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ABSTRACT  

Using and Reusing the Monumental Past in the Late Antique 

Mediterranean West, 300-600 

Douglas R. Underwood 

 

Scholarship on late antique cities has largely conceptualized them as singular entities, 

either decaying or transitioning as Roman imperial power and economic structures shifted. 

Improved archaeological data from urban sites, accompanied by a number of broad synthetic 

studies, now allow for fresh exploration of the details of urbanism in this transformative era. 

This study examines the ways that a select group of public buildings were used and reused in 

the Mediterranean West between 300 and 600 CE. This examination is primarily carried out 

through the collection of a broad catalogue of archaeological evidence (supplemented with 

epigraphic and literary testimony) for the constructions, work projects, abandonments and 

reuses of key public monuments across the Western Mediterranean region—principally Italy, 

southern Gaul, Spain, and North Africa west of Cyrenaica. This broad survey is augmented 

with case studies on select cities. Such an analysis of the late antique histories of baths, 

aqueducts, and spectacle buildings (theaters, amphitheaters, and circuses) shows that each of 

the building types had a distinct history and that public monuments were not a unitary group. 

It also reveals unexpectedly few regional trends, suggesting that these histories were broadly 

common across the West. Further, this study shows that each building type was reused 

differently, both in terms of purposes and chronology. Finally, by considering economic, 

technological, cultural and legal factors affecting patterns of use, abandonment and reuse, this 

study establishes that the primary cause for the transformations to public building was largely 

a change in euergetistic practices in late antiquity. Cities with access to imperial or other 

governmental patronage used and maintained their public monuments longer than those 

without. Together these observations demonstrate the complexities of urban change in this 

period and prove that the idea of a single pattern of decline in late antique cities is no longer 

tenable. 
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PROLOGUE 
 

“Since you, when on the staff of the Praefect, have learned the principles of 

statesmanship, we are sure that you will agree with us that cities are the chief ornament of 

human society. Let the wild beasts live in fields and woods: men ought to draw together 

into cities. […] Let the cities then return to their old splendor. […] To stroll through the 

Forum, […] to go to the baths with one's acquaintances, to indulge in the friendly 

emulation of the banquet—these are the proper employments of a Roman noble.” 1  

 

This letter, written by Cassiodorus on behalf of the King of the Ostrogoths Athalaric in 

the 520s and addressed to the vir spectabilis Severus, lays out a law intended to force certain 

possessores and curiales in south Italy to return to their cities and to “furnish to the cities their 

proper adornment of citizens.”2 The fact that such a command was necessary in sixth century 

Italy shows the strains on social structure and the apparatus of city governance that had existed 

under the Roman empire, where local elites largely governed their own cities. More 

importantly, this letter shows that for Cassiodorus, and ostensibly for the leadership of the 

Ostrogothic state for whom he writes, the city remained a defining feature of culture, of 

Romanitas. Yet, because he felt that he had to assert his view, it also shows that the idea of the 

city as central to society had become contentious by this time. 

 But what had happened to cities in the centuries leading up to Athalaric? What did 

they look like in the sixth century and how had they changed from their earlier forms? 

Cassiodorus’ letter hints that cities began to lose their splendor as the possessores and curiales 

fled. Yet sources from the fourth century present a more positive picture: Ammianus 

Marcellinus remarks on how Rome maintained much of the glory of her earlier monuments; 

Ausonius praises the wonders of the great cities of the empire; and Libanius admires the public 

amenities of Antioch.3 These all suggest that the period between the fourth and sixth centuries 

was one of substantial change. However, using literary sources understand physical changes 

can be problematic for reasons like authorial perspective or bias, exaggeration and literary 

topoi. We are better served by turning to other forms of evidence—particularly the 

archaeological—to understand these transitions. 

 

                                                        
1 Cassiod. Var. 8.31 (trans. Hodgkin, emphasis added). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Amm. Marc. 16; Auson. Ordo nob. urb.; Lib. Or. 11. 



 

 2 

STATEMENT OF RESEARCH QUESTION 
 

The public buildings of the Roman city (defined here as buildings intended for use by 

the entire urban population) included—but were not confined to—walls, temples, baths, 

theaters, markets, circuses, aqueducts and fountains. This study sets out to understand what 

happened to such major imperial public monuments in late antique cities, in terms of their 

continued use, maintenance and repair works, disuse and reuse. It will trace the history of a 

selection of these buildings (water structures and spectacle buildings) across the Western 

Mediterranean over the period 300-600 CE in order to determine how cities in late antiquity 

approached and managed their architectural heritage and urban infrastructure from the early 

empire.  

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

This study deliberately adopts the methodology of a metasurvey, which looks at the 

published data for late antique public buildings in cities across the Western empire. It seeks to 

establish macro-scale, super-regional patterns for the evolution of these structures over the 

period 300-600. This methodology stands in contrast to a micro-scale study of a region or a 

few cities, which would have different and complementary strengths, chiefly the capacity to 

analyze a much smaller data set in greater depth and with attention to more, and more detailed, 

contexts. However, the broad trends established by looking across provincial and regional 

boundaries serve as adequate justification for a metasurvey approach.  

There are several limitations of such an approach that must be acknowledged. First, it 

relies on the availability and accuracy of published data. This study chiefly draws from a few 

major regional and monument studies or reports on individual sites. In order to compensate for 

the inherent dangers of relying on too few sources, some of which are themselves surveys, 

every effort has been made to critically read and compare as many sources of data as feasible 

(in light of limited funding and travel opportunities).4 Fortunately, the research for this study 

was carried out at a time when online repositories were beginning to flourish as a source for 

good scholarship, especially self-archived material.  

                                                        
4 While not strictly necessary for a metasurvey, little of this research was directly carried out in the field. During the 

writing of this thesis, I did participate in an excavation studying the late antique phases at Ostia (For the 
preliminary report, see Lavan 2012. The full report is forthcoming) and visited a number of sites around the 
Mediterranean, which were each helpful in their own particular ways.  
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The second limitation is a loss of depth in the story being told, at the expense of broad 

trends and developments. The minutiae of the archaeological record for each building are 

mostly left aside, except when they are very clearly relevant to the issue at hand. Some of this 

detail will be found in the appendices, but some of it, which is often lacking in the reports that 

were consulted, is not.5 This constraint is reduced through the addition of eight case studies 

(one for each of four regions in each of the body chapters) to look at the development of 

individual cities in some greater detail.  

While an archaeological approach to these buildings holds many advantages over a 

textual study, there are still limitations to the evidence available in terms of chronology (see 

Chapter 2.2.1 for further discussion). Even in ideal circumstances, archaeological data often 

only provide a terminus post quem or a terminus ante quem for the continued use or disuse of a 

building. The limitations of establishing a chronology by these elements is recognized and 

particular problems of this sort are noted in the text. To help minimize these dating issues, this 

study utilizes half-century dating periods (simplified to centuries for visual readability in 

charts and maps), which are broad enough to reflect the uncertainty in dating, but narrow 

enough to show the broad trends for these buildings. Further, many buildings have completely 

disappeared, or were excavated before more refined methods were available, can only be dated 

with historical evidence. While this study mainly relies on archaeological evidence, it 

incorporates both epigraphic and literary texts.  

 

BUILDING SELECTION 

This study will concentrate on two main categories of early imperial public building in 

the late antique city: water structures (baths and aqueducts) and spectacle buildings (theaters, 

amphitheaters and circuses). This selection of building types incorporates the most common 

categories of Roman urban public monuments. Moreover, baths, aqueducts, amphitheaters, 

theaters and circuses were all buildings that were fundamentally Roman—integrated deeply 

into Roman culture and society and present in a vast majority of Roman towns. They are also 

sufficiently diverse in use and design to allow general trends to emerge transcending those 

affecting individual building types and cultural activities.  

This selection of buildings obviously leaves aside a number of other important public 

buildings. Streets and fora are omitted, as they are conceptually a space rather than a building. 

                                                        
5 I recognize, of course, the danger in accepting a single interpretation of the (often vague and imprecise) 

archaeological record. However, the nature of a metasurvey requires some detail to be sacrificed in order to 
build a synoptic view. I have made every effort to avoid this trap by consulting as many interpretations (and 
criticisms) of the data as has been feasible. 
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Macella, nymphaea, monumental arches, basilicas and curiae, libraries, latrines and porticoes 

have been left out largely for pragmatic issues of time and space to allow a broader focus on 

the buildings selected. There are also a few public buildings that were never particularly 

common in the West, like stadia and odeia, which are not covered here. 

There is one other very common type of public monument that will not be covered 

systematically here—religious public buildings. There are three reasons for this exclusion. The 

first is that religious space has a different character than the secular public space of the baths, 

or entertainment buildings.6 Second, temples are the only type of public structure that was 

explicitly denied public funding by law. This means that they could not have had the same 

gradual development in benefaction as other public buildings, even if there is considerable 

evidence for their continued use and reuse after the fourth century. Finally, modern scholarship 

on temples interferes with the knowledge of their late antique phases more significantly than 

other buildings. A strong narrative has dominated the field until quite recently where the rise 

of Christianity was a natural progression and temples generally met a “violent and early end.”7 

It is now becoming clear that very few temples met a violent end and the process of the decline 

of traditional religious buildings was complex and varied.8 While temples would theoretically 

be an intriguing addition to the story of reuse in late antique cities, they are different enough 

from the other kinds of buildings studied here to justify exclusion.  

 

BOUNDS OF THE STUDY 

The present study adopts the chronological endpoints of 300 CE and 600 CE. These 

dates are selected without reference to major historical events in order to tell a story with 

archaeological trends and without the excessive influence of historically derived dates. While 

this is an arguably short ‘late antiquity’, these boundaries allow a clear focus on the research 

question of what happened archaeologically to public monuments in that time. The year 300 is 

a good starting point, as the great majority of early imperial public buildings in the Western 

empire collected for this study (93%) were built before the end of the third century. And by the 

year 600, very few of the buildings in this study were still being used for their original 

purposes. The story of these buildings after this point becomes one exclusively of reuse and 

that has already been told in part.9 Therefore, the period 300 to 600 is one of significant 

                                                        
6 These categories are never as clear-cut as we would like, as there are numerous temples associated with theaters 

(Hanson 1959, or Laurence et al. 2011, ch. 9) and the religious overtones of certain thermal bath complexes 
(like at Bath) are clear.  

7 Lavan 2011, xix-xx. 
8 See, for example, Foschia 2009; Sweetman 2010; Lavan and Mulryan 2011; Leone 2013. 
9 Greenhalgh 1989; Greenhalgh 2009; Greenhalgh 2012. 
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transitions for public buildings—it is largely after they were already built, but before all lost 

their original function. 

Geographically, this study is focused exclusively on the Mediterranean West. As a 

constant background is necessary to compare the variations within individual building types, 

areas beyond approximately 450 km from the shores of the Mediterranean have been excluded 

from this study (Figure 1.1). This distance serves as a reasonable, approximate limit for a 

certain kind of city and ensures that the cities in the study share common economic and 

cultural links based on the Mediterranean. As a result, Britain, North Gaul and Germany and 

the Atlantic coast of the Iberian Peninsula are not included. The history of urbanism and public 

architecture in those regions was in some respects different, although no claim is made here to 

define two completely distinct cultural provinces. The eastern boundary for this study runs 

down the Adriatic to the Gulf of Sidra. The areas north of the Alps have also been excluded 

from the study area, as the mountains provide a reasonably geographic boundary.  

 

 
Figure P.1: Study Regions in Shaded, Calculated as Points 450 km from the Shores of the Mediterranean (map: public domain) 

 

STRUCTURE 

The thesis begins with a brief historical introduction (Chapter 1) to the period in 

question. It continues with a more detailed introduction to the late antique city (Chapter 2), 

which lays out the state of research for this field. Each of the Chapters 3 and 4 focuses on one 
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building category, primarily charting the late antique evidence for continued building, 

maintenance, disuse and abandonment in each region. Each chapter includes four case studies, 

(one for each region) as well as a final brief discussion of the overall trends and causes 

relevant to the particular building type. Chapter 5 focuses on the issue of reuse of these 

structures, exploring patterns of building reoccupation and spoliation by building type. Chapter 

6 offers a concluding analysis of the overall trends presented in these public monuments and 

explores the reasons behind these changes in urban topography, before offering a broader 

discussion on the late antique city. 

 

PRACTICAL ISSUES 
 

The general format of this thesis conforms to the regulations of the University of St 

Andrews. For stylistic points including capitalization, date formats, abbreviations, references 

to classical literature and the formatting of bibliographical references and footnotes, the 

guidelines laid out in the American Journal of Archaeology, volume 111, number 1 have been 

adopted. Cities are generally referred to by their modern name in the language of the country 

in which they are found, except where there is a more common English version (e.g. Rome and 

Milan over Roma and Milano). Otherwise, the Latin name is used. 

The appendices included at the end of this thesis present (1) the charts referenced in the 

next, (2) tables from the text and (3) the data collected for this study, i.e., the tables of the 

recorded evidence for use, disuse and reuse for the various buildings—including a citation for 

where the information was found and a note giving as much information as was available from 

available sources. These have been broken down into each of the four major phases (new 

construction, repairs and reconstructions, in use and disuse) for each region studied and for 

each building type. Finally, there are two tables that record the instances of reuse of water 

buildings and spectacle buildings. 

The illustrations provided in this work have come from the author’s own collection, 

from Creative Commons (http://creativecommons.org/) sources or from publications (used 

with the author’s and/or publisher’s permission). As such, they are all cleared for copyright, at 

least as far as the University’s Research Repository is concerned. All images and plans used 

under Creative Commons licensing are listed with the particular version of the license in the 

caption (more details can be found at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/).  
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CHAPTER 1: HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
 

1.1 THE WESTERN EMPIRE IN LATE ANTIQUITY 
 

The traditional start to late antiquity is the division of the Roman empire into east and 

west by Diocletian, following a half-century of political (and to a degree, economic) turmoil 

(see Appendix 1 for a timeline of these events).1 This division led to the brief establishment of 

a college of rulers, the tetrarchy (Fig. 1.1), which allowed more mobility for emperors and the 

establishment of temporary capitals closer to threats along the borders. More importantly, the 

provinces were reorganized, almost doubling their number, thus creating a significant number 

of new provincial capitals. This also increased the number of imperial bureaucrats in cities, 

leading to a more centralized state with greater opportunities in the imperial service than 

locally; this made cities less and less dependent on local elites for civic leadership.2 The 

tetrarchic system did not last and Constantine emerged as the primary power in 312. His reign 

is marked by two events significant for late antique urbanism: the establishment of a new 

permanent capital at Constantinople and the Edict of Milan, which proclaimed universal 

religious toleration and lead to Christianity playing an increasingly dominant role in the 

political structure of the Empire.  

Throughout much of the fourth century, the cities of the Western Mediterranean 

witnessed a period of relative political stability. Constantine established imperial capitals at 

Trier and Arles, keeping Gaul especially connected to the imperial establishment in Italy. In 

the later fourth century, fractures began to appear in the stability in the West, although the 

cities of North Africa were largely spared from these troubles. There were an increasing 

number of crises at the edges of the empire, as groups of peoples from beyond the northern 

limites moved into Roman territory and as the Huns appeared in the east pushing several 

tribes to seek settlement south of the Danube.3 The various movements of non-Roman people 

in and around Roman boundaries culminated with the Battle of Adrianople in 378 between 

the emperor Valens (who died in battle) and a combined group of Goths, which led to the 

settlement of a number of these tribes within in Pannonia, Moesia, Dacia and Thrace. At the 

                                                        
1 This chapter tells a brief historical background to the late antique west. As a general overview, it draws on a 

number of recent and very good histories of this period, in particular: Cameron and Garnsey 1998; Cameron et 
al. 2000; Moorhead 2001; Potter 2004; Bowman et al. 2005; Wickham 2005; Heather 2006; Innes 2007; 
Mitchell 2007; Wickham 2009; Rollason 2012; Lee 2013. 

2 Garnsey (2010, 52) notes that the imperial bureaucracy swelled from several hundred under the principate to 
something around 30,000 in the late empire. 

3 One of the stickiest issues is that of the origins and identities of the various Germanic peoples that came into the 
Roman empire from the third century onwards. For this, see especially and Halsall (2007, ch. 2) for a brief, but 
very reasoned overview of the various positions advanced over the years and also Geary (2002) and 
Liebeschuetz (2007). 
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very end of the fourth century, following the death of Theodosius in 395, the empire was 

divided between his sons and never again ruled by an individual.  

 

 
Figure 1.1: Porphyry statue of the Tetrarchs, Venice (photo: author) 

 

What remained of the functioning (yet tenuous) political integrity of the Western 

empire broke down in the first half of the fifth century and the Roman state lost much of its 

territory outside of Italy—first in the north, then in the west—to non-Roman tribes. But this 

was not always a straightforward process of disintegration. Competing kingdoms gradually 

annexed portions of the provinces at the same time as Romans held power in others. It was a 

period of rapidly shifting frontiers, which was largely sparked when a group of Germanic 

tribes crossed the Rhine into Gaul (and eventually to Spain) in 406. This eventually led 

Alaric, the rising leader of the lately formed tribe of Visigoths, to move into Italy and twice 

besiege Rome before capturing and sacking it in 410. As a result, the Visigoths were settled in 

Aquitania, effectively ending Roman dominion in southwest Gaul.  

The Vandals, who had been settled in Spain in 411 along with the Alans and Suebi, 

moved across the Straights of Gibraltar into North Africa 429 and within 10 years had 

conquered Carthage. The Suebi then briefly extended their territory to control much of the 

Iberian peninsula except for Tarraconensis, which remained in Roman hands until the mid-

fifth century. Gradually the Visigoths under the kings Euric and Alaric II extended their 

control of the peninsula and by the end of the fifth century they controlled most of Spain (Fig. 

1.2). 

The second half of the fifth century saw the final breakdown of the Roman state, and 

the establishment of the first generation of successor states, who persisted until Justinian’s 
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attempts at reconquest in the mid-sixth century. There were continued raids in Italy, as Attila, 

the leader of the Huns, sacked several cities in northern Italy in 452, and the Vandals sailed 

from Africa and sacked Rome in 455. Politically, there was a series of short-lived and 

ineffectual emperors and claimants to the imperial throne in the following quarter-century 

before the ouster of the young emperor Romulus Augustulus in 476 by Odoacer, a military 

commander of Germanic descent. Odoacer ruled Italy as a king, not as an emperor, and 

nominally with the approval of Constantinople, for 13 years until the Ostrogoths—a group of 

Goths that coalesced in the Balkans—took control.4 The reigns of Theoderic (d. 526) and his 

grandson Athalaric were reasonably stable and marked by a conscious desire to restore the 

glory of the Roman empire—particularly in the cities—which is seen especially in the state 

papers recorded by Cassiodorus, a Roman governmental official in the Gothic regime.   

In the sixth century, the eastern emperor Justinian attempted to reconquer the West, 

starting the Gothic Wars, which were documented by the historian Procopius. The general 

Belisarius defeated the Vandals in Africa in 533 and then, accompanied by the general 

Narses, was sent to take Italy in 534, where they made substantial progress, eventually 

capturing the Ostrogothic king Vitigis at Ravenna. The war continued under a new king, 

Totila, who had some victories but was eventually killed in 552by Narses, who then set up a 

Byzantine administration in Italy. Around this time, Byzantine forces also occupied the 

coastal regions of southern Baetica, establishing a province there that lasted until the 620s 

(Fig. 1.3). 

While the Byzantines controlled portions of Italy, Spain and much of Africa from the 

mid-sixth century, their empire—and their cities—was much different than what had come 

before. And as a consequence of their attempts to conquer these regions, the fragmented 

kingdoms of the fifth century were hastened towards demise, which allowed the chief 

kingdoms of the early middles ages—the Visigoths, the Franks and the Lombards—to rise. 

The Franks, who had been unified under Clovis and had been pushing south from the 

Rhine from the late fifth century, defeated the Visigoths in 507 and the Burgundians—a tribe 

living in the Savoy region—in 534. These victories gave them control over France, which 

they held for the next two centuries. The Lombards, a tribe from north of the Danube, crossed 

into Italy in 568 and progressively conquered portions of the north, including some major 

cities like Milan and the regal capital of Pavia (Fig. 1.4). They made further gains in the 

center and south (but were not able to control Rome or Ravenna) before truces with the 

Byzantine administration were drawn up in the early years of seventh century, thereby 

                                                        
4 This is again a simplification of the complexities of identity and origins of these groups. See Heather 1991, Part 

III for a thorough overview of the evidence and problems in the origins of the Ostrogoths.  
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splitting the Italian peninsula into two distinct polities, an arrangement that lasted until the 

eighth century. 

