BATH AND BATHING IN DACIA (1).
CURRENT STATE OF RESEARCH
OF THE BALNEA.

Abstract: Within this paper we publish a critical review of the state of
research on the military bathhouses from Roman Dacia. Moreover, our aim
is to also provide a broader regional survey. It comprises a short discussion
of the history of research, emphasizing the importance of the essential
contributions to the study of military baths in Dacia, as well as the importance
of the regional studies and of the monographs of different archaeological sites.
Therefore, we decided, to review and update our knowledge of the military
bathhouses uncovered in the Dacian provinces. According to the current state
of research, there are 39 balnea recorded, including baths located within the
forts (praetorium), as well as extra muros, in the civilian settlements. Upon
reviewing the evidence, the paper stresses the variety of the military balnea
discovered and points out the differences between legionary and auxiliary
baths, shedding light on some of the local features of these baths.
Keywords: Roman Dacia, limes, fort, balnea, bathing suite.

INTRODUCTION

his article is part of a series dedicated to the Roman baths discovered

on the territory of the Roman province of Dacia (Fig. 1). The series

should tackle the main aspects concerning the architecture and
functioning of these buildings, as well as the phenomenon or solutions
generated by the bathing process itself. This first paper is an overview of the
most relevant data on the archaeological research of the Roman auxiliary
military bathhouses (balnea) in the Dacia province. In addition to these, there
are the Roman baths discovered in certain parts of present-day Romania,
located outside of the former Roman province. The paper also provides an
update on the archaeological research and interpretation of archaeological
data carried out in the last 10 years'. Owing to the massive accumulation of
information over the last decades, an impressive amount of data is previously
available, as well as recently uncovered bathing facilities.

The presence of these buildings in the archaeological repertoire of
discoveries is constant®. There are few examples of structures in Roman
archeology that can be observed from so many different points of view like
the Roman baths®. The typology of bathhouses is quite well-defined, as the
ruins of these complexes are unmistakable in their recurrent elements such
as a specific layout, a varied use of heating solutions and collective immersion
pools*. Although ancient written sources offer a variety of information about

' See TENTEA 2010.

2 DELAINE 1988, 11.

3 NOVOVIC et alii 2019, 24.

4 DELAINE/JOHNSTON 1991, 10 and REBUFFAT 1991, 11.

12

Ovidiu TENTEA

Britta BURKHARDT

DOI: 10.14795/j.v7i3.559
ISSN 2360 - 266X
ISSN-L 2360 - 266X



imperial public baths®, they neglect to mention, or discuss,
life in the baths of the provinces, particularly in the balnea.
Fortunately, several relatively recent publications started
to develop an interest (contrary to a large bulk of former
publications) in the bathing facilities found in the provinces®.
It seems that the study of public baths, such as the imperial
baths of Rome (thermae), or of similar facilities across the
Italian peninsula, are no longer the frontrunners of bath-
studies. Thus, the portrayed growing interest shown for the
genre of balnea, i.e. smaller bathing facilities, commonly
referred to as ‘castellum baths’, ‘limes baths’ or just simply
‘fort baths’ gives us ample reasons to review our knowledge
on this subject regarding Dacia.

HISTORY OF RESEARCH

In recent decades, European research has provided
countless texts and monographs in Roman frontier studies’.
The defense system of Roman Dacia, despite it being
abundantly researched, pertains to several unknown aspects.
The studies have so far focused on the identification of
fortifications, civil settlements and more importantly their
structure, and less so on the actual border and its different
sectors®. As insightfully stated by F. Marcu in his work on
fortsin Dacia, the research of the border system located in the
Dacia province is fragmentary especially because the results
of many archaeological excavations remain unpublished®.

