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Public and Private Bathing in Late Antique 
North Africa. Changing Habits 

in a Changing Society?

Sadi Maréchal

Introduction
Early studies on Roman baths present Late Antiquity as a period of decline, in which large 
imperial thermae were no longer built and the elite preferred to invest in private baths in their 
sumptuous villas (Brödner 1983: 257–264; Heinz 1983: 122–123). Indeed, the archaeological and 
epigraphic evidence found on the Italian peninsula show a clear decrease in building activities 
from the fourth century A.D. onwards (Ward-Perkins 1984: 148; Nielsen 1990: 57). This evolution 
has often been linked to the political changes and new economic realities of Late Antiquity, 
such as the higher taxation resting on the shoulders of the curiales. In the Roman West, the 
emperor limited munifi cence to his city of residence, while the urban elite ceased to invest in 
public infrastructures as a result of new career paths that bypassed civic duties (Wickham 2005: 
596–597). Thus, a loss of interest in building and maintaining public baths could be seen as clear 
evidence for a changed relationship between the elite and the city (or even the state) during Late 
Antiquity (Yegül 1992: 321). However, a specifi c type of bathhouse in North Africa seems to 
challenge the idea that private euergetism in the form of public bath construction disappeared 
altogether. Several examples of fairly substantial baths visibly situated within private houses, 
but with independent street entrances, have been identifi ed and dated to the fourth century A.D. 
Additionally, a number of extra-urban villas had similar large bathhouses that could be accessed 
from the outside. This changed form of euergetism could point to a signifi cant cultural shift in 
the Late Antique North African context, possibly refl ecting a change in status of secular public 
buildings, and even of urban topography more generally. The architecture of these Late Antique 
semi-private baths also questions some generalizing assumptions that persist about Late Antique 
bathing, especially concerning the size of the heated section and the size of the pools.

Late Antique Baths: A Private Affair?
One of the most deep-rooted ideas about baths in Late Antiquity pertains to the disappearance 
of publicly accessible bathhouses in favour of private baths. This paradigm infl uenced research 
in all the provinces of the Roman Empire, including North Africa (Thébert 2003: 415–418), 
without much attention to divergent historic trajectories of the separate regions. The idea behind 
this ‘privatization’ of bathing habits is linked to the theory that sees Late Antique houses as a 
refl ection of a more hierarchized society in which members of the elite retreated from public 
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Figure 1: Schematized plan of Cuicul with the location of the baths (after Leschi 1953: general plan).

Symbols for Figures 2–7
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Figure 2: The baths of the House of Europe in Cuicul (after Blanchard-Lemée 1975: fi g. 49).
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life (Thébert 1987: 380); or incorporated public functions within their own homes, albeit in an 
architectural context that refl ected a growing social gap between patron and client (Ellis 1988: 
571–575). This theory concerning the increasing seclusion of the urban elite, associated with 
the model of the Late Antique house, has come under recent scrutiny (Bowes 2010), and the 
appearance of a type of semi-private, semi-public bathhouse as part of the large domus in some 
North African cities calls for a re-examination of the alleged ‘privatization of bathing habits’.

