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Introduction

Silvia Gonzdlez Soutelo

Throughout history, mineral and thermal waters have
been a source of health and a remedy for numerous
ailments and diseases. Before the development of
pharmacology, which occurred essentially from the
mid-20th century onwards, this natural resource was
a fundamental element for all those who, beset by
various illnesses, travelled to the most highly valued
thermal springs in order to undergo various treatments
associated with their waters.

Based on the local population’s empirical knowledge of
their salutary properties, which had both religious and
medical associations, the various types of water present
in these natural springs were identified in accordance
with their temperature, flow, colour, odour or flavour,
which could be used to heal or alleviate certain physical
problems. Given the importance the Romans placed on
these waters in the process of expanding their Empire,
this resource became a highly valued natural asset from
multiple perspectives, including both strategic and
functional considerations.

Indeed, the geology of Italic areas such as Etruria,
Campania or Lazio formed a sort of laboratory in
which the abundance of thermal springs, mainly
hyperthermal, provided a breeding ground for the use
of natural spaces (caves, crevices, pools, etc.), which
were gradually copied and integrated through the
creation of baths used not only for curative purposes
(in the case of mineral-medicinal waters), but which
also played a hygienic, social and cultural role (in the
case of common water) that was easy to replicate in all
settlements during the Roman period.

This is supported, for example, by physician Antyllus
in Oribasius (X, 1, 6 and X, 3, 1) who writes in his first
book on Methods of Treatment and on Natural Mineral Baths
that “regarding the baths, some are composed of fresh
water of poor quality, whilst others are impregnated
with a certain quality and endowed with efficient and
manifest properties (...). The action of natural mineral
baths is far more efficient and energetic than that of
artificial baths. Indeed, there are a large number of types
of mineral waters, determined by the properties of the

”q

soils they pass through (...)"".

! For a more detailed translation and study of this text and other
works of classical authors who dealt with different topics on
thermalism, see the project website www.healingspasinantiquity.

Thanks to this perception, which was shared by classical
authors, the construction of sanctuaries and bathing
houses may well have commenced in an Italian setting.
Indeed, more and more specialised building solutions
and infrastructures would gradually emerge of an
increasingly monumental nature that would spread to
the new provinces that made up the Empire.

In this sense, together with the steady expansion of
hygienic baths, a new model of healing baths appeared
that included spaces for immersion and ablutions,
with pools and/or bathtubs, as well as the use of mud
and pediluvia. The fact is, that from the Roman period
at least, buildings and thermal complexes were built
that made maximum use of these mineral waters, with
attention being paid to the engineering difficulties
involved in capturing those springs, as well as adapting
the baths to the topography of the terrain and the
myriad aspects that could affect these springs.

Gradually, many of these thermal sites would feature
buildings and services that would allow widely varying
settlements to be established around the waters. They
included the construction of authentic spa towns,
as well as individual facilities, dependent on cities or
settlements of diverse nature, where ritual and salutary
functions would play a major role in their layout.

However, much remains to be discovered. Despite
pioneering work addressing the question of these
waters aimed at pinpointing possible differences
between baths with mineral and thermal water, very
little research has been carried out that centres on the
global nature of Roman thermalism, a phenomenon
with numerous aspects that are still unknown to us.

That is the objective of this book. Starting from the
hypothesis that the buildings that employed mineral-
medicinal waters differed from the classic hygienic
baths we all know, it features an interesting collection
of thermal and archaeological sites located throughout
the ancient Roman Empire and which evidence the
complexities involved in their interpretation, reflected

es (in progress). This study on classical sources for the study of
healing spas is also described in S. Gonzalez Soutelo and S. Romano
2023. Sources for the study of ancient thermalism: a new proposal
for editing and translation. MonTL Monografias de Traduccion e
Interpretacion 15: 179-205. DOIL: 10.6035/MonTI1.2023.15.06.
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in the multiple physical and chemical determinants of
these waters.

Indeed, the modern phenomenon of thermalism is that
of a thermal-healing model associated with wellness
spaces that today have spread beyond Europe, standing
directly on sites that are hydrogeologically rich in
thermal mineral waters. Yet in order to discover their
origins and principles, we must go back to the Etruscan,
Hellenistic and Roman worlds to obtain an insight into
the plethora of cultural, social, political and economic
phenomena that allowed this natural therapy to be put
to use.

Furthermore, moving beyond this idea, we consider
that the various baths that were constructed from the
Hellenistic period onwards were essentially an attempt
to imitate the natural sites where these waters emerged
spontaneously and naturally. Consequently, the study
of baths dating back to the Roman period also allows
a far clearer insight into the origin and development
of the various types of thermal and salutary complexes
associated with each type of water. Many of them would
therefore imitate the generation of steam and high
temperatures these buildings were capable of through
the use of boilers and complex hypocaust and heating
systems.

In this sense, this volume addresses various questions
of interest in order to understand this phenomenon. To
what extent does thermalism display differences and
similarities in each of the provinces the Roman Empire
was divided into? What are the specific characteristics
of each territory? Is this a singular or local occurrence,
or can we find elements that are common to all thermal
facilities?

In order to delve deeper into these and other aspects,
this monograph includes a large number of studies,
organised into various sections, featuring some of the
most representative and internationally most studied
sites and the leading specialists in each. Together, we
seek to identify the various construction and functional
solutions for thermal spas through the creation of a
research network into ancient thermalism that provides
a forum for the exchange of ideas and experiences in

this field.

