathing complexes exceeded that of average homes, 
and so a bathhouse became the place to spend time after work. Almost everyone could go 
there to bathe and to relax. Bathhouses were also the everyday places of entertainment that 
offered a wide range of amusing activities and opportunity for social encounters  1.

The typical Roman bathhouse is characterized by a circuit of halls with changing tem-
peratures – a tepidarium (tepid hall), a caldarium (hot hall), and a frigidarium (cold hall). 
These main halls extended into a series of other spaces, i.e. an apodyterium (changing room), 
a palaestra (exercise court, sometimes equipped with a natatio, swimming pool), and a de-
strictarium/unctorium (hall for application of oils). The halls were heated by means of a hy-
pocaustum, a floor suspended on small pillars (pilae), which makes Roman bathhouses easi-
ly recognizable anywhere in the archeological record  2.

Bathhouses in the Roman East 

In contrast with the West, the Eastern provinces already had developed a type of public 
bathing facilities before the Roman conquest, such as Hellenistic facilities in tholoi with in-
dividual hip-bathtubs. Other institutions of community culture, such as gymnasia, were also 
common. The presence of these facilities made Roman bathhouses less appealing and im-
perative for the local societies of the Roman East. The first Roman-style bathhouses appear 

* The Zinman Institute of Archaeology, University of Haifa.
1)  Fagan 1999, p. 12-39, 75-78; Yegül 1992, p. 17-21, 30; Yegül 2010, p. 11-19.
2)  Nielsen 1990, p. 1-8; Yegül 1992, p. 33-40.
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with the settling of Roman citizens, funded by the State, or as private constructions that 
were a way of demonstrating one’s connection to Roman culture, e.g. the baths in the pal-
aces of Herod the Great  3.

Eventually, the merits of a Roman-style bathhouse, and consequently Roman bathing 
culture, were fully acknowledged by various cultural groups of the Roman East, such as the 
Jews  4. As from the 2nd cent. CE, Roman-style bathhouses were commonly present in cities, 
and soon after even in smaller towns of the East  5. In some instances, the bathhouses were 
adapted by the local societies to suit their cultural requirements, e.g. the bath-gymnasia that 
emerged in Asia Minor  6. In large cities, monumental thermae could be found, which on oc-
casion came close in size and lavishness to the grandest examples from Rome itself, such as 
Bath C in Antioch on the Orontes or the Southern Baths in Bosra  7. Most bathhouses, how-
ever, were smaller and simpler, although these balnea too strived to provide many sensory 
pleasures  8.

The constructional design of bathhouses in the East is ubiquitous with typical Roman 
features including barrel vault ceilings and brick-made hypocaustum. The difference is in the 
use of stone as a primary building material, as opposed to brick and cement in the West  9. 
The local stones were skillfully used in the required design of bathhouses, and magnificent 
constructions were erected, such as barrel vaults in ashlar masonry that spanned spaces of over 
10 m, e.g. in the East Baths of Gerasa or the Museum Baths in Hierapolis  10.

Roman bathing culture grew ever stronger until the moral values of Christianity began 
challenging the lavishness of the custom and its buildings  11. Nevertheless, grand thermae con-
tinued to be constructed as well as small balnea, and bathhouses were often built as part of 
monasteries  12. The majority of bathhouses known from the Roman East are dated to the Byz-
antine Period, while no new bath buildings were being constructed at that time in the West  13.

Many of the bathhouses remained in use into the Early Islamic Period. Sometime dur-
ing the 8th cent. CE a switch was made to the hammam as the public bathing facility; it 
preserved the Roman idea of communal bathing in heated halls, but expressed it with dif-
ferent architecture  14.

3)  Hoss 2012, p. 263; Netzer 1999; Nielsen 1990, p. 96, 117.
4)  For example: «A scholar should not reside in a city where the following ten things are not found: a 

court of justice that imposes flagellation and decrees penalties; a charity fund collected by two and distribut-
ed by three; a Synagogue; public baths; a convenience; a circumciser; a surgeon, a notary; a slaughterer and a 
school-master» (Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 17b). For further information see Eliav 2010.