The long line of articles, monographic studies about
Roman forts and the preliminary studies outlining the
results of excavations conducted by Romanian archaeologists
are unquestionably important and usually provide equally
essential information on fort baths. In several cases, though,
all efforts commence in small surface excavations or surveys
in order to corroborate the initial hypothesis of location of
the bath. Archaeological prospects seldomly extend to the
whole extent of a bathhouse. These structures are massive
in both dimensions and depth (due to the heating systems),
have elaborate plans which usually undergo a multitude of
changes and re-buildings, thus it takes considerable time to
disentangle. Furthermore, identifying room functionality
in conjunction with terminological issues also has its
difficulties'®. Customarily, scholars hinge on written accounts
(ancient sources), already established typologies and on the
correlation of room placement and the heating system of the
baths'!. Only few studies take into consideration the finds. In
the past, taking a look at the objects uncovered was mostly
for illustrative purposes. Only recently these are also studied
from a social perspective, the focus being on who used the
baths.”?. Considering the vastly and variety of published
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material regarding the discovery of military baths, we have
decided to list only the major works pertinent to the study of
fort’s baths, which handle the subject in a distinct manner.

The first scientific investigations targeting Roman
bathhouses located in the vicinity of the forts and as well
as in large urban areas were made during the 19" century,
by pioneers of both Transylvanian and Romanian archeology
K. Torma and B. Cserni, G. Téglas, G. Gh. Tocilescu and P.
Polonic. Though the discipline and methods of Roman
archeology developed up to the interwar period, considerable
progress was made after the postwar period, beginning with
the 1950s. N. Gudea was the first researcher who gathered
and reviewed all available information about Roman
bathhouses in Dacia. In 1983, the author provided the first
gazetteer of the Roman bathhouses and other structures
with floor heating, entitled “Verzeichnis der Rémerbdder
und Bauwerke mit Hypokaust- Heizanlagen in Dakien™3. N.
Gudea’s writings published between the years 1970-1990
regarded several auxiliary forts located on the northern
and eastern borders of the Roman limes. The monographic
works included the Inliceni (1979) and Bretcu (1980) forts,
respectively, preliminary reports about the fortifications
from Porolissum (1989) **, Bologa and Buciumi (1997) *°.
All these also represent further valuable contributions to
the study of Roman baths located within or near the forts.
In the ‘90s, following a general incentive resulting in the
development of Roman studies in Romania, various papers
on the different aspects of the Roman fort baths were
published. M. Barbulescu and his team published in 1990
a monographic paper on the legionary fortress baths of
Potaissa, following just three other such articles, published
by Al. Barcacila (1938), P. Popilian (1971) and by M. Tzony
(1980)%. At the same time, we should also keep in mind
authors L. Mirghitan and L. Teposu-Marinescu and their
important studies and preliminary reports published about
the large bathing complex from Micia."’

Despite all the above, defining works treating the
repertoire of fort baths of the province have appeared only
relatively recently. Two studies are to be mentioned here,
distinct due to the fact that they embrace different lines of
investigation, target a large number of sites and theorize
common and local aspects of military bathhouses in Dacia:
P. Huszarik’ s PhD thesis (1999)*® and an essay drafted
by one of the authors of this paper, O. Tentea (2010)%.
The first work remained unfortunately unpublished. The
author provided a general introduction into the study and
architecture of the Roman baths, and a detailed discussion
of 21 military bathhouses located in Dacia, accompanied by
a set of valuable layouts. The second paper covered a more
advanced stage of research, listing 33 bathing facilities and
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addressing aspects related to the identification of different
bathing areas, bath-prototypes and the placement of fort
baths.

Of a more recent date are two large monographs
concerning the small bath found in the fort of Cioroiu Nou
and the legionary fortress baths of Potaissa. The research
methodology, as well as the scientific discourse of these
two works were defined by the research tendencies of the
last decades and by concepts trending in the European
archaeology. D. Bondoc’s book about the fort baths of
Cioroiu Nou, published in 2015, comprises the results of the
fully researched facility, including an analysis of the artefacts
and a discussion of several social aspects regarding the use
of baths.? The second publication, drafted by M. Birbulescu
and several other collaborators, is an in-depth monograph
regarding the legionary fortress baths of Potaissa. Published
in 2019, it comprises the results of excavations performed
in 1993, and 1995-2008 presenting the architecture of the
baths, located in the praetentura dextra of the legionary
fortress (namely the palaestra, the A-B-C-D edifices, the
baths themselves and other installations pertaining to the
bath), and also the archaeological material discovered (3116
recorded finds) with comments, illustrations and several
catalogues of the discovered items®. It’'s a staple work
regarding Roman Dacia, with no precedent.