 

 

 
Figure 1.2: The administrative division of Gaul around 481 (image adapted from Romain0, Wikimedia commons, used under CC 

BY-SA 3.0 license) 
 

 

 
Figure 1.3: Spain after the Byzantine reconquest (c. 560) (image adapted from public domain) 
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Figure 1.4: Byzantine and Lombard possessions around 575 (adapted from user Castagna, Wikimedia commons, used under CC 

BY-SA 3.0 license) 
 

1.2 OVERVIEW 
 

This thumbnail historical outline shows that the three centuries from c.300-600 CE was 

a period of extreme turmoil throughout the Roman empire, particularly in the West. In 

comparison with the invasions, usurpations and fundamental disintegration of the political 

structure of this period, the 300 years prior, with the establishment of the imperial system and 

the expansion of the pax Romana, look almost uneventful. Second, in large part because of 

the breakdown of the political organization that tied the provinces together under a common 

government, after about the year 400, events became more and more confined to one or two 

provinces. Thus when the Vandals conquered North Africa, the direct impacts on Gaul were 

few. Each region was increasing isolated from the others, at least in terms of major political 

events. Of course, that does not mean that there was no interaction between the regions of the 

West—for example, the Visigoths moved from Italy to Gaul to Spain within the span of a 

generation and Theoderic the Ostrogoth was involved in political maneuvering throughout the 

West. Nevertheless, the increasing political isolation, over time, led to greater strains on the 
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economic interconnectedness of the Mediterranean region that had been a hallmark of the 

Roman empire.  

The direct effects of these vicissitudes are difficult to summarize for the whole of the 

West. The deleterious consequences of the barbarian invasions of the third century were more 

concentrated in Gaul and Spain, and even then, more in the north of Gaul and around rural 

settlements than in cities. The Visigothic period in Spain was relatively stable, but the 

advance of the Franks in Gaul in the fifth and sixth centuries created greater conflict. North 

Africa and Italy were largely unaffected by any major catastrophes until the fifth century. Yet 

the crises of the following centuries led to much greater destruction, both rural and urban.  

By 600 CE the political map of the Mediterranean West bore little resemblance to the 

situation in 300. Yet the political collapse and fragmentation of fifth and sixth centuries was 

not completely mirrored in economic changes. Some cities remained connected into 

Mediterranean trade networks even as the states they were based in collapsed and took new 

forms. Moreover, many of the new players that had risen to power, specifically the successor 

kingdoms and the church, adopted many elements of the Roman structure of governance. 

Importantly for the present discussion, they continued to base their authority around cities, 

ruling from (sometimes several) royal seats. The Visigothic kings ruled from Toulouse, and 

then Toledo, and the Ostrogoths from Pavia and Verona. Cities thus remained central in the 

post-Roman West, in spite of major functional changes in their character. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE LATE ANTIQUE CITY IN THE WEST 
 

Although cities remained integral to society through and beyond the period 300-600, 

their forms changed significantly. While the main focus of this study is documenting one 

particular element of that change, some broader context is necessary to understand the 

importance public monuments in the late antique city. Accordingly, this chapter will provide 

an overview for both cities generally and public monuments specifically by exploring the 

types of evidence available for both as well as how scholars have approached and understood 

them in the past. It will then present a summary version of the most significant aspects of the 

transitions occurring in late antique cities, surveying demographics and burials, domestic 

space, public space, fortifications and religion.  

 

2.1 DEFINITIONS 
 

A few pertinent terms must first be defined and explained. First, there is a diversity of 

words in the English language for settlements and a corresponding lack of clear distinctions—

city, town, village and hamlet, in addition to more general terms like community and 

municipality, are all used to describe a range of settlements and each term is saddled with its 

own historical and modern connotations.1 In addition, settlements had various statuses under 

the Roman empire, from colonia and civitas to municipia and vici, largely based on legal 

rights and control of surrounding rural areas.2 To avoid complication, this study will primarily 

use the term ‘city’ (although ‘town’ will occasionally be used to emphasize a comparatively 

small settlement) irrespective of the (changing) legal and political titles of the place. This 

stance is a result of the purpose of this study—to track changes to public monuments in the 

late antique west. There is no need to define or reify the city as a unit for study, as the 

evidence gathered here inherently self-selects for sizable settlements with a degree of political 

autonomy. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, cities are settlements marked by baths, 

aqueducts or spectacle buildings.  

 Because this study will look at the construction, repairs and restorations, continued 

use and disuse of these public monuments, those terms should be clearly delineated. New 

construction is reasonably straightforward, indicating any ex novo building. Repairs and 

restorations are slightly more complicated, as least in terms of scope. There is a spectrum for 

                                                        
1 While these words generally imply a certain size in comparison to the rest (e.g. cities are bigger than towns, 

which are bigger than villages, which are in turn bigger than hamlets), there is little fixed about the precise 
qualifications required for admittance into a particular category, which are based on a set of specific cultural 
assumptions (Wickham 2005, 591-4). 

2 Garnsey and Saller 1987, 27-32. 
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work carried out on the fabric of a building, with superficial alterations on one hand and 

major repairs on the other. The term ‘restoration’ describes works on a building that fall 

closer to the superficial or aesthetic end of this line, signifying projects like redecorating a 

building (e.g. new decorative elements, new mosaics) or carrying out significant maintenance 

projects (e.g. cleaning out drains that had been filled for some time). Conversely, repairs are 

more considerable project that involves returning a damaged building to something closer to 

its original aspect or substantially remodeling a building. This can involve putting walls and 

roofs back up, or any other element of the fabric of a building that was damaged or had 

collapsed due to fire, age, etc. Where the source material is not explicit on the extent of the 

project, I have used the more generic term ‘work,’ which is also used to indicate both repairs 

and restorations on the maps and charts.  

 ‘In use’ in this study indicates some direct sign that a building was being used for its 

original purpose. This could be a literary reference, the presence of coins or pottery that 

suggest continuing use or (less frequently) an argumentum ex silentio. ‘In use’ does not 

include repairs or restorations, which are generally a good predictor of continued use of a 

structure; these already have their own category here and are kept apart for the sake of clarity. 

Accordingly, the categories of ‘works’ and ‘in use’ ought to be read together, as they provide 

a complementary view.  

Finally, ‘disuse’ and ‘abandonment’ in this study refer exclusively to the cessation of 

the primary usage of the building. When a building stopped being used for its original 

purpose, it was ‘disused’ and any further activity in the building is ‘reuse.’ It is worth noting 

here that a building could have periods of inactivity, or disuse, intermixed with periods of 

works, use and even reuse, as is seen in some of the late antique phases of the Colosseum.3 

Public monuments did not always follow a linear process of new, in use, works, disuse and 

reuse. 

 

2.2 HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE LATE ANTIQUE CITY 
 

2.2.1 TYPES OF EVIDENCE 

There are three categories of evidence for the city in late antiquity: literary, epigraphic 

and archaeological. This study aims to look primarily at archaeological material, 

incorporating epigraphic and, where necessary, historical evidence.4 The scholarship on 

                                                        
3 Infra ch. 4, n. 79 
4 It is worth noting that not all of these types of evidence are equally prevalent across all the buildings and regions 

in this study. For example, epigraphic evidence is the predominant type available for baths in Italy and Africa, 
where in other regions archaeological evidence is stronger. This has ramifications on how much we know 
about certain buildings in certain regions, and should be kept in mind as one of the limitations of the available 
evidence. 
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literary sources about the city has grown since the birth of late antique studies in the 1970s.5 

Similarly, the epigraphic evidence from the late empire continues to grow, especially for 

cities in the East like Aphrodisias and Ephesus. Epigraphy can be a useful addition to 

archaeology, as least as far as buildings are concerned, but surveys of inscriptions is still 

lacking for many regions of the Western empire, with the exception of Africa.6 Moreover, the 

use of inscriptions as evidence is complicated by the substantial decline of the ‘epigraphic 

habit’ (i.e. the number of building inscriptions) from the third century.7 This is partially a 

result of less public building in late antique cities—although we must be careful of moving 

into a circular argument here—and also a cultural shift away from public commemoration and 

self-glorification.8 

Critically for this study, the understanding of the archaeology of late antiquity—both 

urban and rural—has increased dramatically in the last 30 or so years, partly as a result of a 

greater interest in late- and post-Roman material culture and partly because of improved 

archaeological methodology for both rescue and research projects. Sites excavated since 

roughly the 1980s have benefitted from a greater awareness of, and sensitivity to, the sorts of 

less durable building materials (like wood and dry stone walls) that replaced solidly-built 

opus caementicium buildings from the at least the fifth century onwards. Otherwise 

featureless layers, like those of ‘dark earth’ that is common in post-Roman urban sites have 

only recently been considered for what they can say about habitation and industry.9 In the last 

twenty or so years, archaeologists have begun to apply more sophisticated scientific testing to 

other late antique building materials, like mortar and bricks, in order to study their 

composition and chronology.10  

More significantly, the understanding of ceramic sequences and their chronology 

across much of the late antique west has improved greatly in this period, seen in publications 

like the Late Roman Course Wares (LRCW) and Late Roman Fine Wares (LRFW) series.11 

The better understanding of ceramics is helpful in two regards. First, pots are one of the main 

measures of economic activity—particularly trade—across the pre-modern Mediterranean, 

                                                        
5 A good recent example of some literary approaches to the city can be found in Grig and Kelly 2012. As a side 

note, late antique studies, a new approach to the period of roughly 300 to 800 CE and starting with the work of 
Brown, emphasized the transitional nature of this period and its continuity, in contrast to much of the work up 
to that point—from Gibbon onwards—which had seen only decline and fall. 

6 The epigraphic material for Africa is surveyed in Lepelley 1979; 1981. 
7 MacMullen 1982, 244. 
8 As Sears (2007, 125) notes, when comparisons have been made between buildings and inscriptions in this period, 

un-recorded work was been discovered, suggesting that commemoration was not always critical to a building 
project. 

9 This is generally though to be the organic byproduct of cultivation or pasture and indicate abandonment or partial 
abandonment of an area. See Macpahil et al. 2003, 350. 

10 E.g. Fieni 2007. 
11 For a synopsis on some elements of ceramic studies: Loseby 2007. 
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which is important for understanding the broader economic trends.12 Second, and of greater 

importance for public buildings, better known ceramic sequences aid in more precisely dating 

stratigraphy and building phases. Coins are also helpful in this regard, yet the downside for 

both coins and pots is that we almost always have to rely on educated guesswork to know 

how long a coin or pot stayed in circulation; as a consequence they are best used for providing 

only a terminus post quem.13  

There are a few other means of dating the archaeology of repairs and restorations in 

this study. Mosaics can often be dated stylistically and can suggest a date for a new floor in a 

building (sometimes in conjunction with coins or pottery sealed underneath), particularly for 

baths, which regularly feature these pavements. At Ostia, Heres has developed a method of 

dating masonry through a close examination of the modulus (i.e. spacing) and characteristics 

of bricks and the composition and quality of mortar.14 While this has not been applied widely 

elsewhere, it has been useful for setting up half-century or century phases for masonry styles 

at this one site. 

The sorts of advances that have been made in late antique urban archaeology as a field 

in the last thirty or so years—moving towards a rigorous, scientific approach from simply 

documenting the historical phases of a city—can be outlined in a brief example.15 Brescia is 

one of a number of northern Italian towns (like also Milan and Verona) about which 

archaeological excavations in the 1970s and 80s greatly improved our understanding of late 

antique and early medieval urbanism. Before pioneering work by Brigiolo, knowledge of 

early medieval Brescia was derived from historical sources like Paul the Deacon, a number of 

Lombard-era charters from the city and the general preservation of elements of the Roman 

town, like the grid or some late Roman inscriptions.16 This gave (at least compared to many 

other early medieval cities which lack all documentary evidence) a reasonable idea of the 

evolution of the city in this period. This early evidence showed a fairly prosperous town 

(including two fourth century honorary statues in the forum) which especially grew in 

prominence during the Lombard period, in which there was a royally founded monastery 

church with its own water supply.  

                                                        
12 For this sort of study, see Wickham 2005, ch. 11  
13 Coins have the added benefit of occasionally being found inside walls and therefore definitely associated with a 

building phase, whereas ceramics are more often found in foundation trenches and fills, which are more likely 
to be disturbed. 

14 Heres 1982. 
15 Italian archaeology seems to be the most self-reflective about its current status and future prospects. For good 

overviews on the state of that field a decade or so apart, see Ward-Perkins 1997, Wickham 1999 and Brogiolo 
2009. For the impact of these advances on specific sites, see, e.g., Christie 2006, 193 (Volterra) and Ward-
Perkins 1978 (Luni). Brogiolo and Gelichi (1998, ch 1-2) have a good overview on the pre- and post-1980s 
understanding of early medieval cities in North Italy.  

16 On the charters specifically, see Balzaretti 1996. On the statues and the grid, see Ward-Perkins 1984, 26; 179 i.a.  
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This picture of Brescia was revised through archaeological work, both through new 

excavation and the re-evaluation of old evidence. These projects showed previously invisible 

changes like wooden huts (of a northern European Grubenhäuser style) and insulae converted 

into fields, marked by ‘dark earth,’ as well as more substantial alterations, like the large 

public building thought to be a palace that was built inside a citadel fortification.17 Much of 

the sixth century decline took place in the eastern side of the city, closer to the Roman forum 

(which did continue to be used through the middle ages as a market square) than to the 

paleochristian developments, indicating a change in the topographical focus of the city. The 

advances in urban archaeology in this period have allowed for a higher resolution 

understanding of early medieval Brescia, showing the distinction between high-status and 

reasonably high-quality activity at the monastery and the deterioration of domestic spaces, 

both taking place over the same timeframe. This has greatly advanced the field, leading to a 

much fuller understanding of the evolution of many urban sites. 

There are some fundamental limitations of the evidence for works, use and disuse, no 

matter how well excavated a building or city may be. First, a good deal of what survives in 

the archaeological record are the foundations of a structure, which may only reflect major 

structural changes. Thus minor repairs are sometimes not apparent in the remains and must be 

sought elsewhere, in epigraphic or historical data. As with all archaeological studies, the 

history of these buildings must be complied from an inherently incomplete record. Second, 

regular maintenance makes the continued use of a building largely invisible in the 

archaeological record. This means that we must make a reasonable assumption that before a 

stratum that indicates abandonment or changed use, a building probably remained in use. I 

have avoided drawing any strong chronological conclusions from this type of evidence, as it 

is impossible to fully know if the building was in use exactly up until the new layer was 

deposited.    

These problems are in addition to the fact that some sites were excavated before 

scientific methods were widely practiced and that many of these cities studied here have a 

near-continuous history of occupation and have consequently only seen rescue and small-

scale excavation. Critically, the material that is generally used to date Roman buildings—

inscriptions, coins and pottery—declines in quantity over this period. In many places, the 

distribution of imported pottery began to shrink dramatically from the fifth century.18 The 

                                                        
17 Brogiolo and Gelichi 1993. 
18 African pottery, especially ARS and some transport amphorae, which had grown to dominate the western market 

from the third century, did continue to be made and exported throughout the sixth century, seen from 
excavations at many sites across the Mediterranean (see especially the LRCW and LRFW series). The best 
overviews on the topic are: Hayes 1972; Keay 1984; Reynolds 1995; Reynolds 2010. Similarly in Rome 
imports from overseas continued up to end of the eighth century as indicated by from two sealed deposits at 
the Crypta Balbi—one from c. 690 with African and eastern imports and the other from c. 720 with only 
Italian and Sicilian pots (Loseby 2007, 10). 
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varieties of pottery drop off to just a handful of forms and in some regions wheel-made 

pottery eventually disappeared altogether, making any chronological projections from 

ceramic forms difficult.19 Similarly, copper coins became more and more scarce throughout 

the fifth and sixth centuries in the West and disappeared entirely by the seventh.20 While such 

material issues are less critical for the year 300, by the 600 they present notable limitations for 

the archaeology. 

 

2.2.2 APPROACHES TO THE LATE ANTIQUE CITY 

The city has been a key element in the scholarship on the late antique world since at 

least Pirenne.21 The earliest works on the late antique city that strongly relied on 

archaeological evidence, like Ward-Perkins’ From Classical Antiquity to the Middle Ages, 

included much historical evidence to round out the lesser quantity of archaeology available at 

the time.22 This type of integrative approach proved very successful in illuminating the 

evolution of the city and continues to be deployed in a number of historical studies. For 

example, Liebeschuetz’ The Decline and Fall of the Roman City, or Wickham’s Framing the 

Early Middle Ages, both synthesize some amount of material and textual evidence (from 

epigraphic, historical and papryological sources), even though these have somewhat different 

aims—decline in the governmental structures of the cities or the changing social and 

economic/trade structures, respectively.23 These types of histories, especially Liebeschuetz’s, 

are generally more focused on the city as a political or economic community, constituted by 

institutions, collective rituals, economic exchange and the like.  

More archaeologically-informed studies began to appear in the early 1990s, starting 

with a few of the chapters in the pioneering The City in Late Antiquity, edited by Rich, 

followed by Christie and Loseby’s Towns in Transition, where nearly all the studies dealt 

with physical changes to cities.24 These works put more emphasis on the city as a built space, 

with a certain location and buildings. This branch of study continued in the early 2000s with a 

Journal of Roman Archaeology supplement on the late antique city, the first in a series of 

monographs (which has now transitioned into a journal) focused specifically on the 

archaeology of late antiquity.25 This archaeology-focused approach was further adopted in a 

number of works in the mid-2000s, from the wide-ranging papers edited by Krause and 

Witschel, to the regional studies of Leone and Sears as well as those by Christie and Heijmans 

                                                        
19 On the disappearance of forms, see Ward-Perkins 2005, 104-106. 
20 Ward-Perkins 2005, 113. 
21 Pirenne 1956. 
22 Ward-Perkins 1984. 
23 Liebeschuetz 2001; Wickham 2005.  
24 Rich 1992; Christie and Loseby 1996. 
25 Lavan 2001; Lavan and Bowden 2003. 
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and Guyon.26 More recently in this vein are Diarte Blasco’s synthesis of the Spanish evidence 

and the wide-ranging collection of essays in Sami and Speed’s volume.27 The 2000 volume 

edited by Slater, while covering a much broader timeframe (100-1600 CE), deals with the 

decline of cities, also largely through material culture.28 Improvements like these regional and 

supra-regional studies, along with a growing number of good quality excavations, have 

recently allowed broad archaeologically-led syntheses on the late antique city to be written.29 

Alternatively, something of a middle ground between archaeology and history can be found in 

studies that focus on more abstract concepts than the physical changes in the cities, yet draw 

from many sources of evidence.30  

Not all of the regions of the Western empire have been equally studied.31 As noted, the 

1980s was a period of advances in the field with a number of high quality studies from Italy; 

this was also seen for Spain with municipal projects like the Taller Escolar d’Arquelogia 

(TED’A) at Tarragona.32 And yet in Spain, funding for state archaeological projects dropped 

significantly in the 1990s, leading to a serious decline in the quality and quantity of 

archaeological scholarship in that decade. The situation has somewhat improved since then, 

although the knowledge of Spain still lags behind that of Italy and Gaul. This is particularly 

apparent with the sixth century, which is “relatively immature and until recently attracted no 

interest beyond documenting a Visigothic and Byzantine presence in the peninsula.”33 The 

understanding of southern Italy in late antiquity still lags behind that of the north, even though 

Arthur’s study has helped to address this gap.34 The islands of the Mediterranean are also 

somewhat neglected; there have been only two major archaeological investigations on 

Mallorca and Menorca and the limited evidence for this period from Sicily has been 

marginalized from much of the scholarship.35  

In the early 1980s, Histoire de la France urbaine, followed by the first volumes of the 

Topographie chrétienne des cités de la Gaule (TCCG) helped to spark the study of late 

antique Gaul, even though these were heavily reliant on literary sources.36 It was not until the 

mid-90s or later that the evidence from urban rescue projects began to be integrated into the 

                                                        
26 Krause and Witschel 2006; Leone 2007; Sears 2007; Christie 2006; Heijmans and Guyon 2006. 
27 Diarte Blasco 2012; Sami and Speed 2010. 
28 Slater 2000. 
29 In this class is Christie’s (2011) comprehensive survey and Esmonde Cleary’s (2013) substantial work which is 

almost entirely without references to historical sources. 
30 The European Science Foundation’s project on The Transformation of the Roman World (Brogiolo and Ward-

Perkins 1999; Brogiolo, Gauthier and Christie 2000) is exemplary of this. Also, Lepelley (1996) fits with this 
approach. 

31 I have tried to minimize this problem by collecting material from a broad geographic range, so that individual 
gaps do not disproportionately influence the overall story. 

32 E.g. Frova 1973; Brogiolo and Gelichi 1993; La Rocca 1986; TED’A 1990. 
33 Kulikowski 2004, 288. 
34 Arthur 2002. 
35 Balearics: Ángel Cau 2012, 118; Sicily: Sami 2013. 
36 Duby 1980. 
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narrative of the late antique city for Gaul. The situation for North Africa is again slightly 

different. There, Lepelley’s work was largely the foundation of, and standard reference for, 

late antique Africa until the 2000s.37 While the work did incorporate some of the 

archaeological evidence from the region, it was primarily focused on the epigraphic record. 

The situation was improved in 2007 with the appearance of Sears’ and Leone’s studies, but 

neither of these looks at Mauretania Tingitania.38 Still, at the present, archaeological evidence 

for late antique Africa is very good for some cities and very poor for others, which presents 

difficulties for any overview or comparative study.39 Further advances have been hindered by 

the political instability that has affected parts of the region since 2011. 