5)  Hoss 2005, p. 95-96; Nielsen 1990, p. 98. For examples from Upper Galilee see Abu Raya 2013.
6) Yegül 1992, p. 250.
7)  Broise 2002; Yegül 2000, p. 146, 150.
8) Thermae and balnea are two common terms describing a bathing complex in ancient literary sources 

and in epigraphy. Thermae are usually considered to be the bigger and more luxurious establishments, while 
balnea were smaller and simpler neighborhood baths (Nielsen 1990, p. 2; Yegül 2010, p. 48-49).

9) The Roman East is generally characterized by a predominant use of stone as construction material due 
to its natural availability and the long-lasting Hellenistic tradition of stone masonry (Ward-Perkins 1977, p. 
263, 271, 287).

10)  Lancaster 2015, p. 48; Nielsen 1990, p. 99-100.
11) Yegül 1992, p. 314-318; Yegül 2010, p. 201-206.
12) Tzaferis 2014.
13)  Bakirtzis 2008, p. 377, 381; Hoss 2005, p. 96; Nielsen 1990, p. 117-8.
14)  Hoss 2005, p. 96; Nielsen 1990, p. 118; Yegül 1992, p. 339-349; Yegül 2010, p. 181-182.
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Antiochia Hippos of the Decapolis and its Bathhouses

The ancient city of Antiochia Hippos was founded upon the crest of Mount Sussita, two 
kilometers east of the Sea of Galilee in the south-western part of the Golan Heights. It was 
one of the poleis of the Decapolis, a geo-cultural region of ten cities founded by the Se-
leucids that flourished throughout the Roman and the Byzantine periods. As from the year 
2000 the site has been excavated by an international expedition under the direction of the 
Zinman Institute of Archaeology, University of Haifa, Israel  15.

The urban landscape of Hippos included at least two public bathhouses enclosed within 
the city walls (Fig. 1). One was built adjacent to the southern city wall, consequently called 
the Southern Bathhouse. The other was located just south of the decumanus maximus, less 
than 50 m east of the forum. The latter complex has not yet been excavated, but a big pool 
and its water supply system are clearly recognizable on the surface  16. Judging from its cen-
tral location, it might have been the main bathhouse of the city  17. The remains visible on 
the surface can be dated to the Byzantine Period, but it is not possible to tell whether the 
Byzantine construction was its first construction phase.

Recent excavations on the western slope of the saddle ridge, outside the eastern gate of 
the city, brought to light the remains of yet another bathhouse (Fig. 1)  18. The bathhouse was 
probably part of a sanctuary, as indicated by the surrounding structures and finds (a propylae-
um with a bronze mask depicting the god Pan, and a theater). Moreover, the bathhouse was 
situated in the vicinity of the road leading from the shore of the Sea of Galilee towards the 
cities of Syria, and so may have served not only the people of the city, but also travelers and 
the inhabitants of surrounding settlements. 

The Southern Bathhouse 

The Southern Bathhouse was discovered during an investigation of the fortifications of 
the southern city wall in 2005  19, and has been excavated ever since  20. Up until the summer 
of 2018, around 65% of its estimated space has been exposed. 
Location

The bath complex was fitted into, and limited by, the southern slopes of the mountain 
and the shape of the fortifications (Fig. 2), both of which influenced its layout and the shape 
of its halls.

15) The results of the excavations are published in a series of seasonal report monographs, the two-volume 
summary of the 2000-2011 excavation seasons (vol. I – Segal et al. 2014, and vol. II – Eisenberg 2018), and a 
summary of the 2012-2015 seasons (Eisenberg 2016, and Eisenberg, Schuler 2019 forthcoming).

16)  Segal 2014, p. 75; Tsuk 2018, p. 55.
17)  In many cities a bathhouse is to be found adjoining the forum. For examples from the region, see 

Sperber 1998, p. 58.
18)  Excavated up to now is a part of one round hall filled with debris of hypocaustum, containing some 

plastered surfaces, and another hall with remnants of a mosaic floor. Additional halls of substantial size can be 
recognized on the surface.