Therefore, and under the generic title Thermal spas
in the Roman Provinces: the role of medicinal mineral
waters across the Empire, and in the awareness that
thermal waters were a much valued natural resource
in antiquity, various authors attempt to respond to a
series of questions that have arisen during the course
of their research:

Addressing adaptation to topographical and geological
conditions, we understand that the bath buildings

that exploited mineral-medicinal waters had to be in
keeping with the places where these waters emerged,
overcoming the challenges of rivers, hills, or filtrations
of different types, which undoubtedly made their
construction difficult, as well as their maintenance
and subsequent study. An exceptional example of
this phenomenon is provided by D. Ku¥an Spalj and
N. Perok from the Museum of VaraZdinske Toplice
(Croatia), in their description of the complex process
of excavation and study of a unique thermal complex,
whose ancient toponym (Aquae Iasae) reflects the value
that has been attributed to these waters since ancient
times. The same is true of the thermal sites of the French
Massif Central, studied by the team of archaeologists
formed by L. Augustin-Rolland, B. Dousteyssier, E.
Fovet, E. Nectoux, G. Rocque and H. Dartevelle. Their
combined efforts constitute an outstanding example
of integration, collaboration and communication,
highlighting exceptional sites and benchmarks in
European thermalism that were in danger of falling
into oblivion.

Likewise, the combination of nature and technical
development during the Roman period is exemplified
perfectly in the thermal site of Baia (Italy), the object
of an in-depth study by M. Nieberle analysing the
construction of one of the most elaborate thermal sites
of entire Empire and a social, cultural, architectural
and economic benchmark of the Roman period, located
in the famous Bay of Naples. This combination is also
reflected in the outstanding examples of adaptation
and preparation of complex collection systems in the
French sites studied by M. Marcatto and S. Gonzélez
Soutelo, which are still in use today at a considerable
number of thermal sites. Further examples in Eastern
Europe and Turkey are presented by G. Fenyes in the
military context of the Roman limes with Aquincum
(Budapest, Hungary) through the origins, singularity
and thermal tradition of one of Europe’s major thermal
spa capitals; or in the architectural and monumental
testimonies in the Anatolian peninsula by A. Yarag
and G. Uskiiplii Akgiil, focused mainly on the western
area of modern-day Turkey, where local and Greco-
Roman traditions come together in a territory with a
longstanding thermal trajectory that extends to the
current day.

Turning to the role Roman spas played in the landscape
(the object of our ongoing RDI project “THERMASCAPE:
El paisaje termal en Hispania. El papel de los recursos
termales en la peninsula Ibérica desde época romana”
PID2022-138809NB-100), the monograph includes
an insight into the site at Bansko (Strumica), an
exceptional thermal building and sanctuary situated
in the countryside of what is today the Republic of
North Macedonia, analysed by V.P. Sekulov, the site
curator. Similar interest can be found in Italy, both in
the research conducted by M. Bassani, at the thermal



site of Montegrotto Terme (Aquae Patavinge, just
outside Padua); and again in Baia (Italy), where the
built and functional entity continued until the Late
Antique period, thanks to G. di Lucca’s fascinating
observations into this Mediterranean site associated
with the city of Cumas; or in the magnificent example
of the Etruscan-Roman sanctuary and healing site
of Bagno Grande in San Casciano dei Bagni, also in
Italy, presented by J. Tabolli and E. Mariotti, which
in the last few years has generated a wealth of new
and valuable information as well as highlighting the
phenomenon of thermalism from the Etruscan period
onwards.

Joining these contributions are the recent results of
archaeological investigations conducted in highly
significant sites such as Aquae Helveticae (Baden,
Switzerland), by the archaeologist A. Schaer, who
offers an intriguing diachronic vision of the thermal
phenomenon in this Central-European spa town. The
same is true of Bagneéres-de-Bigorre in the French
Pyrenees, studied by L. Costa and R. Sabatier,
who address the role of these waters in these high
mountains up until the current day. This same proposal
is posited by the international team comprising T.
Soeiro, S. Gonzdlez Soutelo, H. Bernardo and ]J.
Sampaio regarding the Roman site of Termas de
Sdo Vicente (Penafiel) for the analysis of this spa
within its historical and territorial context (between
the 1st and 5th centuries AD). Similarly, the work of
archaeologist S. Carneiro describes the exceptional

SILVIA GONZALEZ SOUTELO: INTRODUCTION

testimony of the Roman spa of Aquae Flaviae (Chaves)
and its surrounding area, as particularly topical case
studies located within Portuguese territory.

This volume of studies would not be complete without
a small section discussing the role of thermalism in
shaping of the axes of communication in the Roman
period and the role these waters may have played
in the creation, emergence and development of new
settlements in very diverse geographical areas. This
section includes a case study of the Roman province
of Thracia (in present-day Bulgaria), the work of M.
Avramova, who analyses the road network laid out
between some of the main thermal sites in the eastern
part of the Empire. North Africa is also addressed
thanks to the update on research into road layouts and
thermal enclaves in the different African provinces
from P. Zanovello and J. Turchetto.

As has been very briefly set out in this introduction,
together, these examples form a tour of the
Mediterranean that will enable us to begin to trace
a global vision of thermalism from antiquity to the
present day. Looking beyond the more traditional
studies of these sites conducted in previous centuries,
we can observe a change of mentality among
researchers, and the unanimous perception of a new
direction in research addressing this phenomenon, in
keeping with the singularities required by the study of
a natural resource that has been highly valued since
antiquity.