 

2.2.3 PUBLIC MONUMENTS 

Public monuments feature heavily in general works on Roman architecture, like those 

of Gros, Ward-Perkins, MacDonald or Thomas.40 Both Jouffroy’s and Rambaldi’s studies are 

rare in that they exclusively trace the history of public monuments.41 Jouffroy focuses on Italy 

and North Africa up through the fifth century, largely using epigraphic evidence. Rambaldi’s 

approach is not dissimilar from that adopted here, but looks at public buildings in the West 

and East over the period 235-284 CE.  

There have been few studies of public monuments in late antiquity. Ward-Perkins’ 

important 1984 book is one of the only examples of this type and it is restricted to Italy 

alone.42 The recent BARs by Diarte Blasco and Sears, although claiming to study urbanism 

rather than public monuments per se, provide very good regional (for Spain and Africa, 

respectively) views of a range of public and private buildings through detailed views of 

individual cities. Public monuments in southern Gaul have been most recently overviewed by 

Heijmans, but his journal article is generally short on detailed accounts.43 Esmonde Cleary 

has also recently produced a brief outline of the archaeological evidence for public 

monuments in Gaul and Spain, as part of a broader chapter on urban transitions.44 For Italy, 

Christie has given a thorough survey of the material evidence for public buildings in the 

context of the changes to urbanism, organized more around buildings than through case 

studies (although there are some of these).45 In the East, public monuments have been the 

subject of two important studies in the last decade.46 In the West, then, the study of public 

                                                        
37 Lepelley 1979; 1981. 
38 Sears 2007; Leone 2007. 
39 Leone 2007, 22. 
40 Gros 2001; Ward-Perkins 1981; MacDonald 1982; MacDonald 1986; Thomas 2007b. 
41 Jouffroy 1986; Rambaldi 2009. 
42 Ward-Perkins 1984. 
43 Heijmans 2006b. 
44 Esmonde Cleary 2013, 113-122. 
45 Christie 2006, ch. 3. 
46 Saradi 2006; Jacobs 2013. 
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monuments has either been largely subsumed into narratives about the evolution of Roman 

cities in late antiquity or narrowly focused on an individual region. 47 

 

2.2.4 LIMITATIONS IN CURRENT SCHOLARSHIP AND NEW APPROACHES 

However, the reduction of public monuments to only a single strand in an argument 

about urbanism is limiting in one critical way—it suggests that the various elements of a city 

moved in unison. This ‘monolithic city’ model suggests, for example, that when a bath 

building was abandoned, other public monuments must also have been abandoned. It is 

underpinned by the idea that all components of the city rise and fall at the same time and at 

the same rate. Within this model, the decline or destruction of one monument is implicitly 

meant to stand in and serve as indication of the decline or destruction of other monuments. In 

this paradigm, when a building was abandoned or destroyed, the whole of the city was 

impoverished. Some scholars do recognize that not all elements of the urban landscape moved 

in tandem, but frequently still group types of buildings together. So public monuments, as a 

homogenous group, can decline, or Christian buildings or urban villas can rise. This notion of 

a city that rises or falls as a whole (and for the period of late antiquity, it more often falls) is 

quite common in the current scholarship. Consequently, the city—as a social and political 

institution—is reified and monuments are treated as the remnants of its changes. This tacit 

assumption frequently underlies the writings of ancient historians who write about broader 

trends in urban development, compared to site- or regionally-specific archaeologists.  

A major part of the problem is that there is often a subtle, yet important, confusion in 

scholarly literature about the late antique city in distinguishing between the institutional and 

physical city, that is, between a political entity and a place with buildings. In a sense, this is 

only really a problem in Anglophone scholarship, since other languages have two words to 

distinguish the two concepts (like French, with both ville and cité). Yet there is no particular 

reason to believe that the various aspects of a city—institutional, economic, architectural, 

demographic, etc.—were always synchronized.  

As this study shows, the reality of the late antique city is considerably more complex 

and no single category of building can be said to be uniformly rising or falling. Public 

monuments were used and maintained for as long as they met a particular need of a 

community and then they were reused in ways that best suited that community. For this 

reason, there can be no universal notion of a decline in public buildings and no ‘monolithic 

city’ where components move in lock step. As this study suggests, in order to be able to say 

anything about the fate of public monuments in late antiquity, we must instead look at the 

                                                        
47 There are a few exceptions to this, like the Christie’s (2009) essay on spectacle buildings in late antiquity and 

something of a synthesis on fora by Potter (1995) as part of his publication on Caesarea. 
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individual building types and how they were used and reused. By examining the well-

documented evidence for the latest archaeological phases across individual regions, a 

synthetic view of the evolution of several kinds of public monuments can be built up. This in 

turn allows us to understand the broader trends in public building in late antique cities of the 

west, as well as some of the causes for these trends, and how cities in 600 used and reused the 

architectural legacy of the early empire. 

 

2.3 STATUS QUAESTIONIS AND CURRENT PROBLEMS 
 

2.3.1 URBAN EVOLUTIONS IN LATE ANTIQUITY 

It is widely accepted that the city went through a significant period of transformation 

over the period roughly between 300 and 800. However, the exact pace and scope of this 

change have been, and still are, a contentious issue.48 While there is no need here to outline all 

the scholarly positions on the qualitative nature of this transition, we can acknowledge that 

biases and prejudices exist and shade the way that many elements of this evolution are 

presented. The following section will undertake a summary of the major physical changes to 

the late antique city in very general terms, avoiding judgment, in order to explore what the 

city looked like and how its fabric was evolving over the period roughly 300-600. This will 

help frame the physical changes to public monuments discussed in the rest of the thesis. 

 

2.3.1.1 LIVING AND DYING  

The first category of changes in the late antique city concerns life and death. To begin 

with the most fundamental issue, there was almost certainly a decline in the urban population 

of the West between 300 and 600, even if this is difficult to prove absolutely with the extant 

evidence.49 The demographic decline in Rome, in particular, is widely accepted and often 

used as a proxy (albeit on a different scale) for other cities. There, the population is generally 

thought to have moved from perhaps a maximum of one million in the first century to about 

half a million in the early fifth century and to 20-40,000 by the seventh.50 A similar level of 

decline in cities across the East and West is suggested by testimony in literary sources from 

the sixth century.51 Of course, this might simply reflect a change in the proportion of people 

living in towns versus the countryside, but for the purposes of this study whether there were 

                                                        
48 Ward-Perkins (1997) helpfully divides the historiography of late Roman and early medieval northern Italy along 

a spectrum, with the continuists on one end and catastrophists on the other. 
49 Ward-Perkins 2000, 320. 
50 Wickham 2005, 33; Purcell 2000. 
51 Ward-Perkins 2000, 320-45. 
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fewer people overall, or simply fewer in the cities is largely irrelevant.52 Still, there is a 

widespread recognition that population figures overall dropped in the Mediterranean by the 

sixth or seventh century from a first or second century apex. The fundamental causes of this 

decline are still debated.53  

 One striking feature of late Roman urbanism, at least in comparison with that of the 

imperial past, was the appearance of urban burials. Because Roman cities had a strong legal 

and moral prohibition on burials within the pomerium of a city, the presence of intramural 

graves is often seen as both a key starting point of the medieval city and as signifying a 

number of major changes, from the broad acceptance of Christianity, to high death rates as a 

result of warfare in these centuries to a fundamental breakdown of control by the urban 

government and a contraction of the occupied area.54 Yet, like most urban developments in 

the late antique world, the precise chronology of this trend varied from city to city, often to a 

surprising degree. In Rome, five burials inside the Aurelianic Wall have been dated to the 

fifth century, including a few early in the century near to the Colosseum.55 In Spain, most 

cities do not have any evidence for intramural burials before the late sixth or early seventh 

century, with the exception of a few possibly fifth century graves from Mérida and 

Valencia.56 So while some cities appear to have resisted this trend for longer than others, it is 

clear that by the sixth century interment within city boundaries was becoming widespread. 

Somewhat more contentious, however, is the placement and logic of these burials. Urban 

burials are sometimes connected to the concept of burial ad sanctos, or in the proximity to a 

sacred site.57 This certainly accounts for burials at or around a church (whether urban or 

suburban), as at Pianabella at Ostia.58 Yet this rationale does not seem to be applicable to the 

(quite common) sorts of burials that were situated along public routes or in abandoned 

buildings in late antique cities, as at the sixth-century burials in the Crypta Balbi.59 In reality, 

the placement and motivation behind intramural burials were multifaceted and a response to a 

variety of factors from changes in population and urban topography to a new mentality 

regarding religion and urban space.60 

 

                                                        
52 Except for the purposes of taxation, which very slightly affected civic funding of monuments. See Chapter 6.3.2. 

On the rural contexts: Esmonde Cleary 2013, ch. 6. He suggests that these trends may possibly be explained by 
changing settlement patterns, rather than straightforward decline. 

53 Ward-Perkins (2000, 327) argues for a more economic cause, while Cheyette (2008) puts forward a climatic 
explanation. Wickham (2005, 549-50) explains demographic decline in terms of birth rate of peasantry, caused 
by external pressures. Others (see Little 2007) emphasize the role of the plague in the decline.  

54 Cantino Wataghin 1999. 
55 Meneghini and Santangeli Valenzani 2000, 263; Christie 2006, 252. 
56 Kulikowski 2004, 212; 232. 
57 Esmonde Cleary 2013, 164. 
58 Boin 2013, 168-9. 
59 Manacorda 2001, 49.  
60 Christie 2006, 259; Cantino Wataghin 1999, 162. 
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2.3.1.2 DOMESTIC SPACE 

There are some clear trends in the development of urban housing in late antiquity. First, 

aristocratic domus grew in both size and grandeur in the fourth century to frequently include 

an apsidal reception hall, a peristyle courtyard and sometimes even a private bath suite.61 

Such houses were generally elaborately decorated in marble and mosaics, as at the House of 

Cupid and Psyche at Ostia (Fig. 2.1), and located both in the center of cities and more 

peripherally, depending on local conditions. These residences suggest a period of relative 

prosperity for elites around the Empire, along with a shift towards spending on private (in 

contrast to earlier public) luxuries. Houses for the middle and lower classes in cities across 

the West show less change in this period, although in some places there seems to be a shift 

away from the insula structure towards free standing domus, shared among a single extended 

family.62 

 

 
Figure 2.1: Monumental nymphaeum in the House of Cupid and Psyche, Ostia (photo: Dennis Jarvis, used under CC BY-SA 2.0 

license) 
 

A few elite residences (particularly those in capitals) continued to be elaborated into 

the fifth century and perhaps slightly later. This may reflect the growing power concentrated 

in the hands of fewer and fewer very wealthy individuals, which itself may be connected to 

the changed composition of the elite in the post-Diocletianic empire and the decline of 

traditional curial governance (See Chapter 6.3.3).63 Yet by and large, urban housing across the 

West began to decline in scale and quality in the mid-fifth century. Archaeological evidence 

                                                        
61 Hirschfeld 1999, 260-1. 
62 E.g., this is seen at Ostia, but Hirschfeld (1999, 262) connects this to a (hypothetical?) dramatic drop in rental 

prices after the city began to decline in the second century. 
63 Ellis 1988, 573. 



 

 25 

for these structures becomes more challenging to understand in this period, but it seems that 

the construction of new domus almost entirely stops in the fifth century; at the same time, 

many fourth century houses were abandoned or subdivided for poorer accommodation, which 

is pejoratively called ‘squatter housing’ in some (older) archaeological literature.64  

There were also notable changes to the construction materials used for construction.65 

For example, brick production falls away in this period and the quality of mortar broadly 

declined, seemingly connected to the overall decline in material goods that Ward-Perkins 

calls “the disappearance of comfort.”66 This left most domestic structures to be built almost 

entirely of perishable materials like wood or un-mortared stone, likely spolia.67 By the 

seventh century, this kind of simplified housing had spread to previously public spaces in 

nearly all Western cities, seen, for example, at the fora in Cherchel to Luni and the numerous 

instances of domestic reuse catalogued for the public monuments studied here (see Chapter 

5).68 And yet some residences of bishops and civil leaders continued to be built on a 

reasonably grand scale—and in stone and brick—meaning that not all cultural in aristocratic 

housing value (not to mention building technology) was lost in this period. 

 

2.3.1.3 PUBLIC SPACE 

Another hallmark of Roman urbanism that was transformed in late antiquity was the 

Hippodamian (orthogonal) street system. Street encroachment has been used a powerful 

argument in the decline of the Roman city, as it (seemingly) indicates the end of urban control 

and marks the beginning of the narrow, irregular medieval street system. Sauvaget’s diagram 

of the evolution of an eastern Roman street to an Islamic souk, where the spaces between 

columned porticoes were privatized over time, fundamentally shifting the layout and function 

of the street, is still influential today, even if it is veracity and applicability have been 

questioned.69  

Encroachment affected some cities very little. Fourth-century Mérida experienced a 

building boom, but it mostly stayed within the bounds of the first century street-system, with 

                                                        
64 Generally, see Ellis 1988a and Sodini 1995 and 1997. For regional overviews, see Christie 2006, 227-46 (Italy); 

Esmonde Cleary 2013, 136-42 (Gaul and Spain); Thébert 1987 or Leone 2007, 45-66. For a more thorough 
bibliography on late antique housing, see Uytterhoeven 2007a and 2007b. 

65 Many of these problems are shared with broader issues affecting the engineering and construction of the public 
buildings of this study and are discussed throughout this study (see especially Chapters 2 and 6). 

66 Ward-Perkins 2005, ch. 5. 
67 Ibid, 109.  
68 Cherchel: Potter 1995; Luni: Ward-Perkins 1981. McMormick (2013, 81-8) raising the intriguing possibility that 

the move towards thatched roofs should not be take ipso facto as a decline in living standards. Instead, he 
suggests that we might look at long term climactic patterns, especially for the northern regions of the Roman 
empire, to see if changing temperature influenced a move towards thatched roofs, which perform better 
thermally. 

69 Sauvaget 1934, 100. Recent uses: Kennedy 1985; Ward-Perkins 1998a, 382; Saradi 2006, 189-208. Critique: 
Lavan 2009, 804; Lavan 2012a. 
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the exception of some apses on large domus.70 At a number of cities in Northern Italy, like 

Pavia (Fig. 2.2.), the Roman grid has been at least partially fossilized in footprint of the 

modern city. Such preservation has been used to suggest a stronger municipal government (or 

more pessimistically the lack of any viable building activities).71  

Yet, in many cities of the West, streets began to be slowly encroached from the third 

century onwards.72 In one well-documented example, a small section of the rues Saint Jacques 

and Sainte-Anne in Toulouse from the first century to the sixth has revealed the evolution of 

the roadway, showing a gradual narrowing as first the sidewalk and then walls of neighboring 

buildings encroach the road.73 At Ostia, Gering has identified a number of small streets that 

were entirely blocked off for private use from the fourth century, a rather dramatic kind of 

encroachment, at the same time that the decumanus was progressively upgraded with a series 

of monumental plazas and fountains (see Chapter 3.4.1.5).74 By the sixth century, large-scale 

encroachment was more common, as at Carthage where a large colonnaded structure 

(possibly public?) blocked a whole road and both the cardo and decumanus saw their width 

decreased by half in the north-east of the city and shops were set up along another small 

street.75  

 

 
Figure 2.2: Pavia (photo: Google Earth) 

 
                                                        

70 Kulikowski 2004, 111. 
71 Wickham 2005, 646. 
72 See, for example, in the fourth century at: Córdoba (Kulikowski 2004, 120); Baelo (Keay 1988, 184); and 

Jendouba (Leone 2007, 46). 
73 Heijmans 2006a, 52. 
74 Gering 2004. While these sorts of improvements have been more frequently seen in the East, in cities like 

Constantinople and Antioch, they are beginning to be noted for capitals in the west, like Rome and Milan, 
suggesting that such monumentalization was an integral part of the late antique language of urban prestige. 

75 Leone 2007, 168. 
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Moreover, the surfaces and quality of roads changed in late antiquity. There are a few 

instances in late antiquity where more durable stone paving continued to be used, like the 

basalt blocks along Parma’s cardo and decumanus maximus and in the center of Milan during 

Theoderic’s reign, but this was considerably less common than the imperial era, where even 

back-roads were often paved. 76 In many places, the paving stones that had given the Roman 

roads their durability were removed and repurposed.77 In other instances, the stones were 

covered with layers of soil to keep pace with the rising level of the city.78 Sometimes these 

new surface layers were composed of reused blocks.79 

Similarly to street grids, fora show considerable variety in their use and preservation in 

late antiquity. For the most part, fora continued to be used throughout the West in the fourth 

century. Yet, there were some early disuses, as at Luni where the forum seems to have gone 

out of use and been stripped of its paving and decoration by the fourth century.80 Still, some 

even were upgraded, as at Alcalá de Henares (see Chapter 3.4.3.4), where the buildings in the 

forum received significant investment and improvement in the fourth century.81 There is 

evidence, largely epigraphic, to suggest continued building in African fora throughout the 

fourth and into the fifth centuries.82 The clearest example of this comes from Belalis Maior, 

where epigraphic evidence shows two series of repairs to the forum, one in the early fourth 

century and one from 383-392.83 However, soon after this last construction, the character of 

the square began to change as the surrounding rooms were divided with flimsy partition walls 

and the paving accumulated 15-20 cm of ‘dark earth’.84 Burials were placed in this buildup, 

suggesting the definite end of the forum as a public space in the fifth century.  

The disuse of fora was fairly widespread in the fifth century.85 And yet, some fora 

continued to be used and even upgraded.86  One well-documented example of this is Arles 

(see Chapter 4.4.2.4), where the forum remained intact throughout the fifth century and a 

letter of Sidonius Apollinaris described the space as a political hub in the 460s.87 Similarly, 

                                                        
76 Christie 2006, 225. 
77 Ward-Perkins 1984, 185. 
78 At Ventimiglia, for example, the paving slabs of the Roman road were gradually covered over by 17 successive 

cobble surfaced streets, the earliest of which is dated from the fifth century (Christie 2006, 225). 
79 Seen in Althiburos with a road that was repaved with reused blocks in the Byzantine period or later (Leone 

2007, 239). 
80 Ward-Perkins 1981. This is also seen at Córdoba, where the forum went out of use by the fourth century and was 

probably being used for domestic housing (Kulikowski 2006, 120) 
81 Kulikowski 2006, 123. 
82 Leone 2007, 84. 
83 Potter 1995, 66. 
84 Ibid. 
85 At Uchi Maius, for example, activity is attested up to the end of the fourth century, but stops completely in the 

fifth (Leone 2007, 89). At Nîmes, the earliest spoliation of the forum area seems to have occurred in the fifth 
century The same is true at Toulouse, where the forum was taken apart and left open in the fifth century before 
some small sixth-century construction deposits that suggest private occupation (Heijmans 2006a, 28). 

86 At Cherchel, there is definite evidence for both continued construction and both civic and market use for the 
forum area firmly into the fifth century (Potter 1995, 44). 

87 Heijmans 2006b, 31; Sid. Apoll. Ep. 1.11 
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the concilium provinciae at Tarragona (see Chapter 4.4.3.4) seems to have survived roughly 

intact until the 440s-450s when some elements started to be spoliated, but in others honorific 

inscriptions were being set up until at least 472.88 The forum at Zaragoza survived in some 

public use into the sixth century, even though its sewers had stopped functioning in the fourth 

century and it had been stripped of its decoration and possibly occupied in the fifth.89 At a 

number Northern Italian cities, fora seem to be preserved in some fashion through late 

antiquity and Wickham argues for their continued use beyond the sixth century.90  

There were other public spaces that were renegotiated in the late antique city. In some 

cities, there is evidence for ‘open’ space in formerly built up areas, although exact 

archaeological identifications of these kinds of use is often difficult. Christie presents a view 

of possibilities for these sorts of spaces, noting “robbed and then leveled” buildings or 

“houses set between, amidst and over ruinous and decommissioned Roman buildings, with 

some no-go areas (dangerous through the instability of some larger buildings), and with other 

'open' zones.”91 Such unoccupied areas, often marked with ‘dark earth’ deposits, may have 

been used as green space, given over to agricultural uses or simply abandoned and let to grow 

wild. In Brescia, as noted above, significant areas around the south-eastern part of the town 

were covered in these deposits after the mid-sixth century, suggesting that parts of the town 

were turned over to agricultural activities.92 

Overall, this sort of ‘ruralization’ of cities seems to be more confined to the sixth 

century and later. The significance of this trend for late antique urbanism is contested. For 

many, the conversion of any substantial part of the city into agricultural land signifies a full 

break with Roman urbanism.93 And yet, others point out that the production of ‘dark earth’ 

through refuse is a natural byproduct of any population and that only the deposition of large 

quantities marks the early medieval town from its earlier iteration.94 And in fact, the presence 

of such deposits shows that people continued living in these towns (although perhaps at a 

different density) and were coming up with new ways to utilize otherwise useless space. In 

this way, “‘dark earth’ can highlight activity and not just decay.”95 Like many other elements 

                                                        
88 Keay 1996, 36; Kulikowski 2006, 140. 
89 Kulikowski 2004, 125. 
90 Wickham 1981, 83. Ward-Perkins (1984, 182-4) is somewhat more reserved, but acknowledges that there may 

be some continuity at places like Florence, Brescia, Rimini, Verona and Spoleto. However, at Verona, the 
forum there was a 70 cm of deposit of soil, which was cut by a robber trench that contained Lombard pottery, 
thereby providing a terminus ante quem for the buildup, suggesting that its usage was not continuous. See 
Potter 1995, 95. 