19)  Segal, Eisenberg 2005, p. 13.
20)  Excavations were carried under the direction of Arthur Segal and Michael Eisenberg (IAA excava-

tion permits: G-34/2005, G-17/2006, G-72/2007, G-25/2008, G-7/2010, G-11/2011, G-16/2012, G-30/2013, 
G-23/2014, G-2/2015, G-19/2016, G-29/2017 and G-38/2018; NPA excavation permits: 1118/05, 1245/06, 
 .(010-18א and 014-17א ,6005/16 ,5113/15 ,4071/14 ,3009/13 ,2793/12 ,2546/11 ,1970/10 ,1636/08 ,1478/07
Excavations of the area were supervised by Ran Abramovitch and Ranin Noufi in the season of 2005, Ranin 
Noufi in 2006-7, Ran Vizen in 2008, Emilia Jastrzębska in 2010-2, and the author in the seasons of 2013-8.
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The main feature of the fortifications in the center of the southern cliffs is the bastion (a 
battery for housing projectiles). The bastion, 50 × 10 m in dimension and solidly built of ba-
salt ashlars, is comprised of four vaulted chambers and two towers (Fig. 3)  21. When the bas-
tion was no longer in use, the space was rearranged, some of the chambers were filled up 
with rubble and cement, and a new complex was erected. The collected evidence points to 
the rebuilding taking place in the 2nd cent. CE.

It was not by chance that the space was reused for the construction of a bathhouse. The 
location of bathhouses facing towards the southwest took advantage of afternoon sunlight all 
year round  22. The belvedere factor was taken into consideration as well by the Roman de-
signers  23. The steep southern slopes of Hippos allowed for both advantages – the sunlight ex-
posure from south and southwest was unobstructed, and the rolling hills descending towards 
the Sea of Galilee provided a pleasant view that enhanced the bathing experience (Fig. 4).

The location was also convenient for the management of water. The water supply sys-
tem to the bathhouse has not yet been excavated; however, it must have been coming off 
the main channel of the aqueduct somewhere around the forum or at some point in the 
course of the decumanus maximus  24. Both of these points were situated significantly above 
the bathhouse and relatively close to it (50-100 m). The drainage was simply opened to the 
steep southern slope through a cavity in the third bastion chamber. It allowed the evacua-
tion of the used water without any additional constructions  25.

Identified Halls

Up to the summer of 2018, eight halls of the complex were identified (Fig. 3). According 
to estimations that take into account other halls that the bathhouse must have had, it extends 
over at least 1050 m2, which makes it a middle-sized complex  26. As the city of Hippos was 
small in dimensions, and consequently not as populous as some other poleis, a bathhouse of 
this size could have had satisfied the needs of all its dwellers  27.

Four of the excavated halls were at some point equipped with a hypocaustum. Halls V 
and VI most probably functioned as caldaria, as they were heated directly. Hall I might have 
been a caldarium as well, but due to its location on the edge of the slope its walls and fur-
nace did not survive. The small Hall III is the only one where hypocaustum was present, but 
could not have been heated directly. At a certain point the hypocaustum of Hall III was de-
molished, and a regular cement floor was constructed on top of the debris and earth filling. 
With or without a functioning heating system, the hall is located between the caldaria and 
the cold part of the bathhouse, so it may be interpreted as a tepidarium.

Three of the halls (IV, VII, and VIII) were used as praefurnia – that is stoking rooms 
with furnaces for the hypocaustum. The furnaces are similar in construction, but the one in 
Hall IV is by far best preserved (Fig. 5). The space where combustion occurred was 0.5 m 
wide, enclosed on both sides by walls 1.5 m high made of small limestone and basalt ash-

21)  Eisenberg 2014, p. 101-111; Eisenberg 2016, p. 8-10.
22)  In accordance to instructions found in the writings of   Vitruvius (De Architectura V.X.1).
23)  Murphy 2012, p. 147.
24)  For the research of the water supply system of Hippos, see Meshel et al. 1996.
25)  Segal 2008, p. 22-25.
26)  Nielsen 1990, p. 105, 114.
27)  If we assume 5 m2 of space per bather, the capacity of the bathhouse at a given time equaled 130 peo-

ple. If we assume that an average visit took 2 hours and that the bathhouse was opened all afternoon, a daily 
capacity equaled between 400 and 600 people.
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Fig. 2. Aerial view of the southern slope with the Southern Bathhouse and the bastion. Note the forum up and 
behind the bathhouse, and other surrounding excavation areas. View towards north

