ROMAN  BATHS
Although their words for the public baths (balneae (smaller structures) and thermae (larger complexes)) are of Greek origin, the baths are in fact one of the Romans’ finest and most original creations. They combined for the first time the sports of the gymnasium, which exercised the body and the thermae which cleansed it. The earliest extant (surviving) public baths are at Pompeii and date from around 100BC. Although public baths were originally intended for the poor, they were soon availed of by all classes.

As aedile in 33BC, one of Marcus Agrippa’s tasks was to supervise the upkeep of the public baths (a census taken revealed 170). To mark his year in office, he generously undertook to pay all entrance fees for the period. Soon afterwards Agrippa built the thermae which bear his name and which were permanently entry-free. Following his example, successive emperors built thermae on the same style – Nero on the Campus Martius, Titus facing the Colosseum and Trajan on the Aventine Hill. By 117AD there were approximately 1000 public baths in Rome. These were state owned but they were leased out to contractors. Adults were charged a modest entry fee while children were admitted free. Sometimes a rich citizen undertook to pay the equivalent of entry fees for a specific period, during which time entry to the baths was entirely free. The baths remained open from noon to dusk. The wealthier classes usually exercised and bathed before the main meal of the day, the cena, at 3pm.
The bathing apartments proper, and beside them the gymnasium and the palaestra, were the centrepiece of a huge quadrilateral complex. Around the periphery, but without access to the baths proper, were arcades containing shops where different tradesmen carried on business. Enclosed within the complex were gardens, promenades (walks), libraries, museums and lecture-halls.

A visit to the baths involved a regular routine. The bather first went to the changing-room, the apodyterium. This apartment had stone benches against the walls. Above the seating there were deep, square holes, as high as a man’s reach, where the bather deposited his clothes. As the apertures could not be closed, a slave was brought for the specific purpose of minding his master’s clothes.

Those who were told not to exercise or who were not in good health visited a small heated room, the laconicum (pl.laconica) for a ‘dry’ bath (like our Turkish bath or sauna) to encourage the sweating process. Those who were younger or healthier worked up a sweat in the gymnasium where exercise took many forms. Trigon was a ball game for three in which the players, each posted at the corners of a triangle, flung the ball to and fro without warning, catching with one hand and throwing with the other. There was also a form of tennis, using the palm of the hand as a racquet. Other games were ‘hop-ball’ and ‘ball against the wall’. Sometimes an enormous ball, filled with earth or flour, was pummelled with the fists. Running, rolling a metal hoop and swinging dumb-bells were activities favoured by women. Both sexes wore a tunic or tights while these games. For wrestling, however, which took place in the palaestra ( a special area in the gymnasium covered in fine sand)  the participants had to strip naked, smear themselves with a mixture of oil or wax to make the skin more supple, then cover this with a thin layer of dust to prevent them slipping through their opponents hands.
All bathers next visited the hot bath, the caldarium. This apartment was round with a domed roof. It was lit by the sun at noon and in the afternoon and was heated by vapour circulating in ducts under the floor and in the walls. Small bathing- boxes were located all around the periphery in which individuals could bathe in private. A giant bronze container of water in the centre of the room was kept hot by the furnace immediately below. Hot water was sprinkled on the bather’s body and a slave removed the sweat and/or the mixture of wax, oil, dust with a strigil, a scraper made of horn or metal. The bather now went to a cooler transit room, the tepidarium, with a marble floor which gradually acclimatised him to the difference in temperature between the caldarium and the frigidarium.

Finally the bather visited the frigidarium. This apartment contained a cold swimming-pool, the piscina (small pool) or natatio (large pool), and was probably too large to be roofed in completely. A plunge in this pool completed the bathing routine.

A furnace, the hypocaust (hypocausis), fired by charcoal, was used to heat the water for the baths and to circulate hot air through cavities under the floor and in the walls. The opening of the furnace was in the praefurnium, a room where slaves stokes the fire. Many baths were divided two separate sections for men and women, each with the essential changing and bathing apartments. Where there was no division, a different time for bathing was fixed for the two sexes. The open-air swimming pool in the larger baths was common to both divisions and both men and women swam in them together. However, women who valued their reputations did not frequent the baths.
Even the Romans themselves admitted that many abuse flourished at the thermae. Many went there to overeat, over drink, or consort with prostitutes. But the baths also brought the Romans great benefits – personal hygiene, physical exercise, art and culture (through the mosaics, frescoes, sculptures, libraries, museums and lecture-halls incorporated in the bathing complex).

The baths offered the Romans an opportunity of reaching the ideal of ‘mens sana in corpore sano’ (a healthy mind in a healthy body). 
Stabian Baths: Wheeler pp.106-107. This is the earliest extant large bath building and dates from the 2nd century BC. Wheeler comments on its ‘untidy and immature plan’.
Hadrian’s Baths at Lepcis Magna:Wheeler pp.108-110. Wheeler comments on its ‘mature and formal plan’ (ie. it is symmetrical). This structure dates from around 126-127AD. Here the cross-vault is used in the frigidarium. It allows the thrust to be concentrated in four corners and for high clerestory windows to be inserted. This variation on the arch was ideal for buildings in which large numbers of people would be gathered as it allowed a good circulatory system to exist. 
Hunting Baths at Lepcis Magna: On the western outskirts of Lepcis Magna are situated the so called ‘Hunting Baths’(Wheeler pp.57-58).  The complex consists of ‘an untidily functional assembly’ of barrel-vaulted, cross-vaulted and domed buildings which housed the various apartments found in public baths – apodyterium, gymnasium, caldarium, tepidarium and frigidarium. The building material is concrete, but there seems to have been no attempt to ornament the exterior with columns or other classical decoration. A wall painting in the main barrel-vaulted hall suggests that the building may have been the property of a guild of hunters who supplied wild animals for the local and Italian amphitheatres. Lepcis Magna may have been one of the collection and shipping points in this important trade. In the mural hunters are seen attacking a leopard named Rapidus (Swifty) while a man is being mauled by a leopard in the background.
The Baths of Caracalla: (Wheeler pp.16-18). The Baths of Caracalla in Rome were dedicated in 216AD. The bathing-complex proper is surrounded by a park-like enclosure which rests on a square sub-structure six metres high and 1330 metres in circumference. This raised area, partly laid out in gardens and containing vaulted underground underground apartments, is surrounded by a wall.

The main entrance is on the northern side. At the southern end is a podium and the reservoirs fed by the Aqua Marcia (aqueduct) as well as a stadium. The two curved projections on the eastern and western sides contained libraries and halls. The ground-plan of the thermae proper was developed from the earlier, smaller baths of the emperors Titus and Trajan. The structure, 220m.x114m. is symmetrical with rooms arranged on either side of a central axis. The three most important rooms in the complex are set next to each other with long sides along this axis.

1. The frigidarium is unroofed.

2. The tepidarium has three cross-vaults with four warm pools in the corner apses.

3. The circular, domed caldarium is 35m. in diameter with seven hot-water pools set between wall-pillars. 

Grouped around the main rooms are side-rooms as well as palaestrae for exercise. The floors of the two open courts were decorated with mosaics of champion boxers and athletes.