91 Christie 2006, 260. 
92 Brogiolo and Gelichi 1993, 88. Similarly, at Verona, an insula that was damaged by fire in the sixth century was 

given over to agriculture until it was redeveloped in the tenth (Carver 1993, 48). 
93 Ibid. 
94 Christie 2006, 259-63. 
95 Ibid, 262. 



 

 29 

of late antique urbanism, such indicators can be read as pointing towards continuity or 

towards discontinuity.96 

Closely tied into the experience of living in the late antique city was the fate of its 

classical buildings. As the fundamental objective of this thesis is to study how cities in this 

period approached and managed their architectural heritage and urban infrastructure built in 

the early empire, only a brief word is necessary here (for a fuller discussion, incorporating 

specific findings, see Chapter 6). There has been no comprehensive study of their late antique 

and early medieval phases of the classical monuments not studied here—macella, nymphaea, 

monumental arches, basilicas and curiae, libraries, latrines and porticoes—in contrast to their 

imperial history.97 Greenhalgh has studied some of these, but generally focuses on the 

medieval period.98 Otherwise, only individual monuments, like the Porta Maggiore or 

Septizodium in Rome, have been examined diachronically.99 In an extremely broad view, the 

story of these monuments is not dissimilar to the one discovered for the monuments of this 

study. They gradually became redundant and were generally reused in a variety of ways—

from being spoliated for individual stones (for building or for burning for lime) to being 

incorporated into later structures (for more on spolia and reuse, see Chapter 5). As holds true 

for the monuments of this study, the exact process and timeline by which these other 

monuments became redundant and reused varied based on the location and the particular 

utility of the building; in most of the West, however, few Roman buildings were still being 

used in their original capacity by 600. Accordingly, there were many abandoned and derelict 

buildings in the early medieval towns that survived into the early middle ages (and not all 

did).100  

 

2.3.1.4 FORTIFICATIONS 

Cities could respond to disused buildings in a few different ways. One solution seems 

to have been to reduce the footprint of the town, either by abandoning certain regions or areas 

or through using a wall circuit to encircle only a portion of the city.101 Gallic cities in 

particular are noted for their enceintes réduites. However, such reduced circuits must be taken 

on a case-by-case basis where good excavation evidence is available in order to determine if 

they actually delimited the populated city, or if they simply enclosed the political core of a 

city and were surrounded by vibrant suburbs. Where this evidence is available, it seems that 

                                                        
96 This returns us to the continuist/catastrophist debate. See Ward-Perkins 1997. 
97 For their imperial history: Gros 2001. 
98 Greenhalgh 1989; 2009; 2012. 
99 Coates-Stephens 2004; Thomas 2007a. 
100 And not all cities (perhaps only half in some regions?) did survive. See the essays in Christie and Augenti 

(2012) for ‘lost’ towns. 
101 Goodman 2007, ch. 6 
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there is no consistent trend and that in some places there was extramural settlement and in 

some places not.102  

Whether reduced or not, urban fortifications substantially transformed the topography 

of the late antique city. The construction of urban fortifications in the Western Mediterranean 

began in earnest in the late third century, with the Aurelian Wall in Rome as the epitome.103 

Walls across the West show considerably diversity in scale, design and appearance. At some 

cities, the early Roman walls were repaired or expanded and elsewhere, new walls were built 

ex novo. In some cases, walls enclosed only a small portion, often elevated, of the former city, 

whereas at others, much more of the city was encircled. A great many, but not all, of the late 

antique walls incorporated spolia. This varied in quality greatly, from re-cut stones (Fig 2.3) 

to mis-matched pieces and should not, ipso facto, be considered a sign of economic decline or 

haste in construction. Late antique circuits further tended to be built with defense in mind, 

generally being thicker and having more towers and strong monumental gateways (Fig. 2.4).  

 

 

Figure 2.3: Spolia from the late antique wall at Narbonne (photo: author) 
 

The spread of urban fortifications was slightly different across each of the regions 

covered here. In Italy, walls generally appeared first in the north, particularly in the Alpine 

regions in the third century and then spread south.104 In Africa, urban fortifications were not 

fully ubiquitous until the Byzantine period. In Gaul and Spain, various attempts have been 

made to find models for the chronological spread of urban fortifications, such as Fernández-

                                                        
102 Loseby 2006, 78-9; Cantino Wataghin 1999, 155-6. 
103 Johnson 1983, ch. 5. This was not the first period of fortifications. There were numerous pre-Roman urban 

defenses in Italy, Spain and Gaul, as well as numerous first-century CE walls in these regions and second-
century CE walls in North Africa. On the Aurelian Walls: Dey 2011. 

104 Christie 2006, 272. 
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Ochoa and Morillo’s two phases of walls (third/fourth century and then fifth) in Spain as a 

consequence of the annona route.105 These are not particularly convincing since the 

chronology for fortifications is often poorly understood and these models tend to emphasize 

the role of historical events, like barbarian invasions and other disasters. So while clear 

chronological trends are difficult to establish, it remains clear that urban fortifications grew in 

number and importance in late antiquity. They moved from an added luxury, or a status 

symbol, given to colonies and other cities of rank in the imperial period to more common 

feature, encircling a wider range of cities in late antiquity.106  

 

 

Figure 2.4: Late antique walls at Carcassonne (photo: author) 
 

2.3.1.5 RELIGION  

The final category of major change was religion, including the Christianization of 

urban space and the decline of temples. The process of Christianization within the Roman 

empire has many facets and the impacts of the new faith on urban topography were 

fundamentally a reflection of a number of related religious, economic and cultural changes.107 

The first stage in this process is generally seen as the domus ecclesiae, i.e., house churches or 

                                                        
105 Fernández Ochoa and Morillo 2005 (for Spain); Maurin 1992 (for Gaul). 
106 Walls should not only be seen as pragmatic additions to the urban fabric. Over this period, they became a 

marker of urban status, an aesthetic feature and even a symbol for the city itself. See Dey 2010. 
107 Cantino Wataghin 1995. 
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domestic spaces, altered to accommodate Christian ritual in the period of the late first century 

to the third. The example par excellence of this type, at Dura Europos, was once thought to be 

the tip of the iceberg for these structures, but is now beginning, with more archaeological 

discoveries, to seem fairly unique, leading some to question whether this stage actually 

existed.108  

The first clearly documented stage in the Christianization of the city was the early 

fourth century Constantinian building program, which was largely centered on Rome and 

Jerusalem.109 These early churches were both intra- and extramural. The latter, such as St 

Peter’s in Rome, were generally funerary churches built over the graves of early martyrs. The 

former, in contrast, seem to have been situated with pragmatics in mind, either due to issues 

of needing adequate space, not having sufficient influence to secure land in the center of cities 

or wanting to avoid dangerous or meaning-laden buildings.110 Krautheimer links the 

placement of churches in Rome near the periphery to the resistance of the senatorial 

aristocracy to Christian buildings in the heart of the city and to the continuing conception of 

those regions as public spaces.111 There were regional aspects to the location of churches as 

well; in Spain in particular, Christianity is considered to be largely an extramural 

phenomenon, focused primarily on martyr sanctuaries.112  

Eventually, Christianity began to take firm root in the cities of the west and 

fundamentally alter the urban landscape. The chronology of this phase varied depending on 

location and circumstances, but in general, Christianity became a factor in the evolution of the 

late antique city only in the late fourth or early fifth century. In this period, the episcopal 

structure was expanded to incorporate a number of ancillary buildings (becoming a so-called 

episcopal group) and suburban churches increased in number and grew in stature. This period 

also witnessed the movement of Christian buildings towards the center of cities. At Arles, for 

example, the cathedral church was moved, likely sometime in the first half of the fifth 

century, from a spot next to the city walls to a central location near the forum.113 This period, 

or even slightly later, is also when churches began to reoccupy formerly public buildings. 

While much has been made of the reoccupation of temples, especially how such a practice 

demonstrates the triumph of Christianity, it seems to actually have been overall quite rare in 

the west and only to only have taken place after a reasonable period of disuse of the temple.114 

                                                        
108 Bowes 2008, 581. 
109 Krautheimer 1980.  
110 Cantino Wataghin (2006, 290) calls their placement “fortuitous,” which seems to suggest a high involvement of 

chance. For a brief survey of other reasons: Christie 2011, 174-5. 
111 Krautheimer 1980, 31. 
112 Kulikowski 2006, 140. 
113 See infra p. 161. 
114 Ward-Perkins 1999, 233-40. In one well-documented example, the Pantheon was only converted into a church 

in the early seventh century and then only by explicit permission from Constantinople. 
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There was a good deal of Christian reoccupation of other structures (including of the public 

monuments studied here, see Chapter 5), but this seems to be largely the result of exigencies, 

rather than any programmatic attempt to reclaim or reappropriate any ‘pagan’ past.  

Overall, the impact of Christianity on late antique cities was substantial, but played out 

over a fairly long period. The appearance of churches, first in the periphery and outside the 

walls and eventually in the center, along with the (somewhat limited) reoccupation of 

formerly public monuments fundamentally altered both the urban fabric and the ways in 

which people used and moved in cities. Churches created new foci for movement, ritual and 

memory, sometimes overlapping with and overwriting previous ‘pagan’ rituals and sometime 

forming new spaces altogether.115 This would have had an effect (perhaps limited, since 

position on the urban landscape did not solely determine use) on the uses and reuses of public 

monuments in the late antique west, as the orientation and uses of the city changed gradually, 

but perceptibly, in the period 300-600. More directly, Christianity played a role in disrupting 

the patterns of euergetism that had underpinned the building and maintaining of the 

monumental Roman cityscape (see Chapter 6.3.2). 

Connected to the rise of Christianity, although not perhaps as closely as once imagined, 

is the decline of traditional Roman religion. As noted, the most recent scholarship is 

beginning to recognize that these traditions were not violently stamped out in the fourth 

century, in spite of the legislative actions that, on the surface at least, seemed to aim for 

this.116 In connection with this, we are now aware that the decline of temples and shrines was 

not always sudden after the laws of Theodosius in 391 and that there were variations in the 

patterns of use and reuse of these buildings between different regions and especially between 

cities and the countryside.117 Literary accounts like Augustine show a reasonably strong 

‘pagan’ population in the fifth century. And as Sears points out, the divide between ‘pagan’ 

and Christian worship is not binary.118 There was some degree of syncretism in the fifth 

century, reflected in Salvian’s criticism of Christians who also worshiped at the temples.119 

Still, in broad terms, as a result the rise of Christianity and a general fall in patronage, 

little was done with temples besides very basic maintenance from the beginning of the fourth 

century.120 In Africa, for example, for which there is a reasonable epigraphic record, there 

were several temple repairs in the period from 284-305, with very few from the fourth 

century, except for in a brief window from 363-379 and only a single example after that.121 A 

                                                        
115 Sweetman 2010. 
116 Caseau 1999, 30-2. 
117 See the collected essays in Lavan and Mulryan 2011. 
118 Sears 2007, 92. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Ward-Perkins 1984, 87. 
121 Sears 2007, 92-3. 
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few temples were closed or destroyed by order of Constantine, but generally this was not 

common before the end of the fourth century, when a number of high profile pagan religious 

structures, from the Altar of Victory and Temple of Vesta in Rome to the Serapeion in 

Alexandria, were closed or destroyed.122 By the fifth century, non-Christian religion and the 

buildings that it was practiced in were on their way to becoming highly marginalized, 

although certainly not extinguished.  

 

2.4 CONCLUSIONS 

This brief overview of the evolution of late antique cities shows few trends that are 

entirely universal in their spread and progression across the West. There is no singe ‘late 

antique city.’ In part this is because regional conditions and regional events had some impact. 

While beyond this study, the cities of the northern provinces were more disturbed by waves of 

incursions into Roman territory at the beginning of this period, directly affecting their urban 

form.123 The fact that Africa was largely spared from the troubles of the third century meant 

that traditional Roman society (and hence urbanism) was less strained there and could survive 

slightly longer than the rest of the west. Still, there was no one region that was fully exempt 

from any aspect of these changes.  

Further, cities had varied status through this period (as throughout all periods) and there 

was a difference in the evolution of the urban topography between different ranks of cities, 

from Imperial capitals and provincial capitals to major ports and cities with commercial 

importance, to cities with a military connection and others. There is no need here to develop a 

strict classification system for the statuses of late antique cities, as long as we recognize a 

range of possibilities along a prosperous-to-failing-cities continuum. As a result of the 

Diocletianic reforms and the establishment of tetrarchic capitals, Rome increasingly became 

only a symbolic head. At the same time, the new capitals were made the recipients of imperial 

benefactions, which transformed their physical fabric, making them showcases for a new, late 

Roman, imperial power. Thus the changes of the late antique city appeared in this range of 

cities across these regions at slightly different points and developed at slightly different rates.  

In spite of this variety, there are several key developments to demography, housing, 

public spaces, fortifications and religion in this period that can be seen in almost all late 

antique cities. These changes were partially the result of the political changes of the later 

empire, as well as some significant cultural changes that occurred in this period (see Chapter 

6.1). Together, these trends can be summarized in two important shifts. First, cities were 

generally smaller and buildings were of less durable materials than under the Roman empire. 

                                                        
122 Caseau 1999, 29-33. 
123 See Knight 1999, ch. 1 and 2. 
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Yet the decline of materials, the “disappearance of comfort,” was not uniform. While many 

commercial goods disappeared in late antiquity, some were being still produced and traded 

through the eighth century, albeit in smaller quantities than previously. Second, there was a 

marked trend towards the encroachment on public spaces and buildings by private interests. 

This fragmentation is reflected in the gradual breakdown of the orthogonal street grid and 

fora (at most cities), the spoliation of building materials and the appearance of urban burials 

on formerly public space or monuments.  

In terms of our understanding of late antiquity, new data that emerged from a greater 

interest in the period and improved techniques of investigation have allowed a more 

archaeologically oriented history of cities in this period to be written. However, there remain 

limitations on what is known, some fundamental to the evidence, some arising from a lack of 

study and some caused by historiographical conventions. A good deal of scholarship on the 

late antique city continues to confuse institutional changes with material transformations. 

While the two are arguably related, they are not the same and do not necessarily transition at 

the same rate. Also complicating the view of the late antique city is the bias that continues in 

much of the scholarship concerning ‘decline’ or ‘transformation’.  The two schools of thought 

on this issue are engaged in something of a dialogue and each side has had particular 

moments of prominence and influence over the understanding of the subject. For example, the 

Transformation of the Roman World project, running 1997 to 2004, generally emphasized the 

continuity within these transitions. In response, the other side, mostly notably Ward-Perkins 

and Heather, published books in the mid-2000s with incendiary titles like The Fall of Roman: 

and the End of Civilization.124 Much of this disagreement is a result of the focus of the scholar 

(archaeological or historical), their background and training as well as their conception of the 

city (as an institution or as a physical place). And it is true that much of the evidence about 

the late antique world takes on a considerably different shade depending on the relative 

viewpoint of the author, as well as on their chronological scope, use of material or textual 

evidence and the like. In order to side-step some of these issues, this study seeks to collect the 

archaeological data for several kinds of public buildings across regions. This makes 

individual elements of cities, rather than cities themselves, the unit of comparison, which 

allows for a more comprehensive and nuanced view of the changes therein. 
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CHAPTER 3: BATHS, AQUEDUCTS AND WATER IN LATE 

ANTIQUE CITIES 
 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Water was integral for Roman cities, for a range of basic purposes from drinking 

supplies to keeping the sewers functioning, but also for more extravagant functions like 

immersive bathing and monumental water displays. The great majority of Roman cities were 

provided with water through aqueducts—channels that ran long distances underground and 

occasionally on arched bridges.1 And yet, by and large, these aqueducts were not strictly 

necessary for the basic biological-level survival of people in most cities in the Roman empire. 

Arguably, the largest urban centers at their peak, like Rome, could not draw enough water 

from rivers, wells and collected rainwater for the essential needs of their populations. Yet for 

numerous smaller cities, the water supplied from aqueducts far exceeded their basic 

requirements.2  

More accurately, aqueducts were built to provide water for a wide variety of purposes 

beyond drinking, like gardening, fullonicae and other industrial processes.3 In fact, some 

aqueduct water, as at Thysdrus in North Africa and from the Aqua Alsietina in Rome was not 

drunk except during emergencies.4 As Wilson notes, the water from the Thysdrus aqueduct 

“would have been useful only for watering gardens, certain domestic needs and baths, while 

water for drinking and cooking would have been provided by rainwater collected in cisterns. 

[…] The aqueduct water could be used ornamentally without depleting the drinking water 

supply.”5 In this way, aqueduct water allowed for urban pools and gardens (to say nothing of 

the extra-urban uses), which served as “highly visible indicator[s] of wealth and a means of 

social ostentation.”6 Aqueducts then were “both symbols and devices useful for promoting a 

certain Roman style of life in urban centres.”7 They were essential for allowing a culture of 

water to flourish, especially among the urban elite. However, they were important to the 

                                                        
1 It is important to note that this chapter is exclusively interested in urban aqueducts, i.e. aqueducts that feed 

primarily into an urban settlement. While they played an important part in agriculture and other aspects of the 
Roman civilization, rural water systems will not be discussed in any capacity. 

2 See Hodge 1992, 5; Shaw 1991, 71-2. 
3 Rome, however, where the aqueducts predate the baths by nearly three centuries, is a glaring exception to this 

trend. This is simply a matter of its centrality, political and economic, in the Mediterranean. See Hodge 1992, 
5.  

4 Thysdrus: Wilson 1995, 55; Rome: de Kleijn 2001, 23. 
5 Wilson 1995, 55. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Shaw 1991, 83. 
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average urban citizen as well in that they allowed the practice of bathing in large, immersive 

baths to develop, which was a major part of the daily routine of many Romans.8  

In order to continue to provide water to maintain this Roman lifestyle, aqueducts 

required regular maintenance to clear natural deposits from the channels. While the costs of 

operating an aqueduct were certainly much lower than the original outlay of building one, 

upkeep was a burden for any city. In a very direct way, the continued support of aqueducts by 

cities was a means of buying into Roman culture and civilization. Therefore the end of 

maintenance and the abandonment of the aqueducts, which happened gradually from the third 

century onwards, are significant for what they say about the transitions away from an urban 

lifestyle clearly associated with the Romans. The same is true of the late antique history of 

baths. Yet it shows a slightly different pattern; past the fourth century, baths were largely only 

used and maintained in cities with connections to governmental money. These monuments 

were not necessary for survival in the ways that walls and other practical structures were. 

Their upkeep and abandonment, which speaks to the management of, use of and ideas about 

urban water, reflect the particular cultural and economic transitions that occurred in late 

antique cities. 

This chapter will first survey the secondary literature on baths and aqueducts (Section 

3.2), noting what has been studied and the gaps that remain in the evidence for these two 

categories of public monuments. It will briefly overview the early imperial development and 

spread of baths and aqueducts (3.3) across the Western provinces in order to set the stage for 

late antique developments. It will then gather the evidence for baths and aqueducts (3.4) in the 

study regions, laying out the history of their construction, works and disuse in late antiquity. 

One city from each region (Ostia, Saint-Bertrand-de-Comminges, Alcalá de Henares and 

Carthage) will be singled out as a case study for the changes to water usage in the late antique 

city. Finally, this chapter will conclude with a discussion of the likely causes behind the 

trends identified (3.5) and of how baths, aqueducts and water fitted into the late antique city 

(3.6). 

 

3.2 HISTORIOGRAPHY 
 

Baths, as central elements in the Roman city, have been the focus of scholarly studies 

for a considerable period.9 The earliest works on Roman baths were largely typological. 

                                                        
8 It is not fully clear whether some smaller baths could have functioned entirely on river, rain and well sources. 

Certainly, some could do so. But generally speaking, the introduction of abundant aqueduct water to early 
baths in Campania shifted development towards larger immersion pools from individual tubs, a feature that 
was repeated in nearly all future baths. 
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Krencker’s 1929 book, Der Trierer Kaiserthermen, catalogued and classified 72 complexes 

around the Mediterranean; it divided them into three categories depending on the presumed 

route of the bather through the complex or the arrangement and repetition of features in the 

bath—the row, the ring, half-axial and the imperial type.10 Over the next half-century, there 

were only a few studies and these generally augmented Krencker’s paradigm, or looked at 

some particular aspects of baths, like hypocausts.11 Contemporary archaeological discoveries 

affected these studies very little, with the result that by the 1980s, the study of baths was no 

longer up to date with the material remains of those structures throughout the Roman world. 