First of all, we should remember that there was no obvious increase in the number of private 
baths found in urban contexts during Late Antiquity. In fact, the total number of private baths 
in North Africa is rather low (Thébert 2003: 363–365; Ghiotto 2003: 227; de Haan 2010: 
339–356), and their geographic distribution is uneven (Bowes 2010: 52-54). In Thamugadi 
(Timgad, Algeria), all the private baths (i.e. baths that were only accessible from the interior 
of the house) were built during the High Empire (Thébert 2003: 228–254). The same can be 
said for the private baths in Cuicul (Djemila, Algeria – Thébert 2003: 194–203) and Carthage 
(Tunis, Tunisia – Rossiter 2009). At the turn of the third and fourth centuries, however, a new 
type of semi-private, semi-public bath seems to have been introduced. If we take the city of 
Cuicul as an example (Fig. 1), we can observe that at least three large houses were equipped 
with a private bathhouse in Late Antiquity. However, the construction date of these baths could 
only be deduced from the mosaics (Blanchard-Lemée 1975: 93, 151, 164). In the House of 
Europe (Fig. 2), a newly built bathhouse was added during the fourth century A.D. covering 
roughly one third of the ground fl oor (Blanchard-Lemée 1975: 140–151). In the same century, 
the House of the Donkey (Fig. 3) also acquired a bathhouse, embellished with splendid mosaics 
(Blanchard-Lemée 1975: 29–100), and the small east baths of the House of Castorius (Fig. 4) 
were added at an unknown date in Late Antiquity and partially encroached upon an important 
road leading up to the Severan Forum (Blanchard-Lemée 1975: 161–165). Similar semi-private 
baths have also been found in Volubilis (Wālila, Morocco) at the House of Venus (Thouvenot 
1958: 49–63), the House of the Works of Hercules (Thouvenot 1948: 80–100), the House of the 
Nereids (Étienne 1960: 102–103), the House of the Sundial (Étienne 1960: 100–101), and the 
House of Orpheus (Thouvenot 1941: 52–60); all of which featured baths with a separate street 
access. In these cases, most of the baths seem to have been later additions, but unfortunately, 
the date of their construction cannot be pinpointed. As some of the houses themselves were 
constructed in the third century, it is possible that the baths were constructed at the end of that 
century or at the beginning of the following century (Thébert 2003: 272, 280–283; Carucci 2007: 
204, 211). The important thing to notice with all these bathhouses is that they had a separate 
street entrance, enabling people to enter the baths without passing through the house. In the 
House of Europe and the House of the Donkey in Cuicul, and the House of Venus in Volubilis; 
these street entrances were quite eye-catching thanks to protruding walls or porticos (Thébert 
2003: 282). The rather large surface area of these baths in comparison to the entire ground fl oor 
further supports the idea that they were not only used by the inhabitants of the house, but also 
by outsiders (de Haan 2010: 129). 

The same trend can be observed in the baths of extra-urban villas. Recent comparative research 
in Italy has demonstrated that there was no substantial increase in the number of villa baths 
during the Late Antique period. For the region of Latium, a survey of some 384 sites found only 
one confi rmed example of a bathhouse constructed in Late Antiquity; and of the 69 villas with 
a private bath, most had their baths added during the second or third century A.D. (Marzano 
2007: 435). The dataset of North African villa-baths in Nathalie de Haan’s work shows similar 
results, as only seven of the 60 villa baths identifi ed by the author could be dated to the fourth 
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Figure 3: The baths of the House of the Donkey in Cuicul (after Blanchard-Lemée 1978: 24, fi g. 4).

century or later (de Haan 2010: 339–356). The fourth-century baths of Sidi Ghrib in Tunisia 
(Ennabli 1986) (Fig. 5) and the late fourth-century baths of Oued Athmenia in Algeria (Poulle 
1878; Alquier and Alquier 1930) (Fig. 6) are the most well known examples. Although these 
villa baths have sometimes been presented as an entirely different category in comparison to 
the private baths in an urban context (Thébert 2003: 364), scholars have recently argued that the 
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rural villas may well fi t within the same broad architectural evolution that infl uenced the urban 
domus (Bowes 2010: 94–95). The architecture of both types of private houses had to refl ect the 
wealth and prestige of the owner as a statement of power in an ever-growing social competition. 
The North African examples, but also the villa baths in Sicily such as the early fourth-century 
Villa del Casale in Piazza Armerina (Pensabene 2010), had separate entrances to the outside, 
enabling bathers to enter the baths without passing through the house. The elaborate decorative 
schemes in these bath suites – with mosaics depicting hunting scenes, bathing and other otium-
related topics (Poulle 1878: 448–449; Wilson 1983: 17–23; Ennabli 1986: 32–33) – also seem 
to have carried messages of social hierarchy and power intended for a larger clientele than just 
the masters of the house.