THE FORT BATHHOUSES

The role and existence of these buildings are linked
to the military environment and vary from the perspective
of their environment (public, private, military, civilian
etc). Taking into account the sectors of the Roman frontier
system in Dacia?, it becomes evident how topographical
features or the role played by a certain location or military
base along the Dacian limes defines our knowledge of frontier
bathhouses also, allowing us to interpret these structure
differently®®. The research of provincial baths in Roman
Dacia, as mentioned, began in the mid-19* century, differing
in publication from one region to another, the picture being
rather fragmentary®. Specific limes segments characterized
by extended and thorough research, like the western and
northern sectors, provided ample data regarding the fort
baths as well. On the other hand, we have certain frontier
segments where extensive research is yet to be undertaken,
i.e. the eastern segment®, or conversely, regions where the
field investigations came to an early standstill (segments of
the Alutan or Transalutan limes)?® and thus the accumulation
of data has stagnated.

There are several aspects to consider when mapping
the baths in Roman Dacia. We often have cases in which, old
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and new sources, as well as systematic surveys, confirmed
the existence of at least one bathhouse (balnea) in the area of
the vicus: Mehadia (Caras-Severin) ¥/, Tibiscum/Jupa (Caras-
Severin) %, Bologa (Cluj)?°, Certiae/Romita -Brusturi (Silaj)*°,
Calugireni (Mures)®*, Odorheiu Secuiesc (Harghita)®,
Inlaceni (Harghita) %, Bretcu (Covasna) **, Hoghiz (Bragov)*,
Boita (Sibiu)®*®, Radicinesti (Valcea)®*, Arutela/Bivolari
(Valcea)®, Praetorium I/Copiceni (Valcea)®, Slaveni (Olt)*,
Voinesti (Arges)*!, Rucar (Arges)*?, Sapata de Jos (Arges)*.
We also have several forts located in the interior of the
province, with balnea discovered at Bumbesti-Jiu “Vartop”
(Gorj)**, Bumbesti-Jiu “Gard” (Gorj)*, Citunele (Gorj)*,
Cioroiu Nou (Dolj) *’.

The fort baths which had a short period of functioning
under Trajan, being abandoned at the latest under Hadrian,
fall into a special category.*® They were built by the armies
of Moesia Inferior to the south-east of Dacia, which today
corresponds to the area stretching over northwest Muntenia
(Greater Wallachia)*: Malaiesti (Prahova)®®, Targsoru-
Vechi (Prahova)®™, Pietroasele (Buzidu)®®> and Voinesti®.
The bathhouse and the fort from Pietroasele ought to be
discussed separately, as the dating of the fort is uncertain
and was the subject matter of several studies. The fort was
initially dated to the 4% century®* but recent studies proved
the contrary. Based on the epigraphic analysis C.C. Petolescu
set its construction to the beginning of the 3" century.”
Another recent analysis of the CBM discoveries (found also
in the baths) showed that the fortification was probably
built in the first decades of the 3™ century.”® Analyzing all
hypotheses, the author of the most recent article on the
baths, Monica Margineanu-Carstoiu, believes that the dating
of the fortification is certain, but the beginnings of the baths
are possibly related to the existence of another fortification,
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established earlier then the 3 century, that has not been yet
identified*.

Concerning the eastern limes, as mentioned earlier,
we only have incomplete data. Beside the baths mentioned
above, investigations have been carried out at Brincovenesti
(Mures), Sarateni (Mures), and Sanpaul (Harghita),
indicating the location of a possible bath in the vicus®.
Last but not least, the separate area of Dobrogea provided
research with additional important bathing sites: Histria®’,
Dinogetia®, Noviodunum®, Capidava®, Durostorum®, but
information is limited regarding the thermae of Murighiol,
Camena or Tomis, only attested by inscriptions®. It should
be mentioned though, that the Roman fortifications of
the Danube sector, in particular those west and north of
Dobrogea, belonged to another province®.