Inroads were soon made on this problem with a number of regional studies.12 As a result of 

the greater interaction of archaeology and history in this field in the early 1990s, two works 

were published which significantly re-evaluated and expanded the study of Roman baths—

Yegül’s Baths and Bathing in Classical Antiquity and Nielsen’s Thermae et Balnea.13 A 

similar renewed interest and new approaches were seen in the publication from the 1992 

conference in Bath, England.14 These large synthetic works sought to incorporate a variety of 

perspectives about baths, asking questions about the cultural role of bathing and bath 

architecture. In spite of differences in orientation and approach—with Nielsen more focused 

on issues of architecture and Yegül on cultural history—they primarily examined historical 

and archaeological data with the aim of a broader goal of understanding the socio-historical 

context of baths. However, in this literature, the late antique phases have been frequently 

marginalized. Yegül, in each of his books, included a short final chapter on baths in the later 

Roman empire, particularly those in Constantinople. And Nielsen includes, where possible, an 

end date for the baths in her catalogue. But there is no synthesis of this material to provide a 

view on baths in late antiquity. 

Since that time, there have been few large-scale synthetic works on the subject, but that 

loss has been more than compensated for by the many regional, archaeologically-based 

studies as well as works on the place of baths in Roman culture and society, notably Fagan’s 

and Yegül’s.15 The cultural component of baths has been studied to the extent that there are 

                                                        
9 One of the first things that every work on Roman baths has to do is closely define the terminology, viz. thermae 

and balnea, which are not always used consistently across the literature. Generally, thermae refer to large bath 
complexes, often symmetrically arranged, with secondary areas for sports or commerce. Balnea tend to be 
smaller and primarily focused on bathing. Since this study focuses primarily on public baths, I will use the 
term “baths” for both, unless specificity is necessary. Further connected to the issue of terminology is the 
public and private nature of many baths. I have excluded any baths that are definitely private, connected to and 
only accessible to, an individual house. I have included baths that appear to be open to the public on the basis 
of size or accessibility. I have also included those baths that are connected to collegia and other semi-public 
organizations. 

10 Krencker 1929. 
11 For a brief overview see DeLaine 1988, 11. 
12 See especially: DeLaine 1988. 
13 Yegül 1992; Nielsen 1990. 
14 DeLaine and Johnson 1999. 
15 Fagan 1999; Yegül 2010. 
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now bodies of literature on specific aspects such as baths and medicine, hygiene and the 

literary sources for bathing.16 But the greatest asset in the archaeological study of Roman 

bathing has been in site or regional studies, like DeLaine’s work on the Baths of Caracalla.17 

These are noted in Manderscheid’s bibliography for the years 1988-2001, which lists 1749 

site or regional studies. Some of these are strictly archaeological and architectural studies of 

bath buildings.18 These studies, which are often archaeological in outlook, generally mention 

the latest phases of bath buildings, including their medieval reuse. For example, Bouet is 

essential for information on the latest phases of Gallic baths, as is Thébert for Africa.19 

Similarly, Fuentes Domínguez’s chapter is entirely focused on the end of baths in Spain and 

Diarte Blasco looks at baths closely as well.20 There are further studies that deal with baths 

only tangentially, or as one aspect of a regional archaeological survey.  

Further, besides socio-cultural and regional studies, new fields have sprung up around 

the pragmatics of bathing. They have explored issues like the construction, management, 

staffing and furnishing of bath complexes, as well as the many varied kinds of baths—from 

military installations to private baths to sanctuary baths. In the last 30 years, the study of 

baths has bloomed significantly, both in terms of quantity and breadth of topics. Yet very few 

of these studies have looked to baths in late antiquity in any great detail. 

Roman aqueducts have also attracted considerable interest from scholars and 

antiquarians since the sixteenth century, both in terms of the archaeological remains and the 

literary evidence from the first-century curator aquarum Frontinus.21 The earliest studies 

were concentrated on Rome, which has numerous ruins scattered in the city and throughout 

the countryside, but their less-scientific approach to the material contributed very little to a 

comprehensive understanding of water systems in Rome or elsewhere.22 The seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries produced the first studies of aqueducts that incorporated a deep 

understanding of the physical remains, like Fabretti’s 1680 study.23 These earliest works, still 

largely focused on the city of Rome, were superseded by R. Lanciani's work on the 

topography of Rome, which exhaustively examined the available evidence for the city’s water 

system.24 About this time, research on aqueducts outside of Rome began to flourish, like A. 

                                                        
16 For medical uses of baths: Guérin-Beauvois and Martin; 2007; Jackson 1990; Heinz	  1993;	  Hygiene: Fagan 

2000; Literary Sources: Bruun and Saastamoinen 2003.  
17 DeLaine 1997. This study really only covers the original construction of the building and therefore is not 

especially useful for the late antique phases of the building.  
18 E.g. Fernández Ochoa and García Entero 2000; Lenoir 1995. 
19 Bouet 2003a; 2003b; Thébert 2003. 
20 Fuentes Domínguez 2000; Diarte Blasco 2012. 
21 For a good overview of the latter, see Bruun 2003. 
22 Taylor 2000, 13. 
23 Fabretti 1972. 
24 Lanciani 1880. 
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Blanchet's and L. Bonnard and É. Percepied's 1908 studies on the aqueducts of Roman Gaul.25 

A number of archaeological studies of the Roman aqueducts of Gaul would be carried out 

over the next 50 years, crowned by Grenier's volume of the Manuel d'Archéologie Gallo-

Romaine on water monuments.26 

The study of the water supply of Rome was also augmented in the first half of the 

twentieth century by two exhaustive tomes by Van Deman and Ashby. Although their 

importance in current understanding of aqueducts is open to debate, these large works 

collected and catalogued the bulk of knowledge on the courses and construction of water 

channels in Rome.27 Meticulous urban excavations of the past thirty or so years have 

increased knowledge about particular aqueducts, to the point that some scholars of urban 

topography have argued that our broad understanding of the archaeology of the water supply 

in Rome has reached its fullest point.28 Even if this assessment is valid (and it is likely not), it 

still does not mean that aqueducts are no longer a topic for scholarship. On the contrary, 

studies of aqueducts both inside and outside of Rome have blossomed in the last two decades. 

T. Hodge's Roman Aqueducts and Water Supply, G. de Kleijn's The Water Supply of Ancient 

Rome, R. Taylor's Public Needs and Private Pleasures and C. Bruun's The Water Supply of 

Ancient Rome, while all approaching somewhat different material from varying perspectives, 

show a resurgence in the study of the waters of Rome.29 

The fate of aqueducts in late antiquity and beyond has received less scholarly attention. 

This is largely the result of two barriers: the past conception of the marginality of late antique 

archaeology, which has only been overcome relatively recently, and the nature of aqueducts, 

which typically provide little good evidence for the chronology of their later phases of use 

and maintenance. R. Coates-Stephens has tried to close this gap through close examination of 

the material remains of late antique and early medieval repairs to aqueducts in and around 

Rome.30 Along the same lines, although not nearly as focused on the archaeology, is 

Squatriti's Water and Society in Early Medieval Italy, which looks at both the survival of 

Roman aqueducts and the construction of new water structures.31 There is little of comparable 

quality for Gaul or Spain, with the exception of the work by Fabre, Fiches and Paillet on the 

Nîmes aqueduct.32 Wilson’s unpublished thesis is very valuable for outlining the epigraphic 

                                                        
25 Blanchet 1908; Bonnard and Percepied 1908. 
26 Grenier 1960. 
27 On the differing statuses given to Ashby, compare e.g. Taylor (2000, 15) and Dodge (2000, 167)  
28 Taylor 2000, 15. However this argument seems wildly pessimistic (and a bit arrogant), given the major holes in 

our archaeological knowledge of aqueducts inside the city, especially the Aqua Alexandrina. 
29 Hodge 1992; de Kleijn 2001; Taylor 2000; Bruun 2003. 
30 Coates-Stephens 1998; 2003a; 2003b. 
31 Squatriti 1998. 
32 Fabre et al. 1990; 1991. However, recent articles by Martínez Jiménez (2011; 2012) suggest that this deficiency 

may be changing for Spain. 
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(as well as some archaeological) evidence for water structures in North Africa up to the 

Byzantine conquest, however it is not widely available.33  

 

3.3 EARLY IMPERIAL BATHS AND AQUEDUCTS 
 

It is possible to trace an evolution of baths in Italy from the third century BCE in 

Campania to second century CE in Rome. Stylistically, this development was guided by the 

principles of axiality and symmetry and all the while baths grew greater in scale and grandeur 

with an increasing number of secondary rooms and spaces. This was the result of both a 

change in the culture and practice of bathing, but also technological developments, viz. 

hypocaust systems after about 100 BCE and glass in the first century CE in addition to the 

broader architectural developments of concrete, arches, domes, etc. around this time.34  

However, the path from the early Italic baths to the great imperial thermae was not the 

only development of baths. There were numerous baths across the Roman world that 

dialogued to varying degrees with the major imperial projects in Rome. This interaction, 

running from the largest thermae to the smallest balnea, can be seen in both the direct 

influences of Rome’s baths on Italian and other provincial projects, as well as in parallel 

developments in contemporary adoption of technologies and tastes. Chronologically, the early 

first century CE was the period of the most significant bath building in Italy and Spain, 

especially during the reign of Augustus and the early Julio-Claudians. Similar levels of 

construction did not happen in Gaul and North Africa until somewhat later, in the late first 

and early second centuries and the mid- to late second century respectively.35 There were a 

number of Hadrianic bath buildings in Italy, especially in Rome and Ostia, but comparably 

few elsewhere. By the second century, baths were a firmly established element of Roman 

urbanism and culture. New bath construction dropped precipitously almost everywhere in the 

West in the third century. There were a few Severan projects, especially in Italy and Africa. 

However, by the second half of the third century, there were virtually no new bath projects.  

The spread of early imperial baths is clearly connected to the spread of Roman urban 

culture throughout the Mediterranean. Baths were a place where an urban populace could 

express their Romanitas, especially in new conquered regions.36 Large baths were often 

situated near the center of cities, from Saint-Rémy-de-Provence to Pompeii, connecting them 

to the other elements of Roman political life. The demand for bathing facilities in early 

imperial cities further gave patrons an opportunity for euergetism and since baths came in 

                                                        
33 Wilson 1997. 
34 Laurence et al. 2011, 207. 
35 Ibid, 219; 223-6. 
36 Ibid, 227; see also their chapter 8 more generally. 



 

 43 

many sizes (as opposed to spectacle buildings), this could be done at a range of expenses.37 

Inscriptions show that imperial benefactions for baths were the minority in the first and 

second centuries and that especially in the second century private donations were by far the 

most common source for bath construction (see Chapter 6.3.5). 

 

 
Figure 3.1: Pont-du-Gard aqueduct bridge, crossing over the Gardon River en route to Nîmes (photo: author) 

 

The first aqueducts were built in Rome in the fourth century BCE and they continued to 

be built there through the third century CE. Augustus provided considerable investment to 

renovate and expand the water supply of the capital city.38 The two grandest aqueducts were 

started under Caligula.39 There were two later aqueducts built for Rome, under Trajan and 

Alexander Severus.40 Similarly, the time of greatest expansion of urban aqueducts for the rest 

of Italy was the early imperial period, from Augustus to Trajan. In Gaul, aqueducts were 

introduced at the end of first century BCE and were constructed at a large number of newly 

founded Roman colonies, like Nîmes (Fig. 3.1). This construction reached a peak, as it did in 

Italy, in the first century, tailing off into the second century. In these regions at least, the 

construction of aqueducts paralleled the growth of the empire and of the number and size of 

cities. In Spain, there were also a significant number of Augustan aqueducts. However, there 

is little evidence in Spain for construction after the first half of the first century CE, 

suggesting that aqueduct building was a relatively short-lived phenomenon associated with 

the period Julio-Claudian emperors. Aqueducts appeared in North Africa later than elsewhere, 

with a corresponding peak in the late first and second centuries. Broadly speaking, aqueducts 

in North Africa seem to have been less common than elsewhere in the Western Mediterranean 

and to have appeared later. This is slightly surprising, especially considering that much of the 

region is semi-arid, there was a significant Roman presence from the first century BCE and 

                                                        
37 Although there was still a substantial cost involved. See Laurence et al. 2011, 210-1. 
38 Dodge 2000, 173-4. 
39 Frontin. Aq. 1.13. 
40 Taylor 2000, 211. 
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that baths were a very common element in cities. Shaw rightly argues that aqueducts were 

built in most cities after their rise to prominence in the second century, arguing that: 

"(l)arge-scale monumental urban aqueducts, therefore, tend to be consequent upon a 

certain level of rural development and appear later in the urban/town centres that are 

generated by that agrarian growth. If such towns arose [...] and if the suitable wealthy 

imperial or private patron was available, then monumental aqueducts could be built."41  

The city of Tazoult seems to fit this model, with two aqueducts constructed only in the third 

century, one c. 225-226 and another late in the century, even though it was founded in the late 

first century CE.42 However, not all aqueducts fit into Shaw’s model.43 The Zaghouan 

aqueduct (at Carthage) was built sometime between 128 and 161 (and probably in the 150s) 

and predates much of the monumental construction in the city, suggesting that there was not 

always a direct link between wealth and water.44 Also interesting is the fact that many 

important African cities never had aqueducts, like inland Thuburbo Maius and coastal Acholl 

and Thapsus.45 Shaw does accept that "urban centers depended for their main day-to-day 

water supplies as much, if not more, on wells, cisterns, as they did on aqueduct supply."46 It 

seems that aqueducts in Africa were in substantial part luxury buildings, not necessary for the 

day-to-day existence of cities.47 If this is the case, then aqueducts (at least for Africa) should 

not be seen as a piece of critical infrastructure alone, necessary to support a growing populace 

(although they would have been useful), but rather as another element of Roman urban 

expression. Their construction then, which only occurred in the second century, is analogous 

to other public buildings that were built in Africa in this period through the processes of 

competitive euergetism as wealth of the cities grew in the second century.48  

This leads us to a significant point, namely, that aqueducts played a different role 

depending on the region. An aqueduct in Lyon, for example, would not have been quite as 

vital as it would have in a city like Volubilis in Mauretania Tingitana. There were cities in the 

empire where aqueduct water was strictly a luxury and others where this source was 

somewhat more critical for basic needs. There are two factors involved in making this 

distinction. The first was the population of the city. There is a limit to the number of people 

that can survive on well (ground) and cistern (rain) water, depending on their natural 

                                                        
41 Shaw 1991, 83. 
42 Ibid, 84. Wilson (1997, 96) seems to suggest, on the epigraphic evidence, that there were three aqueducts at 

Tazoult, all built in the 220s.  
43 Wilson (1997, 94) raises further concerns with Shaw’s model, particularly that a number of the cities he cites as 

not having aqueducts actually did.  
44 Wilson 1997, 17. 
45 Shaw 1991, 80; 84. 
46 Ibid, 82. 
47 Ibid, 66. Elsewhere, Shaw (1984, 122-3) argues that Roman water technology was not essential in the ways that 

rural water was managed either. 
48 Quinn and Wilson (2013, 50) have demonstrated this same pattern with Capitolia. 
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abundance. After a certain point, however, water would have had to be brought in from 

outside. Equally, the hinterland of each city had to produce enough food for the populace, 

which required a certain amount of water, either from local sources or from aqueducts. The 

interplay of climate and geography on water supply can be quite complicated, but it is clear 

that they can greatly affect the water resources of an area. In the West, average rainfall can 

vary, for example, between 200 mm per year in parts of Spain and much of North Africa, to 

five times as much in most of Gaul and Italy and each has a distinct climate.49 It is possible to 

note the overarching pattern that the most urbanized parts of the empire are paradoxically 

those that receive the least consistent rainfall, largely the lower and coastal areas of the 

Mediterranean basin. However, it seems that the limits of local water were rarely an issue in 

the Roman empire, as the great majority of cities never reached such a large number and only 

a handful had an impetus to grow beyond the population they could support from local 

supplies. The issue of water requirements, usage and population is of significant importance 

in understanding the late antique city and will be returned to in the final discussion.50 Thus in 

most situations aqueducts were a prestige monument, but one that was, in most places, highly 

integrated into the standards of Roman urban life. 

Another element that needs discussed here is that aqueducts, perhaps more than other 

public buildings, needed regular maintenance. This is primarily due to the build up of sinter, a 

precipitate of calcium carbonate is present in waters that come into contact with limestone or 

marble and is deposited on surfaces during a change in temperature or an aeration of the 

water. This hard residue, which has to be chipped out manually, has been found to develop at 

a rate of 1-2 mm per year in places as diverse as Nîmes, Pergamon and Cologne.51 Rates of 

deposition certainly varied somewhat based on the hardness and temperature of the water, 

along with the rate of flow and turbulence along the channel. The water in Rome in particular, 

coming from areas with substantial limestone and tufa deposits, was and is notoriously hard, 

with estimates that the Aqua Marcia alone carried 47 metric tons of lime per day.52 In 

channels that are not much more than 1 m wide, a buildup like this could notably reduce the 

output of water flow during a century without regular removal.53 Unfortunately this sort of 

routine maintenance, which is reductive, is largely invisible in the archaeological record. Only 

a lack of maintenance, indicated by a build up of sinter, is visible. Additionally, stones and 

dirt were often carried in the flow of water. These were generally filtered out of the final 

output through settling tanks along the course, which would have to be emptied occasionally. 

In fact, the foundation platform for the Villa Bertone in Capanelle was built from the pebbles 
                                                        

49 Peel et. al 2007, Figs. 4, 8; Grove and Rackham 2001, 28-36. 
50 See infra p. 118. 
51 Fahlbusch 1991, 8. 
52 Taylor 2000, 30. 
53 For a discussion of the problems in calculating figures of flow reduction, see Hodge 1992, 228-30. 
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that came down the Anio Novus; it would therefore not be surprising if these needed to be 

emptied at least as often as the sinter needed to be removed.54  

 

3.4 LATE ANTIQUE BATHS AND AQUEDUCTS 
  

3.4.1 ITALY 

3.4.1.1 NEW CONSTRUCTION 

In Italy, in the fourth century, the new construction of small baths became less 

frequent, with only nine firmly dated to the century, of which most were built first half of the 

fourth century, including the Piazza Armerina baths. Four of the eight known fourth century 

baths were in Rome and Ostia (Fig. 3.2). However, there is a good chance that these figures 

are slightly skewed because of the comparably well-known fourth century archaeology of 

Ostia (and to a lesser degree of Rome) compared to other parts of Italy. It may be that many 

of the smaller complexes at other Italian cities (which are preserved at Ostia) have been lost 

archaeologically. Yet, currently available evidence suggests that Rome was something of a 

special case. Generally, these fourth century baths were quite small in comparison with many 

earlier baths, apart from the exceptional imperial baths in Rome. For example, the Baths of 

the Philosopher at Ostia was 660 m2—average sized when it was built in the late third or early 

fourth century—was several hundred square meters smaller than any other bath building from 

the first two centuries. 

The only evidence for new construction of public bath buildings in the fifth century is 

from Ostia, which is outlined below in the case study, as well as one example from Catania. 

Elsewhere, there is some small evidence for new construction in the sixth century from the 

reign of Theoderic. The Anonymus Valesianus reports that Theoderic “item Veronae [i.e. 

Verona] thermas […] fecit” and “item Ticino [i.e. Pavia] […] thermas fecit.”55 There is no 

archaeological evidence to directly substantiate the claim about Verona, but an inscription 

mentioning Athalaric has been found at a bath building in Pavia.56 In both of these cases, 

however, it is unclear if the use of fecit in the text refers to a brand new construction or 

simply some repair or restoration carried out on an older building.  

The building of public baths moved into the purview of the church after the fifth 

century. There is good evidence to suggest that some new baths were built and many were 

maintained in many cities throughout Italy after the sixth century. These were not the large-

scale Roman baths, but rather smaller installations, often private, or connected to an episcopal  

                                                        
54 Dodge 2000, 185. 
55 Anon. Vales. 2.71. 
56 CIL V.6418 = ILS 829. 
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Figure 3.2: Late antique new bath construction in Italy 
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Figure 3.3: Late antique aqueduct activity in Italy 
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complex or palace, often historically attested until at least the turn of the millennium.57 For 

example, sometime in the Byzantine era, a large bath complex was built in Ravenna, over a 

house that was destroyed in the fourth century. These are generally though to be connected to 

the baths noted in a literary text to have been built by Archbishop Victor for use of the 

clergy.58 Similarly, the only evidence of new aqueduct construction in Italy after the 

Alexandrina in Rome was the project to supply water to St. Felix's Basilica near Nola around 

400 CE (Fig. 3.3).59 As Paulinus notes, water was brought a relatively short distance of 9.5 

km into Nola, serving the church first and then the city.60 This episcopal project foreshadows 

the system of water management in the seventh century onwards, where aqueducts were 

almost exclusively the concern of the church.61 

 

3.4.1.2 WORKS 

Although there were few new bath buildings constructed after the beginning of the 

fourth century, there is ample evidence for the repair and restoration of existing structures 

well into the sixth century (Fig. 3.4). It is important to note that works of this type are not 

exclusively a late antique phenomenon. Baths were frequently in need of work from very 

early on, sometimes within the same century as construction. This is not surprising, given the 

nature of the building—heavily used, with high levels of both heat and moisture—which 

would have contributed to a need for frequent repair and/or restoration. For example, in 

Rome, the first-century B.C.E. Baths of Agrippa were restored at least twice in the first 

century C.E.62 There were, similarly, a few reconstruction projects during the second century 

on first-century buildings: the Baths of Agrippa, the Forum Baths in Ostia and the Capitol 

Baths in Florence.63 The important difference in late antiquity is that these regular works 

become decreasingly frequent.  