Competing for Bathers
As described above, the private bath suite of an urban domus or of a rural villa could be accessible 
to a wider public. But to whom were these baths accessible and why did the owners of the house 
make such an important investment? To begin, the baths may have been accessible only for a 
select target group of which the owner was obviously a member. For example, one can think 
of baths for collegia or simply for the friends or clientes of a patron (Leone 2007: 58; de Haan 
2010: 130). The existence of specifi c baths just for collegia has been proposed (Thébert 1991), 
but is still debated. Some scholars have also argued that operating a bathhouse could have 
had a direct fi nancial benefi t (Nielsen 1990: 124). However, this seems unlikely as we should 
remember that the operating costs of baths, including water supply, fuel consumption, and staff 
fees, must have been quite high (Nielsen 1990: 122–124). The main reason for building and 
operating a bathhouse was therefore more about social prestige and charming fellow citizens, 
rather than making good money (Fagan 1999: 165–170). By building the baths inside their own 
home, the wealthy proprietors could tie fellow citizens living in the neighbourhood even closer 
to their familia. The Late Antique juridical sources confi rm that such semi-private baths were 
indeed accessible to the people. In Justinian’s Digests (Digesta 32, 35, 3), a wealthy citizen of 
Tibur (Tivoli, Italy) granted in his will, free access to the baths adjoining his house to fellow 
citizens. Furthermore, a different juridical case study judged that if the baths of a house had 
been opened to the public, there should be a direct access between the baths and the houses in 
order for the baths to be recognized as an integral part of that house (Digesta 32, 91, 4). The 
custom of inviting clients, colleagues and friends to one’s private bathhouse, was a tradition that 
had existed since Republican times, and is well attested by the literary evidence (de Haan 2010: 
119–140; Trümper 2014: 210). However, opening up the private baths to the entire neighbourhood, 
or surrounding settlement in the case of villa baths, reveals a new relationship between the 
wealthy patron, his surroundings, and his fellow citizens. Instead of an increasing seclusion 
from society and a privatization of property, an important area of the private space was made 
‘public’ by inviting fellow citizens into the domus, and thus, also into the political entourage 
of the proprietor. In Late Antique urban contexts, such attempts to tie a certain neighbourhood 
to the familia of a wealthy patron have also been recognized by the closing off of streets, and 
new private constructions protruding onto public space (Christie 2006: 224; Gering 2010: 94).

This type of semi-private bath may well have continued the tradition of the elite offering 
baths to the community, be it in a slightly different form. However, if the private baths were to 
be opened to a larger public, they would have to be bigger and better equipped. If we look at the 
location of the Late Antique semi-private baths in the urban fabric of Cuicul (Fig. 1), we notice 
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Figure 4: The baths of the House of Castorius in Cuicul (after Blanchard-Lemée 1975, fi g. 62).

they were located along important traffi c arteries, but also that they avoided the catchment area 
of the large south baths, which were still in use in the fourth century (Blanchard-Lemée 1975: 
233–234). The smaller privately owned baths had then to rely on providing a more intimate 
bathing experience, complete with special facilities and quality services in order to out-edge 
the competition of public baths, and especially, rivalling private baths (Fagan 1999: 126–127), 
as more bathers could mean more political support for the patron. Convincing these bathers 
with luxurious decoration, such as fi ne mosaics and colourful marbles, was one way to go (e.g. 
Cuicul, the baths of the House of the Donkey – Carucci 2007: 139) (Fig. 3); but offering more 
space and more rooms to create a bath that could rival the services of a public bath was even 
better (e.g. Cuicul, the baths of the House of Europe) (Fig. 2). Thus, by elaborating the two 
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main functional elements of a Roman-style bathhouse, the heating system and the pools, wealthy 
patrons could build attractive baths to impress fellow citizens. 