Moreover, auxiliary forts equipped with multiple
bathing facilities illustrate another remarkably interesting
category of balnea in Dacia. The bathing areas are all located
usually within the vicus, asis the case of Drobeta (two or three
separate areas for bathing and interaction)®®, Micia (bathing
complex with three baths and another possible facility)®” and
Arcobadara/llisua (two or more baths)®. Additionally, the
bath complex discovered at Buridava/Stolniceni (Valcea)®®
also belongs to this category. Particular are the cases where
a bath has been identified in the vicus militaris, and another
bathing complex/ building inside the praetorium of the
auxiliary fort: Tibiscum/(Caras-Severin)”, Buciumi (Silaj)™,
Porolissum/Moigrad (Silaj)”?, Ilisua (Bistrita-Nasiud)™,
possibly Hoghiz™ and Cumidava/Rasnov (Brasov)™.

In a few cases, we have data regarding a possible
bathhouse located inside the fort, mostly in the fort interior
or praetorium area Tibiscum/Jupa (Caras-Severin)’®, Buciumi
(Salaj)”, Tihau (Salaj)™®, Caseiu (Cluj)”™, Orheiul Bistritei
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(Bistrita-Nasaud)®®, Ilisua (Bistrita-Nasaud )%, Cumidava/
Rasnov (Brasov)®?, Campulung-Jidova (Arges)®, Drajna de
Sus (Prahova)® and probably Gildu (Cluj)®*. The cases of
Cioroiu Nou and Potaissa/Turda represent a separate group
of fort-interior baths, considering that both are associated
with legionary troops (legio VII Claudia and V Macedonica),
although the former belongs with all certainty to the
category of balnea.

The research regarding this subject exemplifies how
hard it is to identify a bath or facility located inside a fort.
Often, even though there are heated rooms, maybe even
remains of water pipes, the presence of water basins is
undoubtedly the only indicator, apart from instrumentum
balnei finds, that we are dealing with a bathhouse. The
difficulties of identifying these bathing areas cannot be
overlooked. The problem must be approached from the
perspective of the layout of the Roman houses, given that
the praetorium itself is the commander’s house. A possible
connection between the Roman dwellings of the Republic
and the development of the first Roman baths is essential
to the problem. The balnearium baths of the early Roman
households consisted of two or three rooms lined up on an
axis, located in the proximity of a heat source, usually the
kitchen or attached directly to the kitchen®. This trend is
also observed in the praetoria of Dacia: the bathing area is
located closer to the private quarters reserved for the family
(heated rooms), but especially in the vicinity of a heat source:
a kitchen or a metal recycling workshop. The most pertinent
example is the praetorium from Caseiu. A reinterpretation of
the available data showed that it incorporates a bath located
near the kitchen area, situated perpendicular to the south
wing, where the family’s private quarters were located. Based
on the archaeological reports, the authors of the excavations
concluded that the praetorium consists of four zones with
distinct destinations arranged around the inner courtyard®’.
The entire wing on which the mentioned areas are placed
has heating installations, and it is exactly here that we may
locate the bathing facility too: on the wing of the heated
spaces, near the heated rooms reserved for the family, in the
immediate proximity of the kitchen. As observed by Anne
Johnson, while reviewing the praetoria of the forts located in
the western provinces (Britannia and Germania), the bathing
area or bath suite inside the forts are smaller, with rooms
for hot and cold bathing. Larger bathing facilities placed in
the praetentura or retentura were built later during the 3w
century®®. A good example for the latter is the case of the
fortress baths of the legionary fort of Potaissa as well as the
balneum of Cioroiu Nou. Additionally, all praetoria bathing
suite in Dacia are routinely dated to the 3" century®.
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The continuity in the concept of fort baths throughout
the period of Roman occupation demonstrates that there
was no considerable increase in the frequency of the baths
located near auxiliary forts, but they represented a constant
aspect of the Roman culture in the province. The possible
differences, which existed between auxiliary and legionary
fortress baths in Dacia, are and can only be showcased by
the findings of the imposing legionary fortress baths of
Potaissa (singular site). D. Zienkiewicz together with P.
Bidwell launched the hypothesis that legionary fortress
bathhouses represent a separate stage of the development
of the typical Roman bath: these are the prototypes of the
great imperial baths from Rome®. These are located inside
the fortifications, cover a relatively large area and have
the bathing spaces arranged linearly and represent true
monumental structures®. The differences between the two
types of military bathhouses (legionary and auxiliary fort
baths) are related to the whole formation process of the
Roman bath. According to Louise Revell, it is obvious that
the architects had different priorities when composing the
plan of the auxiliary baths compared to the those located in
legionary fortresses™. These differences are illustrated by the
dimensions of the building, architectural elaboration, the
complexity of layout®, the number of rooms, the presence of
one or more bathing circuits®, of one or a couple of principle
bathing areas accompanied by a secondary suite of adjacent
rooms, providing a more complex range of activities®.