The fourth century was a peak of bath works. There were 39 works (repairs or 

restorations) on bath buildings in this century. They were largely concentrated in the second 

half of the century. These works are known in large part from epigraphic evidence, which 

tends to give little information on the actual nature or scope of the repair or restoration. In the  

                                                        
57 Outlined very well in Squatriti 1998, 44-65. 
58 Gelichi 2000, 124. 
59 In contrast, the fourth century aqueduct of Constantinople was the longest in the ancient world (see Crow 2008). 

This east-west discrepancy is indicative of some of the major change in the patterns of imperial funding in late 
antiquity. 

60 Paulinus of Nola, Carmina 21, 27, 28. 
61 There are notable exceptions, of course, like Brescia or Salerno. See Squatriti (1998, 13-21) for a good overview 

of this period that is important for our understanding of the reuse of ancient structures, but beyond the scope of 
this study. 

62 An early reconstruction of the decoration reported in Pliny (HN 35.26, 36.189, 34.62) that may have been 
coincident with some structural work (CIL VI.75). The bath was reconstructed between 87-88 after a fire 
around 79-81 (Cass. Dio 66.24 and Mart. Epig. 3.20.15, 3.36.6). 

63 Agrippa: SHA Hadr. 19; Terme del Foro: CIL XIV.376 and tile stamps; Capitol Baths see Nielsen 1990, 2:10. 
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Figure 3.4: Late antique bath works in Italy 
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two instances known archaeologically, restoration involved new mosaics laid down 

throughout the baths.64 Like fourth century constructions, the area around Rome was the most 

common place for such works, showing eleven in the city and Ostia. This number, far greater 

than the single projects scattered elsewhere, again reinforces the prominence of Rome through 

the fourth century, in spite of its declining political centrality in this century. The high 

proportion of repairs and restorations is not simply a factor of the importance of Rome, 

however. There were simply a higher number of bath buildings in this area than elsewhere in 

Italy, meaning there were more structures to upkeep.  

The third- and fourth century works that kept the baths in working order began to 

disappear in the fifth century. There are relatively few which are firmly dated to the fifth 

century: the Severan Baths at Castelporziano; the Interamna Lirenas  

Baths; the Constantinian Baths and the Baths of Sura in Rome; the Baths of Invidioso at 

Ostia; and the Aquileia baths. The Severan Baths at Castelporziano, when they were restored 

sometime in the fifth century, were reduced to one-fifth of their original size.65 This may be 

an indication of diminished demand in the area, possibly connected to the gradual 

abandonment of Ostia, the nearest significant settlement.66 Given the number of baths across 

Italy, many of which were of considerable age, the decline of works on these buildings 

perhaps gives an indirect indication of their disuse, abandonment or even destruction.  

The sixth century shows the same trends as the fifth in terms of bath upkeep. The 

clearest record of works in this period comes from the reign of Theoderic. In the Variae of 

Cassiodorus, one letter about Abano notes, “If there be anything to repair in the thermae 

themselves or in the passages, let this be done out of the money which we now send you. Let 

the thorns and briers which have grown up around it be rooted up.”67 There is, however, 

limited archaeological evidence to confirm this or other Ostrogothic bath projects. In Rome, 

brick stamps of Theoderic have been found in the baths of Caracalla and Constantine.68 At the 

baths of Caracalla, only one of these was contexted, which was found in a stair to the lower 

level in a caldarium pier.69 There are also sixth-century brick stamps from the Baths of the 

Porta Marina at Ostia. Archaeologically, one very late repair has been found at the ‘Small 

                                                        
64 Venosa: Nielsen 1990, 2:8; Small Baths Nora: Nielsen 1990, 2:18. 
65 There is a possibility that this was converted into a house at this point, suggested by the reduction in size and a 

change in masonry style. See Claridge 1985. 
66 Or possibly to the decreased frequency of visits to Rome by fifth century Emperors, since significant portions of 

the Laurentine shore seem to be connected to imperial estates. Just as well, the reduction in size could indicate 
a decreased ability to operate baths of a certain size. However, as the following discussion indicates, there is 
little to suggest a shortage of materials requisite for bath operation at any point. 

67 Cassiod. Var. 2.39 (trans. Hodgkin). 
68 Caracalla: CIL XV.1665a and 1669; Constantine: CIL XV.1665, 2. 
69 DeLaine 1997, 256. 
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Baths’ on the Via della Foce at Ostia, which were given several new walls on the west side of 

the complex in the period between 490 and 550.70  

There is meager evidence, archaeological or otherwise, for continued maintenance to 

Italian aqueducts in late antiquity. One late antique source to mention the aqueducts, 

Cassiodorus, certainly paints a picture of disrepair, but not of complete dysfunction. This is 

significant, as aqueducts require fairly regular maintenance to avoid blockage. So while it 

seems highly probable that there was some maintenance on aqueducts in the course of the 

century, it is not currently possible to tell how frequent or extensive it was.  

There is, however, some epigraphic evidence for works, especially by the emperors 

(Fig. 3.3). The Aqua Augusta (Serino Aqueduct), which served Naples and several small 

communities around Campania, was restored under Constantine. The aqueduct at Amiternum 

was restored in 325.71 At Paestum, a partial inscription notes a repair by [...]vus Bassus in the 

early fourth century.72 The aqueduct of Siena was repaired in 394.73 There also is a good body 

of evidence pointing to late antique restorations in Rome on the Alexandrina, the Claudia, the 

Anio Novus and the Marcia. The latter was repaired under Honorius and again in the 460s.74 

There are other works known archaeologically, but their chronology is not particularly clear. 

The majority had previously been dated to the sixth century on the basis of their use of opus 

vittatum masonry, which was also seen in supposed Belisarian works on the Aurelian Walls.75 

The so-called Pragmatic Sanction, which attests to Byzantine repairs to the aqueducts after 

they were cut in 537, further supports this idea.76 However, more recent studies have noted 

that opus vittatum is difficult to date precisely, as it was in use in Rome from the third to the 

nineteenth centuries.77 Excavation of a well-preserved area just north of Porta Furba has 

revealed that a number of repairs to the joint Claudia-Anio Novus line actually date from the 

fourth century.78 Yet this area also shows repair work from an undated later period, as well as 

under Pope Hadrian I in the eighth century. Elsewhere on the same line at Capannelle, 

Coates-Stephens has recently argued for a sixth century Byzantine repair in opus vittatum.79 

These studies highlight the problems in using masonry style for dating evidence, but also 

show that excavation or even a close inspection and mortar analyses can greatly expand our 

                                                        
70 Heres 1983, 434. 
71 AE 1937, n. 119. 
72 Mello and Voza 1968, n. 110. 
73 CIL VI.1793. 
74 Lançon 2000, 13. 
75 Van Deman 1934, 266. 
76 See Coates-Stephens (2003b, 83-4) for a good overview of the evidence and Ward-Perkins (1984, 130-1) for a 

more skeptical reading of it. 
77 Coates-Stephens 1998, n. 20. 
78 Mancioli et al. 1995. 
79 Although his arguments about "generally-poor selection of materials" (Coates-Stephens 2003b, 87) seem 

subjective and pejorative. 
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understanding of the chronology for late and post-Roman repairs on late antique aqueducts in 

the West, which is currently lacking. 

 Literary accounts suggest the aqueducts continued to run and be repaired for some 

time. In Rome, the mills on the Janiculum, fed by the Aqua Traiana, were said to be working 

from the fourth to the sixth century.80 In the fifth century, the fountains at St Peters and near 

the Lateran Baptistery were fed by water from the Traiana and Claudia, respectively.81 

Elsewhere across Italy, Cassiodorus’ Variae suggest Ostrogothic care for aqueducts. Letter 

7.6 notes the formula of the comitiva formarum, the office in charge of running the aqueducts, 

saying: 

“Where would be the beauty of our Thermae, if those softest waters were not 

supplied to them? Wherefore, after careful consideration, we entrust you for this Indiction 

with the Comitiva Formarum, that you may zealously strive to accomplish what the 

maintenance of such noble structures requires. Especially as to the hurtful trees which are 

the ruin of buildings, […] we wish them to be pulled up by the roots, since it is no use 

dealing with an evil of this kind except in its origin. If any part is falling into decay 

through age, let it be repaired at once: the first expense is the least.” (trans. Hodgkin) 

The Ostrogothic administration in Italy seems to have demonstrated a concern for the 

maintenance and upkeep of the aqueducts, both by maintaining an official to look after them 

and by charging him with specific duties in that position. Further, letter 5.38 records a 

pronouncement of Theoderic to all the landowners in the region of the aqueduct: 

“The aqueducts are an object of our special care. We desire you at once to root up 

the shrubs growing in the Signine Channel, which will before long become big trees 

scarcely to be hewn down with the axe, and which interfere with the purity of the water in 

the aqueduct of Ravenna.[…] We shall now again have baths that we may look upon with 

pleasure; water which will cleanse, not stain.” (trans. Hodgkin)  

The repair of the aqueduct in Ravenna is also mentioned by the Anonymus Valesianus, where 

the water was said to have returned after multa tempora, possibly suggesting that the problem 

was not recent.82 Sidonius Apollinaris notes a lack of water in the city in the 430s.83 Two 

fragments of pipes with Theoderic’s name have been found in Ravenna, lending some 

credence to his claims, even there is no known evidence for repair in the aqueduct.84 Other 

aqueduct repairs are noted for Verona and Parma and inscriptions with the king’s name have 

been found for the Aqua Virgo.85 What is not mentioned is why these structures needed 
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repairs. Given the comments of Theoderic on the destructive power of nature, we might 

assume they had simply declined with age. However, the three cities that Theoderic repaired 

were the sites of three important sieges in the war against Odovacar in the late 480s.86 Cutting 

the aqueduct was seen in Rome during the Gothic War as an element in a siege and it might 

be that Theoderic was trying to fix his own damage.87 

 The longevity of aqueducts in Rome and around Italy into the early middle ages and 

beyond is a topic that has attracted some recent attention.88 Although the last new aqueduct in 

Rome was constructed in the third century, they were maintained and repaired to varying 

degrees for a long period. The aqueducts seem to become primarily the concern of the popes 

after the sixth century, as with Pope Gregory I requesting repairs to the aqueducts in Rome in 

602. There were further papal repairs in the late eighth century (after a 20 year period of 

interruption) and again in the ninth.89 Sections of the Traiana and Virgo, repaired many times 

since, still serve parts of Rome today.90  

In all, current understanding of aqueducts in the post-Roman city in Italy continues to 

grow and there is a growing body of evidence to show that they were maintained during the 

early medieval period, albeit for different ends and on a different scale. However, the fate of 

aqueducts from Constantine to the Gothic War has received correspondingly little notice. 

There are a few repairs known from the fourth century, but almost none from the fifth 

century. Historical accounts, especially of Ostrogothic repair projects, seem to paint a picture 

of significant disrepair before Theoderic's building programs. This might, of course, be 

exaggerated to show Ostrogothic repairs in a better light. But, without better archaeological or 

historical evidence, it is impossible to say.  

 

3.4.1.3 IN USE 

There is, unfortunately, little direct evidence that illuminates how long individual 

buildings continued in use as baths (Fig. 3.5). The Cividale del Friuli baths were definitely 

still in use in the fourth century.91 The mid-fourth century Regionary Catalogues, the 

Curiosum and the Notitia, list 856 balnea and 11 thermae for Rome. While the exact numbers 

of balnea may be slightly high and while these lists do not contain much information beyond 

                                                        
86 Burns 1984, 71-80. 
87 Of the letters dealing with water, a date has been proposed only for two, 8.29-30, of 527 CE (Krautschick 1983, 

102). This of course suggests a significant break between the siege of 480s and the repair, but, as proposed 
here, aqueducts were not strictly necessary for life in early medieval urban centers. The restoration of the 
aqueduct (whether the damage was done by him or not) was still a political maneuver as it was in the Roman 
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the name and region, they do suggest a continued ubiquity of bathing in fourth century Rome. 

During the fifth century, there were a few indications that some major baths were in some use 

although not always for their original purpose. 

The Baths of Diocletian still seem to be functioning, as do the Baths of Trajan and 

those at Venosa and Civitavecchia.92 The Baths of the Lighthouse at Ostia were still in use in 

the early fifth century at least. The latest evidence from antiquity for the continued 

functioning of baths in their original use comes from the first half of the sixth century. 

Theoderic provided free bathing at the Spoleto Baths and the Isola Sacra Baths, also called 

the Baths of Matidia, between Ostia and Portus, were functioning in the middle of the 

century. The Baths of Nero also seem to have been in use during the early years of the sixth 

century.93 Beyond this, references in textual sources from the middle ages suggest that the 

bathing continued at Baiae for medical purposes—until doctors who were angry at a free 

alternative to their curative powers destroyed them in the fourteenth century.94 The extent to 

which this practice continued within structures built in antiquity is not fully clear, but Martin 

suggests that some Roman buildings in Campania remained in use, even if their decoration 

had been damaged.95  

 

3.4.1.4 DISUSE 

Evidence points to disuse, abandonment and destruction of baths in Italy as early as the 

fourth century (Fig. 3.6). The Balneum of the Arval Brethren in Rome was already disused by 

around 340 and the Baths in Region IV at Tindari fell out of use by the end of the fourth 

century.96 The Baptisterium Baths were abandoned and destroyed early in the fourth century 

and the Lateran Baptistery was built over it, likely re-using some of the water infrastructure.97 

A similar Christian appropriation is seen at Ostia, where the Baths of the Christian Basilica 

were converted into a shine in the later fourth century. The Baths of Constantine burned down 

in 366, but repaired in 443. Whether this building sat in a ruinous state for nearly a century is 

unclear, but there is no archaeological or epigraphic evidence for immediate repairs. There is 

more evidence for damage and destruction in the fifth century. The Baths of Diocletian were 

damaged by Alaric’s sack of Rome in 410, but continued to be  

 

                                                        
92 Diocletian: Sid. Apoll. Carm. 23.495; Trajan: CIL VI.1670; Notitia Reg. III; Venosa: Nielsen 1990, 2:8; 

Civitavecchia: Koehler 2007, 124. 
93 Notitia Reg. VIII. This complex is unusual for its long life. It was presumably closed for some time after the 

cutting of the aqueducts during the Gothic War, but seems to have been still used in the following centuries, 
although the nature of this occupation is unclear. It was finally abandoned in the ninth century (Hubert 2007, 
130). 

94 Greenhalgh 1989, 113-4. 
95 Martin 2007, 55. 
96 Nielsen 1990, 2:11. 
97 Thayer 2012, 7. 
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Figure 3.5: Late antique baths in use in Italy  
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Figure 3.6: Late antique disused baths in Italy 
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used after.98 Similarly, the Large Baths by the Porta Marina at Velia were damaged to the 

point of abandonment in the fifth century. There is evidence for destruction by fire at a bath at 

Capo Boeo sometime not long after the fourth century, based on the stratigraphy of a 

neighboring road.99 The Valesio Baths at Torchiarolo were abandoned in the first half of the 

fifth century.100 For the sixth century, only the abandonment of bath complexes is seen, from 

the Baths of Titus, Trajan, Caracalla and Diocletian as well as the Baths at Vada. The 

examples in the city of Rome seem all to be connected to the severing of the aqueducts by the 

Goths in 537. While certainly these imperial-era baths could not function on the same scale as 

before without the flow of fresh water from the aqueduct, they did not necessarily fall out of 

use overnight. 

 

3.4.1.5 CASE STUDY: OSTIA 

Ostia provides an excellent case study in the changes to bath buildings and water in 

the late antique city. In part, this is because of the substantial preservation of the site, which 

has allowed a great deal of research into the late antique city, even if early excavators at the 

site largely ignored the latest strata. Accordingly, there is a reasonably large body of literature 

on Ostia. Poccardi, for example, has studied the late antique baths in some detail.101 

Additionally, the city makes an important case study because of its connection to, and 

reliance on, Rome. The praefectus urbis Romae and praefectus annonae, while responsible 

for Rome, operated extensively in Ostia in the fourth and fifth centuries. This relationship is 

instructive for understanding the dynamics between major capitals and their dependent 

neighbors in this period. However, the shadow of Rome over Ostia means that it is not 

entirely representative of all Italian cities. 

Ostia had 33 baths, 22 or 23 of which were built in the early imperial period.102 An 

aqueduct was also constructed in this period, likely in the reign of Tiberius.103 It was 

approximately 14 km long, starting near modern Acilia, and connected to a large castellum 

aquae near the Porta Romana.104 The aqueduct was restored and expanded under Vespasian 

and Domitian.105 Three baths are known definitely to have gone out of function by the end of 

the third century, which leaves 26 bath complexes at the opening of the fourth century (Fig. 
                                                        

98 Nielsen (1990, 2:4) records this as destruction, but gives no details about a restoration, although it is known to 
be in use in the later fifth century.  

99 Wilson 1990, 331. Wilson connects this burning to a Vandal attack. While this is in the realm of possibility, it is 
problematic to associate a very broadly-dated archaeological event with a historical one. 

100 In the case of the Valesio baths, they were part of a mansio between Brindisi and Lecce and their abandonment 
was coincident with the abandonment of the whole area (Boersma 1995). 

101 Poccardi 2006. 
102 Ibid, 168. 
103 Ricciardi and Scrinari 1996, 1:89. 
104 On the castellum: Bukowiecki et al. 2008. For a general history of the water system at Ostia, including some 

late antique evidence, see Ricciardi and Scrinari 1996. 
105 Schmölder 2001, 101. 
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3.7).106 To this, another 11 new complexes (both public and private)107 were built in the fourth 

or fifth centuries.108 For the new constructions, the Baths in the Domus dei Dioscuri (Fig. 3.8) 

may be a fifth century creation and the Byzantine Baths were built between 390 and 425.109 

The Small Baths on the Via della Foce were almost certainly built in the fifth century, likely 

between 450 and 500—the latest example of new public building in the city (Fig. 3.9).110 

These buildings were generally very small (c. 200 m2) and, with the exception of the Small 

Baths, built into pre-existing buildings. Some of these baths may have been private, like those 

in the Domus dei Dioscuri, which is connected to the broader trend of private bath suites in 

late antique domus. 

There are, additionally, a number of works to bath buildings in late antiquity, like the 

new fifth century opus vittatum walls in the entry of the Forum Baths (Fig. 3.10). In all, this 

work was mostly concentrated in the western part of the city (Fig. 3.7). This suggests that 

there was no major shift in the urban topography of late antique Ostia, despite the presence of 

the Constantinian basilica church in the south and the fifth century church at Pianabella 

outside the Porta Laurentina. But it may be entirely possible that this is a fluke of the current 

state of excavation at Ostia, which is more advanced in the West and north compared to the 

south. 

There is some very limited direct evidence for baths continuing to be used in late 

antiquity. Unfortunately, it is hard to determine exactly when these baths were abandoned, 

since much of the late antique strata were discarded in early excavations. For example, lime 

kilns and five children buried in amphorae were found in the Maritime Baths from a late 

period, but the material has not been more thoroughly dated.111 The Baths of Matidia in the 

Isola Sacra, between Ostia and Portus, were in use until the 550s. The Forum Baths were 

restored in the early fifth century and the Porta Marina (Fig. 3.11) baths in the early sixth, 

suggesting that they were still in use at least until that point.  

The relatively late functioning of these large baths further suggests that water was 

still flowing from the aqueduct well into late antiquity, possibly up to the sixth century. While 

baths could hypothetically be supplied by well and cistern water, the fact that such large 

complexes seem to be in use implies that the aqueduct continued to function. 

Archaeologically, the latest stamp on the lead fistulae at Ostia is dated to around 400, 

meaning that the aqueduct was maintained until at least the beginning of the fifth  

                                                        
106 DeLaine 2006, 338. 
107 This distinction becomes more difficult to determine in an era where baths became smaller and were often 

installed within existing structures, even houses. The present study will include any bath that appears to be 
generally accessible to the public, indicated, for instance, by an exterior entrance on a public thoroughfare.  
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Figure 3.7: Plan of Ostia (plan drawn by Emma Boast and Eren Karan, used and annotated with permission from L. Lavan) 

 

 
Figure 3.8: Late baths installed in the Domus dei Dioscuri, Ostia (photo: author) 
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Figure 3.9: Small Baths, Ostia (photo: author) 
 

 

Figure 3.10: Fifth-century entrance works at Forum Baths, Ostia (photo: author) 
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Figure 3.11: Frigidarium of the Porta Marina Baths (photo: author) 

 

 
Figure 3.12: Well in the decumanus, Ostia (photo: author) 
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century.112 It has been suggested that the Vandals finally destroyed the aqueduct in 455, 

although there is no direct historical or archaeological evidence to demonstrate this 

convincingly.113 However, in the fifth century, three new public wells were dug in Ostia for 

the first time since the republican period, suggesting that the aqueduct was not functioning at 

a capacity to supply the populace.114 Wells started appearing in large domus as early as the 

third century.115 There were two along the decumanus (Fig. 3.12), both in the middle of the 

road, and one in the Semita dei Cippi.  