Late Antique, but Still Hot
The heated section was a fundamental aspect of any Roman style bathhouse. For the Romans, 
bathing involved some basic elements: sweating out the bad bodily fl uids, relaxing the body in 
warm water, rubbing away the fi lth, and strengthening the body in cold water (Blonski 2014: 
233–238). Therefore, it should not come as a surprise that the Late Antique, semi-private baths 
had at least one heated room, one warm water pool, and one cold water pool (Figs. 2, 3, 4). For 
the examples cited above, the heated section might seem quite small, but it is still proportionate 
to the entire bathhouse. In fact, the relatively small size of the heated rooms is a well-known 
regional characteristic of North African bathhouses (Nielsen 1990: 94; Yegül 1992: 409; Thébert 
2003: 326), possibly due to the abundant year-round sunshine and the high temperatures in 
the summer months. The limited surface covered by the heated section, which has often been 
mentioned as a characteristic of Late Antique baths due to fuel shortage (Nielsen 1990: 124; 
Stasolla 2002: 70), could instead be seen as a mere continuation of a North African tradition. 
Some semi-private baths wanted to offer something more than the usual caldarium/tepidarium 
combination and were thus equipped with additional heated rooms, possibly a sudatorium or a 
second caldarium, e.g. the baths of the House North of the Capitolium in Thamugadi (Timgad, 
Algeria – Ballu 1916: 240–241). The fact that additional heated rooms were constructed when 
the baths could have functioned perfectly with only two or three of these, suggests that the 
patrons deliberately opted for better-equipped baths. Furthermore, elaborate heated sections, 
which can also be identifi ed in the villa baths at Sidi Ghrib (Fig. 5) or Oued Athmenia (Fig. 6), 
do not seem to point to a general lack of fuel in Late Antique North African contexts.

Small Pools for Great Comfort
Besides the heated section, the pools were the other key element of a Roman-style bathhouse, 
as the size and the decoration of these pools often indicated the social standing of the bathhouse 
(Manderscheid 1996: 110–113). One of the main attractions of the large imperial thermae was 
the open-air swimming pool (natatio) and the variety of heated pools. Thus, the appearance of 
small pools in Late Antique baths – often only large enough to accommodate one person at a 
time – was considered an unmistakable sign of the decline of the bathing culture. It would be 
tempting to interpret these small pools as the personal pools of the rich proprietor, who may 
have underlined his higher social status in this way. However, not every communal pool seems 
to have been accompanied by a single-person pool. Furthermore, some of the more luxurious 
semi-private baths did not have single-person pools, e.g. the baths of the House of Venus in 
Cuicul. Therefore, several alternative explanations can be put forward to explain the introduction 
of these small pools.

The most popular theory explains the small size of these pools as the result of a breakdown 
of the water supply systems during Late Antiquity, as the destruction of aqueducts obliged baths 
to depend solely on wells or rainwater, resulting in a direct reduction in the size of the pools 
(Nielsen 1990: 116). However, it can be observed that most of the small pools in the North African 
examples were added to the total number of pools rather than replacing larger communal pools. 
This is the case for the villa baths of Oued Athmenia (Fig. 6) and the baths of Sidi Ghrib (Fig. 
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Figure 5: The baths in Sidi Ghrib (after Ennabli 1986: 3, plan).

5) mentioned above, but also for the smaller semi-private baths, such as the early fourth-century 
baths in the House of Asclepeia in Althiburos (Henchir Medeina, Tunisia – Ennaïfer 1976: 88–92) 
as well as the fourth-century baths in Henchir Safi a in Tunisia (Lassus 1959) (Fig. 7). It is also 
interesting to note that in some cases a small pool was added to the original Imperial-period 
ground plan, as in the Winter Baths of Thuburbo Maius (Henchir Kasbat, Tunisia – Drappier 
1920). The frigidarium of these third century public baths was equipped with an oval single-
person pool during a restoration phase (Drappier 1920: 60). This addition was dated to the fi fth 
century by an inscription that commemorated the restoration of the baths and mentioned the 
pool in particular (Thébert 2003: 496, nr. 52). In the Late Antique phase of the Large Baths in 
Sufetula, possibly commemorated by an inscription dated to the early fourth century (Duval 
1989, nr. 33), the eastern frigidarium was remodelled by constructing two piscinae: one large 
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Figure 6: The baths at Oued Athmenia (after Poulle 1878: pl. XIX).

communal and one small individual (Thébert 2003: 154–155, 600, plates L2–3). This evidence 
from both private and public baths shows that the small pools actually added an extra volume 
of water to the total pool capacity, necessitating a higher water supply. 