Nonetheless, contrary to earlier beliefs, upon
reviewing a few auxiliary military baths adapted to civil
use like the example of Drobeta, Micia, and Buridava, we
can conclude that the hypothesis regarding the difference
in the attitude of the Roman authorities towards the needs
of the legionary soldiers, who were Roman citizens and the
auxiliary soldiers, non-citizens, has its limitations. Among
the differences registered between the legionary baths and
the auxiliary baths, the most important seems to be their
location, namely the legionary baths (thermae legionis) were
built inside the fort® and were free of charge, whilst the
baths to which the auxiliary soldiers had access to (balnea)
were built outside of the fort, and bathing (presumably for
civilians) was possible by paying a toll*’.

In the neighboring province of Moesia, scholars
argue that baths appear usually within a military and civil
settlement predominantly in the 3"-4" century when
urbanization reached high level in the province®; we see
transference of models from Roman soldiers to the civilians,
an indication of the profitable relationship between the

GUDEA 19978, 58-59; ISAC et alii 1994, 44; GAZDAC/ISAC 2007, 22; ISAC
et alii 1994, 60, MATEI-POPESCU/DUMITRESCU 2018, 24; PROTASE
2007, 100, GAZDAC et alii 2011, 30-41.
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BARBULESCU et alii 2019, 15-17. see for a discussion of forts inside
legionary camps and complete list.

7 See discussion on how baths were a business or investment in HOOS 2018,
52-53.
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fort and the vicus®. The presence of these bath buildings -
which are true examples of the Roman imperial bath model
- in the canabae type settlements demonstrate that this
model (thermae) is successfully integrated in the province.
Obviously, this reality does not apply in the case of Dacia, the
two provinces have different constitution and administrative
structures. While the baths in Moesia Superior are included
in the category of civil baths, in Dacia, a frontier province,
the involvement of the army in the organization and control
of the province is strongly felt. This is demonstrated by the
fact that in the province of Dacia we do not have examples
of imposing bathing structures integrated in ‘palaces™® such
as Mediana, Nerodimlje and Scupi in Upper Moesia, the
only monumental bath associated with an elite residence are
baths of the praetorium consularis in Apulum and those at
the praetorium procuratoris at Ulpia Traiana Sarmizegetusa.
The majority of baths in Dacia are modest and relatively
early'® structures, built during the 2" century and after in
the first half of the 3" century. They are located in the vici
beside the forts, or in the praetoria of the auxiliary forts. The
single legionary fortress baths identified are situated inside
the fort'®, contrary to the legionary military bases of Moesia
Superior, which are located on the territory of the canabae®.

In conclusion, the widespread models of fortress
baths, similarly to other provinces, are showcased by ample
examples in Dacia. Broadly speaking, we can conclude that
the baths of the auxiliary troops in Dacia are simple buildings,
with a number of rooms reserved for pools with water for
bathing and as we found, the areas reserved for collective
interaction are few in number, but still present. The variety
of the military balneum genre is evident, it incorporates
examples pertaining to private and public social spheres,
servicing small to large groups of people, as shown above.
In a few cases the elaboration or extension of the simple,
functional bath model is linked to the larger settlements and
‘economic centers’ characterized by a greater flow of people.
Multiple baths or elaborated layouts of baths develop in
these areas and the most pertinent examples being Drobeta,
Micia, and Buridava, but also Boita. These facilities provide a
more complex range of activities.
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