This overview of baths and water can be put in the context of the late antique evolution 

of Ostia. Traditionally, the city has been seen to be in pattern of steady decline from the 

second century onwards, as port traffic shifted north to Portus, which had a deeper and larger 

harbor.116 However, recent archaeological work, especially that of Gering and Lavan, has 

found that there were a large number of works on both public and private buildings in the 

fourth to the sixth centuries, in addition to new building.117 The central forum, dominated by 

the Capitolium, continued to be used and elaborated, including a fifth century repaving.118 

The decumanus was monumentalized in the fourth and fifth centuries with the addition of a 

number of large plazas and nymphaea—implying access to water—all with grand facades, 

suggesting that it remained a major thoroughfare throughout the life of the city.119 And yet at 

the same time, many of these works employed spolia, some of it in quite varying colors.120 

Similarly, large aristocratic domus were still built through the fourth and fifth centuries, some 

which had their own bath suites and nymphaea, suggesting that money (and water) was still 

flowing into the city. 

More generally, the appearance of the city changed in a few important ways in late 

antiquity, with this monumentalization of the decumanus and the presence of new Christian 

spaces both inside and outside the walls.121 A number of buildings in the city began to be 

abandoned as early as the third century, especially those that were built for the commercial 

activities that had largely moved to Portus.122 Yet none of this was substantively or 

qualitatively different from the changes occurring in other late antique cities, as some 

buildings went out of use while others were maintained. Critically, before the sixth century, 

there seems to be no major or substantial change to the topography or functioning of the city. 
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This seems to be a result of the proximity of Ostia to Rome, which shows roughly similar 

patterns. While very few works in late antique Ostia have been attributed to individuals, those 

that have show a strong connection with Rome. For example, an architrave found in the 

Forum Baths notes Vincentius Ragonius Celsus, a praefectus annonae in the fourth 

century.123 It seems the money that came through Ostia by its connection with Rome allowed 

for the relatively late urban improvements and the very late continuation of baths. 

 

3.4.1.6 OVERVIEW 

 

Figure 3.13: Baths in late antique Italy 
 

Overall, the history of late antique bathing in Italy shows a gradual loss of bath 

buildings in the fourth through sixth centuries (Fig. 3.13). There was a brief peak of new 

construction in the fourth century, but this quickly declined. While some baths were destroyed 

or abandoned, it seems the majority probably fell victim to a lack of maintenance, which 

declined significantly after the fourth century. The regions around Rome, particularly Ostia, 

seem to run contrary to this trend, since the largest bathing complexes, along with several 

smaller ones, were still in use until the early sixth century at least. The picture is not fully 

complete; it is unclear when many of the baths went out of use, but it seems that a good 

number of bathing complexes remained in use at Ostia until the sixth century. Also 

exceptional was the reign of Theoderic, with historical, archaeological and epigraphic 

evidence for repair and upkeep of a few baths in Rome, Ostia and throughout Italy. Although 

there is good reason to believe that bathing did not entirely die out in Italy in the middle ages, 

it clearly had changed character by the time of the Gothic War and Byzantine re-conquest. 
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There were few Roman style, publically accessible bath buildings still operating after the fifth 

century. Those that continued to operate seem to be few and far between, connected to 

palaces or episcopal complexes.124 

 

3.4.2 GAUL  

3.4.2.1 NEW CONSTRUCTION 

Baths in late antique Mediterranean Gaul followed a similar pattern to those of Italy. 

The height of bath building throughout the province was during the first and second centuries 

CE. There was a noticeable decline in new building projects during the third century.125 In the 

fourth century, there was an increase in bath construction in Gaul, but as Heijmans notes, "qui 

ne compense pas pour autant l'abandon d'autres installations thermales."126 Six bath 

constructions are known from southern Gaul in this century (Fig. 3.14). The project at Arles 

was certainly connected to Constantine's building program in the city (see Chapter 4.4.2.4). A 

number of the baths from the second half of the fourth century reoccupied earlier buildings. 

The Baths at Apt were constructed over some unknown civic building and the so-called 

Peribole Baths at Saint-Bertrand-de-Comminges were constructed in the peribolus of the main 

temple in the forum, discussed in the case study below.127 After the fourth century, the only 

new bath construction in Gaul is connected to ecclesiastical structures. The small Baptistery 

Baths at Aix-en-Province were built next to the Baptistery at the end of the fifth century, but 

this is almost certainly an example of an ecclesiastical bath.128 Sometime late in the fifth 

century, baths were built next to the cathedral at Nice, which not coincidentally, was 

converted from a bath itself not long before.129 At Périgueux (Fig. 3.15), there is a fourth 

century aqueduct channel that enters the city at a higher point than the other aqueducts, 

indicating that it might have been a new construction.130 Beyond this, there is no evidence for 

any new aqueducts in this period. 

 

3.4.2.2 WORKS AND IN-USE 

The gradual decline in new construction was mirrored in the upkeep of existing baths 

from the third to fifth century. There were six works in the fourth century in three cities (Fig. 

3.16). None have been noted in the scholarship for the fifth or sixth century. By this measure, 

repairs in Gaul dropped off quickly, although it is not clear if this is connected to a general  
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Figure 3.14: New late antique baths in Gaul 
 

 

Figure 3.15: Late antique aqueduct activity in Gaul  
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Figure 3.16: Late antique bath works in Gaul 
 

 

Figure 3.17: Late antique baths in use in Gaul  
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lack of evidence for late antique phases at baths, or if it is a reflection of a real trend. Further, 

during this period there is also very limited evidence to show that baths were definitively still 

being used (Fig. 3.17). The Place Villeneuve-Bargemont Baths in Marseille and the Mérande 

Baths at Arbin (possibly belonging to a villa) are known to have been in use during the fourth 

century.  

Repairs seem to have kept the water supply of most cities going for some time longer 

(Fig. 3.15). There is epigraphic evidence for third century repairs to an aqueduct at Cimiez.131 

One of the two aqueduct bridges, which served Arles, running across the Vallon des Arcs near 

the Barbegal Mill, was rebuilt in the late third century.132 A panegyric of the orator Eumenes 

from 298 mentions imperial repairs on the aqueduct of Autun, thanking the emperor for 

bringing water "both from channels previously interrupted and from fresh sources."133  

There is also very little evidence for the continued use of aqueducts in Gaul. The 

Roman aqueduct of Senlis supplied water to the baths of the Royal Palace in the sixth century. 

134 Yet it is unclear if the aqueduct continued to run from antiquity, or if any repairs were 

necessary before it could supply the baths. A Roman aqueduct, heavily repaired in the modern 

era, still flows at Vienne. There are several additional instances (e.g. Béziers, Pezenas) where 

Roman aqueducts, which seem to have gone out of function, were brought back into service 

in the middle ages, although the chronology of these events is very vague.135 Aqueducts could 

have been quite long-lived in Gaul, given some upkeep and intermittent repairs. It is not 

known how many aqueducts were repaired to keep them functioning. 

  

3.4.2.3 DISUSE 

The amount of disuse of baths gradually declined from the fourth to the sixth 

centuries.136 This reflects the continuously declining stock of early imperial baths that were 

around to be abandoned or destroyed (Fig. 3.18). One interesting case is that of the Esplanade 

Baths at Arles, which were destroyed in a fire that swept through the southwest section of the 

city around the 270s. They were restored soon after, but only used until the middle of the 

fourth century when they were abandoned.137 

The evidence is quite meager for the destruction of aqueducts as well (Fig. 3.15). The 

aqueduct at Limoges seems to have gone out of use in the third century.138 De Montauzan has  

                                                        
131 Grenier 1960, 59-60. 
132 Leveau 1996, 145. 
133 Cited in Leveau 1991, 152. 
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136 There were also a high number in the third century. See Heijmans 2006b. 
137 Bedon 2001, 82. 
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Figure 3.18: Late antique disused baths in Gaul  
 

claimed that the aqueducts of Lyon were damaged by raiding Alamanni in the fifth century 

and quickly repaired.139 However, a lack of good evidence suggests that he is pinning a vague, 

late antique destruction of the aqueduct on a particular historical event. Similarly, the 

aqueduct at Fréjus was supposedly destroyed during the barbarian invasions of the fifth 

century, although any solid archaeological evidence is lacking. Outside of these few 

examples, there is no clear picture of the ends of aqueducts in Gaul. For example, at Cahors, 

Leveau suggests that the disuse of the bath complex in the fourth century may indicate the 

end of the aqueduct. However, he also notes that a seventh-century bishop recommended 

supplementing the water flowing to a fountain, intimating that the aqueduct was still 

functioning.140 Barring further evidence, it is not possible to know what actually happened to 

these systems in late antiquity. 

There is one further method of determining the end of aqueducts—through close 

analysis of the sinter deposits left on the channels. Assuming that maintenance crews would 

have regularly cleaned out this flow-reducing carbonate buildup during the functioning life of 

the aqueduct, the thickness of the final deposit can be used to calculate the date of last 

maintenance and when the aqueduct essentially stopped flowing. This technique requires the 

                                                        
139 de Montauzan 1908, 38-9. He also claims that Saracens ultimately destroyed the repaired aqueduct in the first 

half of the eighth century. 
140 Leveau 1992, 270. 
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preservation and close examination of what is mostly considered a waste product, in addition 

to an historical anchor to be able to calculate the chronology. As a result, this technique is not 

widely used.141 However, one instance where it appears to have provided noteworthy 

information on the end of the aqueducts is at Nîmes.  

Esperandieu carried out this analysis in the 1920s along the surviving sections of the 

aqueduct. He argued that the growth of sinter incrustation was proportional to known 

historical conflicts in the region. Correlating the different layers of buildup to different 

historical events allowed Esperandieu to calculate that the last time the aqueduct was fully 

clear of sinter was in 399.142 From there, a rough chronology could be worked out, showing 

that in 600 the incrustation caused the water to rise above the walls of the aqueduct into the 

vaulted space, by 700 the flow rate was significantly reduced from its original figure and by 

800 only one-quarter of the original output remained and the aqueduct was effectively out of 

use.143 We might be cautious about relying too heavily on any results that end up with such 

round numbers, but generally the principal is sound and can be corroborated by other types of 

evidence. More recent studies have moved the date for the last major maintenance forward to 

the third century, as well as the date of the final end to the fifth through seventh centuries.144 

These contemporary investigations have also shown some attempts to repair several sections 

of the channel, probably in the fourth or fifth century. In any case, many stones from the 

aqueduct ended up in medieval buildings in the surrounding regions, indicating that the 

special status did end at some point, probably when all usefulness was gone from the structure 

after 800.145  

Another instance of sinter accumulation has been studied at Arles, where the buildup 

included plant roots.146 In this instance, a lack of maintenance allowed both plants and sinter 

to gradually destroy the aqueduct. Overall for Gaul, however, there is a broad lack of 

information about the end of the aqueducts. Some certainly continued in use in the fifth or 

sixth century, especially those few that were repaired in the third or fourth. But perhaps the 

most common end for aqueducts was similar to Nîmes, where gradual accumulation of sinter 

along its course led to ever decreasing output until the water dried up completely, likely 

around the ninth century.  

 

                                                        
141 There is some rationale behind this. Taking the numbers from Bailhache's study (1977) on the flow reductions 

in Gallic aqueducts and applying this technique yields only problems, with the number of years without 
maintenance varying from 1470 (at Nîmes), to 105 (Poitiers), seven (Saintes) and zero (Rodez and Cahors). 
Microscopic and other analysis of incrustation layers are generally more useful. 

142 Esperandieu 1926, 33-5. 
143 Hauck 1988, 171-2.  
144 Fabre et al. 1991, 85-7.  
145 These are particularly common in twelfth century buildings. See Fabre et al. 1990, 37-8. 
146 Wilson 2000, 602. 
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3.4.2.4 CASE STUDY: SAINT-BERTRAND-DE-COMMINGES 

Saint-Bertrand-de-Comminges—ancient Lugdunum Convenarum—sits in the Pyrenees 

high along the Garonne river (Fig. 3.19). It was founded as a colony under Pompey, and 

served as a key junction for roads going across and over the mountains. It never grew 

especially large but there were several monumental public buildings in the city. The imperial 

period was largely uneventful, until a wave of destruction swept the city in the late fourth or 

early fifth century. Traditionally, this has been seen as the result of Gothic tribes (either the 

Vandals or the Visigoths) moving across the Pyrenees. Roughly concurrent with this was the 

construction of a wall around a hill just south of the city, and the re-location of the major 

urban functions, particularly the church, to that site.147 In the traditional view, the lower city 

was almost completely destroyed in the Gothic raids, and then re-established in the upper 

town behind substantial fortifications. Esmonde Cleary, however, intimates that this may have 

been a deliberate process of destruction (by the citizens themselves, presumably) with the 

goal of moving the city behind the walls at the same time as providing adequate stone and 

lime (for mortar) for that new construction.148 He does note that “the little evidence that there 

is suggests, therefore, that the Convenae may have been sacrificing complexes which had 

already outlived their usefulness, rather than ripping out the still-beating heart of their 

town.”149 In this view, the role of invaders is minimized and the whole process is a strategic 

response to new internal (decline of traditional monuments) and external (insecurity and 

invaders) circumstances. The Visigoths eventually gained control over the region by the mid-

fifth century, which then passed to the Franks in the early sixth. 

Overall, Saint-Bertrand makes a good case study because of its relatively small size, 

the fact that the medieval and modern city moved up the hill (Fig. 3.20), leaving elements of 

the Roman city below open for excavation, and the recent good quality research that has been 

carried out there. Importantly, the city has several reasonably well-preserved baths with good 

stratigraphic information that help provide a picture of baths and water in late antique Gaul. 

The story of baths at Saint-Bertrand is fairly typical of small, non-imperially connected cities 

in late antiquity, with a destructive event that provided the final blow to this building type. 

However, the fact that small baths were built after the destruction of the first, demonstrating 

the continued (but short-lived) cultural practice of bathing at Saint-Bertrand, is slightly 

unusual. 

                                                        
147 The wall has been the subject of a good quality survey and is now established to date from the first third of the 

fifth century (Esmonde Cleary 2013, 133). 
148 Esmonde Cleary 2008, 129. 
149 Ibid, 131. 
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Figure 3.19: Plan of Saint-Bertrand-de-Comminges (adapted from Badie, Sablayrolles and Schenck, Fig. 1. Used with 

permission) 
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Figure 3.20: Saint-Bertrand, lower Roman city with upper late antique and medieval city in background (photo: Fifistorien, 

Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license)] 
 

 

 
Figure 3.21: North Baths, Saint-Bertrand (photo: Père Igor, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license) 
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The earliest phases of the North Baths probably date from the early first century CE, 

although the main bath complex was built in the late first or second century (Fig. 3.21).150 The 

baths occupied an entire insula block and contained a palaestra and natatio. The complex was 

expanded in the third century and then restored in the fourth.151 The baths were probably 

destroyed around the beginning of the fifth century, as the topography of Saint-Bertrand 

shifted. Nielsen connects this specifically to a Vandal invasion in 409, for which there is no 

direct evidence beyond the general demolition of the lower city.152 

More substantial were the baths in the main forum. The first phase of the Forum Baths 

was in the early first century, probably at the time of Tiberius.153 A major fire seems to have 

swept through the area in the Flavian era and above this destruction layer a platform of rubble 

c. 3.5 m thick was added to level the site.154 New, almost doubly-sized and much more lavish 

baths were built on the new platform (Fig. 3.22). There were a number of works carried out 

on these baths in the third and fourth centuries, such as the Severan-era furnace that was 

rebuilt along with the west wall of the caldarium at the end of the third century or beginning 

of the fourth.155 In the second half of the fourth century, the baths were expanded to the north 

by incorporating two rooms from another building and the room identified as an apodyterium 

was expanded.156 Also at this time, the palaestra was divided in two and the north area was 

used as a marble workshop.157 Yet throughout this period of changing layout, the baths 

continued to be used for their primary purpose.158 The whole complex was abandoned at the 

very end of the fourth century, or beginning of the fifth, given a terminus ante quem non by 

the latest coins on site from 346 and 378.159 Nielsen again connects this disuse to the Vandals 

in 409.160 There were burials in the building, but these have not been specifically dated.161 

The main temple in the forum, which had been built not long after the forum baths, was 

also destroyed in the late fourth or early fifth century.162 After the destruction of both, a small 

(under 300 m2) bath suite of low quality (i.e. of many different) materials was built in the 

peribolos, or enclosure, of the temple precinct, adjacent to the old baths.163 The archaeology 

of these baths is not currently well-preserved, having suffered destructions in the early middle  

 
                                                        

150 Ibid, 69. 
151 Bouet 2003b, 577. 
152 Nielsen 1990,1:12 
153 Esmonde Cleary 2008, 35. 
154 Ibid, 63. 
155 Ibid, 92. 
156 Bouet 2003b, 574. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Esmonde Cleary 2008, 93. 
159 Bouet 2003b, 574; Guyon et al. 1991, 94. 
160 Nielsen 1990, 2:12. 
161 Heijmans 2006b, 37. 
162 Bouet 2003b, 567; Esmonde Cleary 2013, 121. 
163 Heijmans 2006b, 36. 
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Figure 3.22: Forum Baths, Saint-Bertrand (photo: Père Igor, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license) 

 

ages and then excavations in the 1920s and 30s. Still, most scholars agree that they did not 

function for long and were abandoned in the later fifth century.164  

One aqueduct is known to have served Saint-Bertrand, running both above and below 

ground 2.7 km from a source near the neighboring village of Tibiran.165 Almost nothing is 

known about the aqueduct’s later phases archaeologically, in spite of a good deal of work on 

it. It has been suggested that the construction of the small Peribole Baths in the fifth century, 

along with several hydraulic installations in private houses, meant that the aqueduct continued 

to run.166 

Several other public monuments are known from late antique Saint-Bertrand. The 

theater was abandoned around the fourth century, at the same time as the rest of the lower 

city.167 Several burials in or around the structure have been dated to just after this 

abandonment and in the middle ages a building reused the foundations.168 But perhaps the 

most significant monument from the late antique city is the enceinte and the movement of the 

major urban focus to the fortified hilltop.169 The process of abandoning the lower city did not 

happen overnight, as there is evidence, seen particularly in a new mosaic in a large residence, 

                                                        
164 Bouet 2003b, 568. 
165 Leveau 1992, 279. 
166 Sablayrolles 2006, 274. 
167 Ibid, 337. 
168 Ibid. 
169 Esmonde Cleary et al. 1998. 
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that the lower city continued to be occupied and improved during the fifth century.170 Overall, 

there was a fairly high degree of civic continuity at Saint-Bertrand throughout the third and 

fourth centuries, which may be slightly unusual for a provincial town of that size. To what 

degree that late maintenance of classical urbanism was a result of active effort on the part of 

city councilors, or cultural inertia, is difficult to answer. Yet this commitment to the past may 

have only been superficial, for in the early years of the fifth century, the major Roman 

monuments of the lower city began to be abandoned and the focus of the city moved up 

towards the protected hilltop and church. Yet the building of the small Peribole Baths shows 

some attempt at the continuity of urban amenities and classical bathing, even if it was 

ultimately short-lived. The overall change in the character of the city was certainly gradual, as 

the populace and city shrank over the span of a century or more, but it shows one key shift 

between the low-sited, open Roman city and highly-placed, well-defended medieval ones. 

 

3.4.2.5 OVERVIEW 

 

Figure 3.23: Baths in late antique Gaul 
 

The number of active baths declined in Gaul gradually in the third through the fifth 

centuries (Fig. 3.23). The fourth century seems to have been slightly different, with more new 

constructions and a bit less abandonment, but the overall trend is still apparent. There was a 

significant trend of disuse and abandonment of bath buildings in the third century, which 

continued in the fifth and sixth centuries at a slower rate. By the fifth century, there is little 

indication that baths were still in operation and by the sixth, none. However, this does not 

                                                        
170 Esmonde Cleary 2013, 418. 
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mean that bathing did not continue in Gaul after the fifth century; these structures, as in Italy, 

became more associated with clergy and rulers.  

 

3.4.3 SPAIN 

3.4.3.1 NEW CONSTRUCTION 

There was very little new bath building in Spain in the fourth century, with only two 

attested constructions (Fig. 3.24). The Late Baths at Linares were built at the beginning of the 

fourth century and the South Forum Baths were built at Alcalá de Henares. In the case of the 

latter, these were built only when the first Forum Baths were converted into a curial building. 