Fig. 3. Photogrammetry of the Southern Bathhouse with excavated halls indicated
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Fig. 4. The vista from above the Southern Bathhouse. View towards south-west

Fig. 5. Hall IV, the furnace for the hypocaustum of Hall VI. Note the construction of the two parallel furnace walls, 
the basalt arch of the wall above them and two symmetrical openings on the sides of the arch. View towards west
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lars. The opening of the wall that is cut into by the furnace is almost a meter wider than 
the furnace itself, and is constructed as an arch of basalt voussoirs. The arch is surrounded 
with limestone ashlars, and on the sides of the opening some ashlars are deliberately miss-
ing in two symmetrical spots. These were possibly meant for pipes leading from the boiler, 
which would be located over the furnace, to the alveus, the communal pool of the caldar-
ium, filled with warm water.

Hall II belonged to the cold part of the bathhouse. Most probably it served as a frigidar-
ium, since in this way the halls of the bathhouse would be arranged in the expected order 
of the circuit. The hall was equipped with a pool 7.2 × 3.2 × 1.2 m, which is a size suitable 
for a piscina – communal pool for a plunge into cold water at the end of the bathing se-
quence. In opposition to the halls with a hypocaustum, the floor of this hall is well preserved. 
The marble and limestone slabs were, for the most part, found in their original place on the 
floor, although they show only the last stage in which the floor was used, after it had been 
repaired many times and was made out of scraps of revetment. Partially preserved as well are 
the brick marble-clad benches that surrounded the hall on all sides (Fig. 6).

Construction Techniques and Materials

The bathhouse is constructed of local building materials – basalt and limestone, laid with 
the ubiquitous techniques of ashlar masonry. Basalt provides solid foundations for all the walls, 
while the lighter and more fragile limestone is used to raise up the walls and span the halls 
with barrel vaults. Though the vaults did not survive, their presence is indicated by a couple 
of trapezoidal stones found in the debris, and a vault collapse pattern noted during the ex-
cavations of Hall V and Hall VI (Fig. 7). Vaults would be an expected solution for the roof-
ing of bathing halls, and in the region they are commonly built of ashlars  28. An impressive 
example can be observed in the reservoir under the forum of Hippos, where the vault sur-
vives in its entirety to this day  29.

The hypocaustum is made of bricks, and employs different types of pillars and construction 
of the suspensura (Figs. 8 and 9). The bottom floor is always made of rectangular bricks/tiles 
20 × 20 cm, 26 × 26 cm, or 30 × 30 cm, which are laid on a leveling of cement and plaster.

The pilae are either circular, square, or formed as rectangular pillars of larger dimensions. 
The large pillars are extremely varied and uneven, measuring from 0.4 × 0.2 m to 2.37 × 0.8 
m. They are adjacent to the walls of the halls, possibly for a better support of the floor in this 
strategic place. In shallow recesses by furnaces, these pillars extend towards the middle of the 
hall as well. The reason for this construction might be the presence of alvei, which might have 
needed a steadier support being heavy with water. We are not able to prove it since the sus-
pensura did not survive even in one place in the bathhouse, and the alvei would be situated 
at least partially on top of it. However, it would be expected for an alveus to be located by 
the furnace (over which a boiler for warming water would be located), and inside a recess  30.

The small pillars were found in the center of all of the halls with hypocaustum. They are 
always spaced 30 cm from one other, as measured from one side of a pillar to the side of 

28)  Lancaster 2015, p. 48.
29)  Mesistrano 2014, p. 158, 161.
30)  Nielsen 1990, p. 157. Examples of construction of alvei in Nysa-Scythopolis can be found in Peleg 

2004, p. 62, and Mazor 1999, p. 297. Similar construction was also observed in the Central Baths in Gerasa 
(Blanke 2015, p. 87).
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another. In Hall III all the known pillars are rectangular, in Hall V they are all circular, and 
in Halls I and VI they are mixed without any pattern, indicating repairs  31.