A second theory proposes that the smaller pools were constructed to refl ect new Christian 
morals, aiming to avoid close bodily contact within the bathhouse (Yegül 1992: 461, note 88; 
Stassola 2002: 70). The individual pools would hence allow Christian bathers to take a bath in 
a pious manner, without being tempted by carnal pleasures. René Ginouvès (1955: 148–149) 
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already dismissed such a theory, which was based primarily on the interpretation of early Christian 
literature, as the Christian critique was mainly pointed towards mixed bathing (male with female) 
and intended for ascetics (also Synek 1998: 232–234). Furthermore, the introduction of this type 
of smaller pool did not occur alongside the removal of the communal pools (see above). What 
would be the point of taking your heated bath in an individual pool out of piety if you had to 
take the cold one in the communal piscina afterwards, or vice versa? As the alternation of a hot 
and a cold pool formed the core of the bathing habit, it is unlikely that one of the two would 
be skipped. Even if a puritan Christian belief infl uenced the layout of some baths, especially 
baths near a baptistery or in a monastery (Volpe et al. 2007: 233–253), they do not seem to have 
shaped the overall architecture of bathhouses. Indeed, the baths of basilica 2 in Sufetula (Duval 
1971: 304–309) seem to have been built on the command of the local bishop in the late fi fth 
century. Even if these baths were located next to a large church, they were equipped with both 
communal and single-person pools. More recently, Janet DeLaine wondered whether the small 
pools could have had a religious function, much as the miqveh had had for the Jewish religion 
(DeLaine 2006: 340). The problem here is that such a use would be very diffi cult to prove 
archaeologically. Some literary evidence, however, suggests that Christian baptism sometimes 
took place within a public bathhouse (Maréchal 2015). The small single-person pools would 
seem a perfect place for the catechumens to be baptised. 

René Ginouvès proposed a slightly different theory in which the small pools would have 
been the result of an evolution in the tastes of the bathers (Ginouvès 1955: 150). Smaller baths 
would have facilitated the use of different types of water or water of a different temperature. 
The idea could have been picked up at the thermal baths, which used several smaller baths to 
cure the sick (Ginouvès 1955: 150). The water in small pools would also have been easier to 
refresh (Bouet 2003: 292). Chemical analysis of the calcareous deposits on the bottom of the 
different pools in the thermal baths at Jebel Oust (Tunisia) indeed confi rmed that the different 
pools were fi lled with water of different temperatures (Broise and Curie 2014). Furthermore, 
similar analysis of the small pools in the Late Antique baths of Kôm el-Dikka in Alexandria 
(Egypt) showed similar results (Koɫątaj 1992: 75). We have here an undisputable proof that at 
least some of the small pools served a specifi c temperature-related function, whether they helped 
with specifi c medical treatments or simply offered more bathing experiences. 

If we consider the North African evidence, we can remark that several of these small pools 
are to be found in the frigidarium, in the caldarium or in the fi rst heated room of a retrograde 
bathing route. The location of such a washbasin for personal ablutions reminds us of the labrum 
in the Republican and early Imperial baths. The heated basin might have replaced the labrum as a 
feature for personal ablutions (Maréchal 2015). Perhaps then, the small pools in the caldaria and 
frigidaria of Late Antique baths could be interpreted as the successor of the labrum, fulfi lling a 
similar function. It is striking that in the semi-private baths of Henchir Safi a (Fig. 7), the small 
pool in the cold section of the baths was fi lled with heated water, just as some labra had been 
(Nielsen 1990: 158). Furthermore, most of these small pools did not have outlets, meaning they 
had to rely on the principle of overfl ow. This points to a continuous water supply (Garbrecht 
and Manderscheid 1994: 72), just as had been the case for the labra. In fact, the small pools at 
the start of the heated section could simply have been the exit-tepidarium pools that started to 
appear in the fi rst half of the second century A.D. As most of the baths were of the row type, 
with a retrograde route (Thébert 2003: 353–355), the small pool stood at the beginning, but also 
at the end of the bathing route. These pools could then be used after a visit to the caldarium. It 
is probably not a coincidence that the exit-tepidarium pools start to appear at a time when the 
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Figure 7: The baths in Henchir Safi a (after Lassus 1959, general plan).

schola labri disappear in the layout of the baths (Nielsen 1990: 158). The presence of such exit-
tepidarium pools is not only attested in public baths, such as the Baths of Basilica 2 in Sufetula, 
but also in the semi-private baths, e.g. the baths of the House of Asclepeia in Althiburos and 
the villa baths in Sidi Ghrib (Fig. 5). 

