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Building a Roman bath for the cameras
Fikret Yegiil with Tristan Couch

with centributicns by Teoman Yalginkaya

Between September 20 and MNovember &, 1998, a team of scholars and specialists built a
small but fuily functional Roman bath at Sardis. The project was conceived and sponsored by
NOVA, the technelegy arm of WGBH Educational Television Nelwork, Each step in the
process was recorded on Blm fur a mini-series. Using the tools and materials availzble in
antiquity, the series aims to duplicate ancient technological feats, Frevious programs imclude
the building of a scaled-down pyramid in Egypt, investigating the kind of awning that covered
the Colosseum, and building a trebuecket, a mediaeval siege-tatapuit.- As a rave example of a
full-scaie re-creation of a Roman bath, the Sardis experiment otcupies a unique nirhe in the
collaboration between classical scholarship and modem media ?

From the lofty position of specialists in Keman baths, NOVAs proposition that the work-
ings of Roman baths are only partly or vaguely understood appears exaggerated. Broadly
speaking, we know perfectly well — or we think we do — how Roman baths were designed,
built, and operated.? Yet, if we disregard the tithe Secrets of Lost Empires and concentrale on
the substance, to dismiss it out of hand might be rather short-sighted. For in desigmng the floor
and wall heating-systems, in assuring that the flues created suflicient draft for the proper
waorking of the furnace, in working out certain construction details, and in manufacturing custom-
made Roman bricks and tiles, we encountercd problems for which our archaeological expertise
had not prepared us: we then had to make difficult, but ultimately instructive, choices based on
our best assumnptions, rather than on published scholarly work,

Relying on a learn of experls and sericus amateuwrs, and balancing academnic knowledge with
traditional skills and commeon sense, the educational aims of NOVA for this project appeared
appropriately public-minded and sensible:

Chur goal in this program is to gain new insights into these and other guestions by filiming a team of
architects, archaeulugists, historians, plumbers and building eng:neers as thev attermpr o construct a
miniature bathhouse near one of the st important archaeological sites in Turkey, We will
chronicle each step in the construction process. As the walls go wp, they will be lined up with tem-
perature and humidity gauges, allow:ng us i obtain precise measurements of the completed bata’s
periormance. Thermographic imaging will show how evenly peat is being disteibuied and ceveal any
areas where turbulenca or blockage accurs. We will measure how much toe. [wond ) must ke borned
to achdeve optimum temperature. In the final scene of the film, our experts will all test how our small
replica measures up by taking a bath just as the Romans would have twia thowsand years ago.?

Linlike the excavation of an ancient structure, which is a reverse interpretative process that
can mask and cbliteraie the very answers it seeks, the re-creation or replication of a model
from its conslituent parts, whether physically or by compuler modeling, could heip us to under-

M. I. Fisher and [t E. Fisher, Mysteries of fosf empives {London 2000).

2 Ibipestimated that about 5-6 million people have watched the HOVA Roman Batn progeam since its hirst
ainng in 1999, All of the programs (Colosseum, yramid, Stonehenge, Inca, Obelisk, Medieval Siege,
Fharnah's Obelisk, Easter Iiland, Roman Bath and China Bridge) aze available on videocassertes, and
cart be ordered through www wghbhoorg,

3 From the vast bibliography | cite only J. DeLaing, "Recent research en Buman baths” JRA © {1988] 11-
32; ead., The Baths of Caracalia in Eome {JRA Suppl. 25, 19%7); ead. and [ E. [chnston {edd.}. Ronrnn
Baths and bathing {JRA Suppl, 37, 1999); A, Farnington, The Romon baths of Lycia (Ankara 1945); P
Ciros, L'architgsiure ramafste val. 1 {Paris 19496} 358-217; 1. Mivlsen, Thermoe of halnea (Aarhus 1990); F,
Yegll, The bath-gymnasiom compler al Sardis {Cambridge, MA 1986); id., "The seall aity bath in
classical antiquity and a reconstruction study of Lucian's "Baths of Hippias’,” ArchCl 31 {1979) 108.
31; id., Baths and bothing i classicel antgrany (New York 1992),

i NOYV A, Memorandum to the Department of Antiquities, Ministoy of Cullure, Republic of Turkey {August
1957,
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