The pillars rise to a height of around 1.25 m, at which the suspensura was constructed. 
In the debris of the hypocaustum, many pieces of bricks 6 cm thick were found. These were 
the bipedales of the suspensura, which originally measured around 50 × 50 cm. The small dis-
tance of only 30 cm between the pillars indicates that the suspensura was made of bipedales 
supported by the pillars in four corners. In two spots in the bathhouse brick vaults/arches 
were discovered (Fig. 9). This construction was an alternative way of basing the suspensura, 
found in many bathhouses of the region  32.

The basalt walls inside the hypocaustum were tiled with bricks, as attested by many finds 
in situ. Some of the large pillars were also covered with tiles. Above the suspensura, the walls 
carried tubulation. Though long demolished, the great number of tubuli pieces in the debris 
strongly proves its presence in all of the heated halls. The tubuli are slab-made  33 and meas-
ure between 24 × 17 × 12 cm and 30 × 20 × 14 cm. All of them had vents in their side faces 
indicating that they were organized in multiple lines one next to the other, enabling hori-
zontal as well as vertical air flow (Fig. 10a). 

In the northeast corner of Hall VI a number of bricks that carry marks made by a fin-
ger in wet clay has been found. Most of the marks have a ‘K’ shape (Fig. 10c and d). No-
where else in the bathhouse, are similar bricks to be found  34.

Expected Halls and Layout

The heated area is disproportionate to the cold one at the current stage of excavations, 
so it would be expected that some other frigidaria and/or a palaestra will be uncovered. The 
bathhouse of this size should also have at least one apodyterium, which is yet to be identified.

One or two additional cold halls might have been located south of Halls II and III, on 
top of the chamber vaults of the former bastion. The collapse of the vaults, and the poor state 
of preservation of the chambers on the edge of the slope, make it impossible to find trac-
es of the halls. The location of the cold hall east of the heated halls indicates that we should 
look for the missing part of the bathhouse further to the east. Visitors passing through the 
bathhouse would then follow the circuit with a ring or a row route.

Latrinae (public toilets) were often built in the vicinity of bathhouses because of their 
shared drainage, however not necessarily within the bath complex itself   35. The latrinae might 
be located to the north of the Southern Bathhouse, towards the forum. It might have been 
the reason for a double drainage channel that was found under Hall II.

31)  A similar construction of hypocaustum was observed in bathhouses in Nysa-Scythopolis. The South-
ern Bathhouse had rectangular pilae mixed with circular ones, with anomalies by the walls (Peleg 2004, p. 63), 
and the Western Bathhouse had large pillars constructed by the walls, and circular pilae in the middle of heat-
ed halls (Mazor 1999, p. 297). 

32)  For an example from Emmaus-Nicopolis see Gichon 1979, p. 107. For an example from Jerusalem 
see Mazar 2011, p. 53-4. 

33)  For the characteristics of the slab-made type of tubuli see Vriezen, Mulder 1997, p. 330 (on tubuli 
from Gadara) and Reeves, Harvey 2016.

34)  A similar mark was discovered on a roof tile in the cathedral of Pella (Smith et al. 1989, pl. 28). A few 
bricks with similar marks have also been found during the excavations on the saddle-ridge of Hippos.

35)  Nielsen 1990, p. 163.
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Fig. 7. View of the heated halls of the Southern Bathhouse from the northern wall of Hall VI. Note the collapsed 
ashlars in Hall VI and the pattern of collapsed vault in Hall V. Main photo view towards south, side photo towards west

Fig. 6. Hall II. Note the piscina, the benches surrounding the floor (covered with earth bags), the finds 
from the drain under the hall, and the indicated location of L.1973. View towards west
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Fig. 8. Hypocaustum in the south-eastern part of Hall 
VI. View towards east

Fig. 9. Hypocaustum with brick arches supporting 
the suspensura, a. in the western side of Hall VI, view 
towards north, and b. in the western side of Hall V, 

view towards north

Fig. 10. Ceramic building materials found in the Southern Bathhouse
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The Construction Phases 

At least two construction phases can be distinguished in the history of the bathhouse, as 
evidenced by a number of visible alterations. The heated halls underwent a series of repairs 
indicated by the differences in the shape of the pilae, various types of tubuli, and the pres-
ence of marked bricks in one spot only. A major change occurred in Hall III, where the hy-
pocaustum was demolished, and a new concrete floor was constructed. In Hall II an addi-
tional supporting wall was constructed at one point in time.