To summarize, the single-person pools found in public, private, and semi-private Late 
Antique baths cannot be explained by one single theory. For the semi-private baths in North 
Africa, it seems that the addition of small pools was often a deliberate choice, necessitating an 
extra volume of water. They could also offer the bathers an additional service, such as a more 
varied or more personal bathing experience. Therefore, for the rich proprietors of semi-private 
baths, impressing the bathers with extra luxuries must have been worth the extra investment.

Concluding Remarks
Bathing habits in North Africa were far from extinguished in Late Antiquity. Not only is there 
growing evidence for continued use and limited new construction of public bathhouses (Leone 
2007: 86–87, 90–93, 143–144), the semi-private baths found in some large North African houses 
also reveal that some kind of private euergetism continued to be channelled towards bathing. It 
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is remarkable then that, at least during the fourth century, the local elite still invested in secular 
public infrastructure, and not solely in church building and private residences. By offering 
fellow citizens access to their private baths, the North African elite may well have tried to tie 
sections of the society to their familia. It is probably not a coincidence that this trend seems 
strongest in fourth-century North Africa, where the curia was still functioning and accession to 
the local city council (hence the need to rally the support of the people) was still an important 
step in any political career (Lepelley 1979: 299–310; Carrié 2005: 293–294). The increasing 
competitiveness between an ever-growing number of wealthy citizens – a direct consequence 
of the political reforms of Diocletian and Constantine (Kelly 2004: 147) – might explain why 
families now built publicly accessible baths inside their own houses, as this enabled a more direct 
link between the familia and the public service on offer. The more luxurious the baths were and 
the better equipped, the more respectable the proprietor would look in the eyes of the people. 
The construction of a semi-public bathhouse can thus be seen within the larger framework of 
an increasing concentration of wealth and power.

The appearance of these semi-private baths is also important for the debate about the evolution 
of the Late Antique house in general. Making the private baths accessible to a larger public 
contradicts the paradigms that stress a growing privatisation of the house and an increasing 
seclusion of the elite from public life (Thébert 1987). The proprietors of these houses actually 
made an important (fi nancial) effort to link the local community to the familia. Hence, the 
construction of semi-private baths fi ts within the theory that sees Late Antique houses refl ecting 
a more intimate relationship between owners and guests, also recognized by the presence of 
new audience halls and dining rooms (Bowes 2010: 55). Furthermore, it supports the idea that 
some aspects of public life were absorbed into the private residences (Ellis 1988: 571), even 
if one should remember that some public baths were still in use, possibly as late as the sixth 
century (Leone 2003: 239–279).

The fact that some publicly accessible baths were no longer freestanding buildings, but part 
of a house, also had an impact on larger issues of urbanism. The bathhouse – an important social 
hub within a neighbourhood – was now located inside the house of a wealthy citizen. Houses 
that lay along an important traffi c artery, which often featured a branch of the aqueduct and/or 
a sewer, and further from a large public bath, were probably more suited to be equipped with 
a semi-public bath. The location of these semi-public baths could then result in the creation of 
new patterns of movement within the city.

Architectural trends identifi ed in these semi-private baths also allow us to question some of 
the general ideas that persist about Late Antique baths. In the case of the North African baths, 
the small heated section should be seen as a direct continuation of a regional trend, rather 
than interpreted as the result of fuel shortage. Furthermore, the construction of small pools 
does not necessarily imply the decline of the water supply network. In at least some cases, 
the construction of an individual tub seems a deliberate choice, possibly to offer the bathers a 
more personalized bathing experience. Thus, the addition of a single-person pool could increase 
the facilities on offer, which could possibly attract more bathers. By attracting more bathers, 
the rich proprietors could then expand their sphere of infl uence in the local community at the 
expense of their political rivals.

Department of Archaeology, Ghent University
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