The latter is the only one that gives a date to the changes/repairs. The narrow space in 
between the two walls (L. 1973) was filled up with debris before being closed off (Fig. 6). 
The fill consisted of a rich assemblage of broken ceramic vessels, including fragments of over 
150 oil lamps. The assemblage can be dated precisely to the middle of the 3rd cent. CE  36.

Decorations

L.1973 produced not only ceramic material useful for dating, but also an indication as 
to the decorations of the bathhouse in its first phase. Amongst the rubbish, pieces of plaster 
were found. One of them is a relief in stucco (B.2943, Fig. 11a) that shows a mythological 
figure clothed in lion skin (Heracles?)  37.

The only other figural art found in the bathhouse are two pieces of statues in white mar-
ble. The first is a fragment of a leg of a muscular body (B.7227, Fig. 11b). The second is a 

36)  Eisenberg, Jastrzębska 2010, p. 47.
37)  Eisenberg 2016, p. 11-13; Erlich 2018.

Fig. 11 a-b) Figural art from the Southern Bathhouse

a) b)
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small fragment of a hand holding a rod (B.5048). Both the fragments do not carry enough 
attributes to recognize the figures they portrayed. The very presence of this kind of art in 
imported stone attests to the influence of the Roman culture and the cosmopolitan connec-
tion of the patrons, and through them, the local inhabitants who frequented the bathhouse  38.

The floors and walls of the bathhouse were covered with revetments of imported marble 
and limestone of many different types, some smooth and some with moldings. The smooth 
slabs measure 140 × 60 cm, as attested by some found in situ in Hall II. The debris of the hy-
pocaustum contains many small pieces of the slabs, the ones that were not considered worth 
removing in later times (Fig. 12). The revetment was held to the walls by means of clamps, 
a number of which have been recovered as well.

38)  Friedland 2003, p. 414.

Fig. 12. Examples of fragments of marble and limestone slabs recovered from the heated halls
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The excavations of the pool of Hall II produced a curiously sculpted piece of limestone, 
a block cut in half on the diagonal by a stepped slope (B.7246, Fig. 6). It was probably a 
decorative water inlet to the pool, which provides another hint as to the interior design of 
the bathhouse.

Evidence of the Function of the Bathhouse

Under the floor of Hall II, a double channel has been partially excavated. It produced a 
substantial number of finds, such as coins, dice, and oil lamps  39. A few dice and coins were 
also found inside the cracks of the floor of Hall II. A highly surprising find from inside the 
lower channel was a modern pull-off beer cap of Tuborg, recovered from the part of the 
channel that was sealed completely with a layer of Roman cement (Fig. 6). Besides giving 
evidence that the channel must be open to the elements at some point further up the hill, 
the beer cap is a proof of social life going on at the site in our times. Similarly, the other 
finds provide a glance into the activities taking place in the bathhouse in its last phase of use.

The high number of coins and dice points to entertainment and social interactions tak-
ing place in the bathhouse. A bathhouse as a social spot for gaming and gambling finds attes-
tations in numerous written sources as well as in field research of other buildings, e.g. Caer-
leon or Augusta Raurica  40.

Some researchers suggest that the study of spatial relations, of the area taken up by pools 
in comparison to the area for benches, indicates consideration for space for socializing. The 
ratio of 50% to 50% has been established as the usual one applied when the bathhouse is 
mainly designed for bathing. A distortion of this ratio is supposed to indicate a consideration 
for non-bathing functions of a bathhouse  41. In the Southern Bathhouse only Hall II has a 
surviving pool that enables proper calculations. The result of 35% to 65% hints at the social 
function of the space already implied by the artifacts.

The drain also produced parts of small ceramic and metal vessels, which may have con-
tained oil used for the Roman way of cleaning and skincare  42. No other objects connected 
to bathing were found anywhere in the bathhouse, although this seems to be the usual case. 
Objects directly related to bathing are rarely found in other bathhouses as well. They were 
either made from perishable materials, or were personal objects taken care of and brought 
back home by the bather  43.

The Chronological Frame

The scarce ceramic material and the observed building techniques date the construction 
of the bathhouse to the 2nd cent. CE. A more precise date is impossible to be obtained. 
A definitely dated event is the rebuilding that took place in mid-3rd cent. CE. The end of 
the use of the bathhouse came soon after, towards the end of the 3rd cent., or at latest at 
the beginning of the 4th cent. CE. The main evidence for the dating are the coins and oil 

39)  Segal 2008, p. 23.
40) Whitmore 2013, p. 3, 140, 185, 229-230.
41)  Revell 2007, p. 234; Janković 2012.
42)  Segal 2008, p. 23.
43) Whitmore 2013, p. 252-254. The best example are finds of strigiles from Pompei; from hundreds of 

finds of this inherent piece of bathing equipment, only a handful came from bathhouses. Most strigiles were 
recovered from cabinets at homes and from shops.
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lamps recovered from the drain, which represent the last stage of the use of the facilities, af-
ter which the drain was not maintained. Additional evidence is given by the pottery from 
the dump in Hall IV  44.

The bathhouse stood abandoned for some time, as indicated by a number of coins from 
the lower part of the debris of the hypocaustum (all dated to the first half of the 4th cent. 
CE)  45, and by a burrow of a small predator excavated inside the debris as well. The decora-
tive marbles, both statuary and revetment, were almost entirely removed.

At some point, the spaces of the bathhouse were converted for housing or industrial pur-
poses (in addition to the already mentioned rubbish dump). The hypocaustum debris was leve-
led and covered with simple plaster and packed-earth floors, which were renewed from time 
to time. The previous openings were equipped with new thresholds, some additional open-
ings were made, and some other simple constructions were put up inside the halls. Halls II 
and III seem to have been reused as they were, except for small additions, such as plastering 
of the walls of the pool. Some repairs of the existing walls occurred (indicated by patches 
of simple mortar and rubble in between ashlars). The dump in Hall IV reached a height of 
over 3 m, with multiple layers of organic and ceramic remains and lime coverings.

The spaces were abandoned again before the final collapse of the vaults, as evidenced by 
an almost total lack of objects in any of the halls. The final collapse is difficult to date due 
to the scarcity of finds, but the use of the halls surely extends far into the Byzantine pe-
riod  46. The collapse might have been caused by the earthquake of 749 CE, which brought 
down a number of other buildings, and constitutes a definite end to the existence of the city.

Summary

Over ten seasons of excavations of the Southern Bathhouse revealed a middle-sized com-
plex designed craftily to fit into the already organized space that had formerly served for mil-
itary defense. Built in the 2nd cent. CE, the sturdy structure was equipped according to the 
general technological advances of the time, and covered with imported stones of the latest 
Imperial fashion. The halls not only overflowed with fresh water, but also provided a similarly 
pleasant view out of the windows. Whatever the reason may be, the coming of the 4th cent. 
CE marked the end to the functioning of the complex, and the space was changed once again.

While many details are yet to be investigated, the whole of the building is an undenia-
ble proof of the splendor of Antiochia Hippos in the Roman Period, and the highlights of 
Pax Romana. Though the physical remains are scant after centuries of destruction and reuse, 
they do offer corroboration for the magnificence of bathhouses presented by literary sourc-
es, such as Statius’ Silvae (I.5): «Begone Toil and Care, as I sing of the Baths bejewelled with 
glistening marbles! … Come, green goddesses, and turn this way your liquid faces. Bind your 
glossy hair with tender clusters, as when you come out of your deep springs and torment 
your Satyr lovers with the sight». The vividly described appeal of the nymphs can be im-
agined without too much effort for the Southern Bathhouse of Antiochia Hippos. 

44)  Segal 2008, p. 23; Berman 2008, p. 146-149. The coins found in the drain date between 198 and 350 
C.E. The dating of the pottery from the dump of Hall IV was obtained from personal communication with 
Mechael Osband, and it closes between the end of the 3rd cent. CE and the beginning of the 4th cent., defi-
nitely predating the earthquake of 363 C.E. that destroyed a number of buildings in the city.

45)  C.10715-10723, C.10727-10728.
46) The date is evidenced by ceramic vessels fragments and coins from the multiple floors, e.g. B.10356, 

B.10788, and C.10759-10761.
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