At Mérida, the Calle John Lennon Baths date from the fourth century as well. The evidence 

for new bath construction later than the fourth century is very weak. The Plaça del Rei Baths 

in Barcelona are dated to the fifth or sixth century on circulation levels of the surrounding 

streets.171 Beyond this study, the Mérida Suburban Baths are dated on ceramic evidence to the 

seventh century.172 

There are only two instances of ex novo aqueduct constructions after the third century 

in Spain, a trend that seems in line with developments elsewhere in the Mediterranean (Fig. 

3.25).173 An aqueduct was built for the Visigothic city of Reccopolis, sometime near its 

foundation in 578, although this was a rather small system, not really on par with Roman 

imperial water projects.174 Similarly, an additional channel was constructed at Córdoba 

sometime between the fourth and sixth centuries (likely in the fifth), but this probably served 

a private palace instead of the broader urban populace.175 In spite of the lack of new 

constructions, there was work carried out on aqueducts, both to keep them running and to 

update them to changing needs in cities. For the latter, in the late third or fourth century, in 

conjunction with the building of the monumental Circadilla complex, one of Córdoba’s 

aqueducts was diverted to serve the new bath building.176 This aqueduct seems to have been 

in use until the seventh or eighth century.177  

 

                                                        
171 Beltrán de Heredia Bercero 2002, 103. 
172 Kulikowski 2004, 302. 
173 Leather (2002, 61) thinks the aqueduct at Calahorra is a fourth century work, based on the apparent lack of an 

input or output tank and no other geographical feature “to provide the head required.” His argumentum ex 
silentio is weak, especially against Fernández Casado’s association of mid-first century ceramics with the 
siphon bridge near the city. 

174 Velázquez and Ripoll 2012, 161. 
175 Martínez Jiménez 2012, 31. 
176 Kulikowski 2005, 61. However, others suggest that this was a new aqueduct entirely. 
177 Martínez Jiménez 2012, 38. 
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Figure 3.24: New late antique baths in Spain  
 

 

Figure 3.25: Late antique aqueduct activity in Spain 
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3.4.3.2 WORKS AND IN USE 

There is, similarly, scanty evidence for the repair and restoration of existing baths (Fig. 

3.26). The baths of Tarragona and Linares were repaired in the fourth century and those of 

Saelices were repaired in the early fifth century. There is also very little evidence for the 

continued use of bath buildings across Spain (Fig. 3.27). The baths at Saelices were in use 

until the fourth century. Diarte Blasco argues that no thermal complexes remained in use into 

the fifth century in Spain.178 However, excavations at Évora suggest that the baths were in use 

until the fifth century.179 Moreover, the North Residential Baths in Barcelona showed signs of 

occupation until the end of the seventh century, but it is unclear if the baths retained their 

original function.180 But in general, most public baths in Spain had fallen out of use by this 

period. 

In regards to the upkeep of water systems in late antiquity, the evidence is patchy (Fig. 

3.25). At Almuñécar, many phases of works have been identified, one of which is connected 

to the rather ambiguous “medieval period.”181 Although the chronology is problematic, these 

later repairs on the structure suggest it continued to flow, at least intermittently, into the 

middle ages. At Valencia an intra urbem water distribution site was kept in functioning order 

until the tenth century.182 This suggests that the aqueduct behind the distribution tank still 

functioned, but that has not been confirmed. Martínez Jiménez argues that the aqueducts of 

Tarragona, Barcelona and Segovia were also in continuous function until at least the 

Visigothic period, which implies some maintenance and repairs.183 At Tarragona, there is 

evidence for new cisterns at the terminus of one aqueduct that served the episcopal complex 

exclusively.184 At Mérida, there were late antique masonry repairs on aqueducts that Martínez 

Jiménez dates to the sixth century.185 There is somewhat better evidence to show the 

preservation of aqueduct structures, especially arches and bridges, into the middle ages, 

although this does little to demonstrate that the whole system continued to function.186 

 

 

                                                        
178 Diarte Blasco 2012, 267. 
179 Férnandez Ochoa and Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 26. 
180 Ripoll López 2002, 36. 
181 Leather 2002, 75. 
182 Kulikowski 2004, 100. 
183 Martínez Jiménez 2011, 128. 
184 Martínez Jiménez 2012, 35. 
185 Ibid. 
186 The aqueduct piers at the edge of Barcelona were still standing in the mid-eleventh century when they served as 

a boundary marker (Leather 2002, 63). At Valencia de Alcantara, an aqueduct bridge stood until the nineteenth 
century, probably in disrepair (Leather 2002, 40). Lastly, at Sevilla, arches of the aqueduct were redesigned at 
some point before the twelfth century (Leather 2002, 87).  
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Figure 3.26: Late antique bath works in Spain 
  

 

Figure 3.27: Late antique baths in use in Spain  
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3.4.3.3 DISUSE 

The more common fate for urban public baths in Spain was destruction or 

abandonment in the third or fourth century (Fig. 3.28).187 Three baths were abandoned in the 

third century. This phenomenon increased in the fourth century, with the Alcalá de Henares 

baths in the late third or early fourth and the baths at Bolonia, among others. The baths at 

Toledo went out of use in the course of the fourth century and the natatio was filled in and 

residential buildings were built over it.188 

There are a number of aqueducts in Spain that were destroyed or abandoned in late 

antiquity as well (Fig. 3.25).189 The Aqua Vetus Augusta that served Córdoba collapsed in the 

third century and was not repaired until the Umayyad period.190 The aqueduct at Bolonia 

seems to have been destroyed in a fourth century earthquake and never repaired.191 The 

aqueducts at Los Bañales, Mendigorría, Santiponce and Toledo are all said to have been 

abandoned in the fourth century, although that reveals little about whether this was simply an 

end of maintenance or something more destructive.192 Two of Tarragona’s aqueducts stopped 

 

 

Figure 3.28: Late antique disused baths in Spain  

                                                        
187 Kulikowski 2004, 100. 
 188Férnandez Ochoa and Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 22. 
189 The aqueduct at Conimbriga is said (Leather 2002, 107) to have been destroyed by the Suevi in 464, but it lies 

outside the range of this study and in any case does not seem to be well-documented.  
190 Martínez Jiménez 2011, 128. 
191 Leather 2002, 72; Martínez Jiménez 2011, 128. 
192 Martínez Jiménez 2011, 128. 
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functioning in the fifth century.193 Finally, several aqueducts at Mérida seem to have been out 

of use by the fifth century.194 

These examples present a varied picture of water systems in Spain, where some 

functioned for long after antiquity and others did not. Still, with such a small body of 

evidence, it is difficult to say whether long-lived aqueducts are exceptions to the rule. 

Certainly water was a significant resource in medieval Spain, given the evidence for large-

scale irrigation systems and mechanical water devices.195 Still, the lack of good evidence 

about the late antique upkeep of urban aqueducts makes the picture far from complete.  

 

3.4.3.4 CASE STUDY: ALCALÁ DE HENARES 

 
Figure 3.29: Plan of Alcalá de Henares (used and adapted with permission of owners Sebastián Rascón Marqués and Ana Lucía 

Sánchez Montes) 
 

 

Alcalá de Henares—ancient Complutum—was a small town in interior Spain, founded 

in the first century CE on the site of an earlier oppidum (Fig. 3.29). Its late antique phases are 

                                                        
193 Martínez Jiménez 2012, 35. 
194 Ibid. 
195 Wilson 2003. 
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reasonably well-studied for Spanish cities, in part because the Umayyad city moved nearly a 

kilometer away from the Roman center. Also, the city has been the subject of some good 

quality, modern excavations since the 1980s, which have recorded much of the late antique 

material. It makes an interesting case study on baths in the ancient city because of the good 

knowledge of later phases and because it is a city that experienced a rather late (third to fourth 

century) flourishing, being something of a center of ceramic production in the region.196 In 

some ways then, it is exemplary of what could happen in a city with some financial means, 

but no direct governmental connection.  

 

 

Figure 3.30: Forum Baths, Alcalá de Henares (photo: author) 
 

The Forum Baths (Fig. 3.30), also called the North Baths, were built not long after the 

foundation of the city in the Claudian-Neronian era.197 To the immediate east of this complex, 

there was a cistern-type structure with a façade that was served by an aqueduct, which has 

been interpreted as a nymphaeum.198 In the late third or early fourth century, the entire bath 

building and nymphaeum were disused and converted.199 The civic basilica that shared a wall 

with the bath complex was expanded and enriched in this prosperous period, which included 

converting the area of the bath building into additional halls. This conversion even made use 

of the existing hypocaust system to heat the new annex. The nymphaeum cistern was 

                                                        
196 Reynolds 2005, 404; Kulikowski (2005, 62) recognizes this renaissance, but notes that it is difficult to explain 

the reasons behind it. 
197 Rascón Marqués 1998, 651. 
198 Rascón Marqués 2000, 237. 
199 Kulikowski 2004, 123. 
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converted into a cryptoporticus and the façade was reused for the new expanded civic 

building (Fig. 3.31).200 The whole project was commemorated with an inscription that 

mentioned restoring buildings that had fallen into disrepair.201 However, bathing did not stop 

completely in Complutum. In response to losing the central and major bath complex in the 

city, the South Forum Baths (Fig. 3.32) were constructed very nearby around the same time 

(third to fourth century). The aqueduct that served the nymphaeum was severed when it was 

converted, but at the same time, new paving stones in the forum area suggest that new pipes 

were installed that led to the new bath complex.202 It seems, however, that the new South 

Forum Baths were abandoned in the later fourth or fifth century.203  

 

 
Figure 3.31: Administrative building, showing reused nymphaeum façade (used with permission of owners Sebastián Rascón 

Marqués and Ana Lucía Sánchez Montes) 
 

 

Figure 3.32: South Forum Baths, Alcalá de Henares (photo: author) 
 
                                                        

200 Rascón Marqués 2000, 238. 
201 Kulikowski 2004, 124. 
202 Rascón Marqués 2000, 238. 
203 Fernández Ochoa et al. 1997, 22. 
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The renovated forum was largely demolished by the beginning of the sixth century.204 It 

has been difficult to determine the function of the structures that were built after this, but they 

appear to be private buildings, meaning the forum had lost its civic character.205 At roughly 

the same time, well-decorated domus were still being constructed in the fifth century.206 

Further, the church had a strong presence in late antique Alcalá, particularly in the extramural 

cemetery church commemorating the martyrs Justus and Pastor. In fact, Paulinus of Nola 

buried his infant son ad sanctos at Alcalá.207 Yet, as Kulikowski notes, this extramural church 

probably did not become the center of the city until after the seventh century, when the city 

moved to its medieval location. Until then, there was a “contrast between an urban center, 

gradually losing its classical shape, and an extramural Christian cult site in which the power 

of the local ecclesiastical establishment was concentrated.”208 

  

3.4.3.5 OVERVIEW 

Public bathing complexes across the Iberian Peninsula present a varied picture of the 

development of this type of building from the third to sixth century. Firstly, there is no 

discernable geographic pattern to the data. New baths, repaired and restored baths, in-use 

baths and disused baths were spread across the peninsula, from Tarragona and Barcelona in 

the north coastal region to Alcalá de Henares in the interior central to San Roque in the 

extreme south. Secondly, new baths continued to be built throughout this period (and even  

 

 

Figure 3.33: Baths in late antique Spain 

                                                        
204 Kulikowski 2004, 295. 
205 Rascón Marqués and Sánchez Montes 2008, 255. 
206 Ibid. 
207 Paul. Carm. 31.602–610 
208 Kulikowski 2004, 295. 
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into the seventh century), although at a much slower pace compared to earlier periods (Fig. 

3.33). There was a significant drop in new construction, works and even destructions from the 

fourth century. After that time, there are only two examples of new construction and three of 

abandonments. This certainly raises doubts about the evidence, perhaps suggesting that this is 

the last date of significant epigraphic evidence, or that excavators were not much interested or 

able to date material later than this. Nevertheless, the fourth century shows a picture of some 

repair and restoration, but predominately disuse and destruction, with significant reutilization 

of the space. This suggests that, although bathing continued for some time, it was a less 

common activity. 

 

3.4.4 NORTH AFRICA 

3.4.4.1-NEW CONSTRUCTION 

The pace of construction of new bath complexes in North Africa slowed after the third 

century. There were seven constructions in the fourth century and one in the fifth (Fig. 3.34). 

Interestingly, there is limited evidence that points to possibly four new baths from the sixth 

century, later than everywhere else except Spain. In the late fifth or early sixth century, a 

basilica was built in Sbeitla, called Basilica II or the Church of Vitalis, and a small (under 500 

m2) bath complex, referred to as the Priests’ Baths, was built near by at the same time based 

on the masonry and ground levels.209 These may have been wholly for ecclesiastical use. In 

another instance, the capitals at the North-East Baths at Timgad have been dated stylistically 

to the sixth century.210 Finally, a poem and an inscription refer to baths in Carthage under the 

Vandals, but it is not fully clear if this is a restoration of existing baths or a new 

construction.211  

The only aqueduct built in Roman North Africa after the third century was at 

Constantine in 388-392 (Fig. 3.35).212 A partial inscription might refer to the construction of 

an aqueduct at Henchir el Left in the 320s, but this is not certain.213  

                                                        
209 Thébert 2003, 157-8. 
210 Ibid, 234.  
211 Bockmann 2013, 55-7.  
212 Wilson 1998, 92; AE 1902, 166 (possibly referred to in ILAlg II.619 as well). 
213 AE 1949, 49 = BAC 1947, p. 376; Wilson 1997, 259. 
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Figure 3.34: New late antique baths in Africa 
 

 

Figure 3.35: Late antique aqueduct activity in Africa 
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3.4.4.2 WORKS AND IN USE 

There is evidence for the continued maintenance and work on baths in Africa 

throughout the fourth century (Fig. 3.36). Many of these fourth century repairs and 

restorations took place in buildings that were newly constructed in the third century: the 

Winter Baths at Sbeitla, the Winter and Summer Baths at Henchir Kasbat, the Baths of the 

Months at Henchir-Thina, the Licinian Baths at Dougga (Fig. 3.37) and the Large Summer 

and Small Winter Baths at M’Daourouch. The Antonine Baths at Carthage were restored 

between 388 and 392.214 There were notably fewer repairs and reconstructions in the fifth and 

sixth centuries. Most were minor in nature, but there were a few, like Sétif, with the 

rebuilding of the Central Baths in the fifth century, that were more substantial.215 The 

Antonine Baths at Carthage were repaired in the sixth century (see case study below) as were 

the Summer Baths at Henchir Kasbat, both of which decreased the size of the complexes used 

for bathing.216 

There is some evidence for baths specifically said to be in use in late antique North 

Africa. The Forum Baths at Henchir el-Faouar are assumed to have been in use in the fourth 

century, based on the fact that they were restored in the fourth century and the only signs of 

disuse came from the late fifth or early sixth (Fig. 3.38).217 The Summer Baths at Henchir 

Kasbat were used until the fifth century.218 There are a few others, like the Baths of the Stars 

at Henchir Kasbat and the Baths North West of the Theater at Jendouba that are noted to have 

been in use until the Arab conquest, although these are arguments from silence as no evidence 

for abandonment was found.219 Of course, these few elements of evidence for continued use 

must be taken together with the various repairs across the region, which also demonstrate a 

continuing use of baths. 

A number of inscriptions give evidence for works to aqueducts in late antiquity (Fig. 

3.35). An aqueduct at Tazoult was restored around the era of Diocletian.220 An inscription 

dating from between 364 and 375 notes the repair of the aqueduct at Guelma.221 Similar 

repairs are seen at Henchir Haouli from the 340s and Dougga in 376.222 One of the new 

aqueducts at Tazoult was reported to have gone out of use before a repair returned it to  

                                                        
214 Sears 2007, 38. 
215 Sétif: Sears 2007, 87; Henchir el-Faouar: Stirling et al. 2001, 70. 
216 Henchir Kasbat: Leone 2007, 249. 
217 Leone 2007, 143. 
218 Thébert 2003, 166-7. 
219 Henchir Kasbat: Thébert 2003, 419; Jendouba: Thébert 2003, 134. 
220 Ibid, 323. 
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Figure 3.36: Late antique bath works in Africa 
 

 
Figure 3.37: Licinian Baths, Dougga (photo: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 

license) 
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Figure 3.38: Late antique baths in use in Africa 
 

 

Figure 3.39: Late antique disused baths in Africa 
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service between 379 and 383.223 The earlier of the two aqueducts at Constantine was repaired 

in the fourth century.224 

There is almost a complete lack of evidence for the continued functioning of aqueducts 

or how long these late repairs kept the aqueducts flowing. At Carthage, the Zaghouan 

aqueduct is historically attested to have continued to flow throughout the Vandal period at 

least.225 The La Malga arches at Carthage were still standing in the fourteenth century, 

although it seems highly unlikely the entire water system continued to function at this 

point.226 At Khoms, the Byzantine wall, constructed in the 530s, was carried over an aqueduct 

channel on an arch, suggesting that the aqueduct continued to function in this period.227 

 

3.4.4.3 DISUSE 

There is somewhat more (although still objectively little) evidence for the abandonment 

or destruction of bath buildings in North Africa (Fig. 3.39). The Large West Baths at 

Cherchel were destroyed in 371, in connection with the uprising by Firmus.228 The small 

baths off the cardo at Carthage were abandoned and robbed out in the early sixth century and 

then given over to burials in the later years of that century, a process that happened in many 

areas across the city in the same period.229  

 

3.4.4.4 CASE STUDY: CARTHAGE 

 Carthage, as the capital city of the province of Africa and the largest city and port in 

Roman North Africa, makes an important case study on baths and water for a late antique city 

with resources (Fig. 3.40). It retained this importance, among the top metropoleis of the West 

and East, through the Byzantine era, during which it remained a capital. The fact that the city 

was taken by the Vandals in 439 also provides insight into the ways in which post-Roman 

kingdoms used, appropriated and maintained Roman urban infrastructure. Moreover, 

Carthage has been the subject of a numerous excavations, the most significant of which is the 

long-running UNESCO project. This means that there is a good body of evidence, as well as 

secondary literature about the archaeology of the site.  

 

                                                        
223 Ward-Perkins 1998a, 379. 
224 Wilson 1997, 92. 
225 Sears 2007, 38. However, Roskams (1996, 164) thinks that the insertion of cisterns in the coastal area of the 

city could be evidence for the demise of the aqueduct. Yet as Wilson (1998, 93) points out, the dating evidence 
is very meager.  

226 Shaw 1991, 64. 
227 Goodchild and Ward Perkins 1953, 64. 
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Figure 3.40: Plan of Carthage (adapted from Wilson 1998, Fig. 1; used with permission) 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.41: Antonine Baths, Carthage (photo: public domain, Wikimedia commons) 
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Overall, 20 baths have currently been identified at Carthage.230 Most of these were 

excavated in the early twentieth century and very poorly recorded or published. As a result, 

only a few have anything resembling a good chronology, especially for later phases of use, 

works, disuse and reuse. One complex that does have good archaeological evidence is also the 

most substantial bath complex—the Antonine baths, built in the early second century (Fig. 

3.41).231 It was, at the time it was built, the fourth largest bath complex in the Roman empire, 

ranking in size behind only those in Rome.232 There are inscriptions that record a restoration 

in 162 and again in 389.233 In spite of this late work, the baths were partially abandoned after 

425, when the frigidarium and caldarium roofs collapsed, sealing a hoard that ends with a 

coin from this date.234 It is unclear whether or not any of the building continued to be reused 

after this event (and if so how), but Stirling reports a build up of debris inside, suggesting it 

was unused in the Vandal period.235 After the Byzantine conquest of Carthage, the complex 

was reopened for bathing, but not on the same scale as previously. Only one small rectangular 

section in the center of the main block was repaired, dated to the 530s on building technique 

(Fig. 3.42).236 Leone notes that the area that was not repaired was used for storage.237 The 

baths were fully disused after 638, when a workshop for working the marble and granite from 

the building was installed.238 Also in the seventh century, a pottery kiln was installed in the 

basement of the room that had been the caldarium of the original baths.239 Yet Leone notes 

that during this period of abandonment and reuse, a colonnade and latrines were restored.240 

There was other fourth century work on baths in Carthage as well. The Northwest 

Byrsa Baths were rebuilt and expanded in the late fourth century, according to the 

interpretations of the excavators. Their dating was largely based on stylistic comparisons of a 

mosaic in this phase of the complex, which has parallels from the late fourth century, as well 

as the presence of a particular grey mortar that only seems to have come into use after the 

earthquake of 365.241 A (probably private) bath suite was built on the Odeon Hill sometime 

before the mid-fourth century, dated from the latest sealed pottery contexts before a 

renovation to the structure.242 An inscription found on the Byrsa Hill refers to works (likely a  
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Figure 3.42: Antonine Baths, Carthage (adapted from image by Coyau, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 3.0 license) 

 

restoration, but possibly a new construction) carried out by a proconsul Flavius Dardanius in 

the fourth century. A connection has been proposed between this inscription and the traces of 

a bath building found on the Byrsa hill, although there is little by way of solid evidence for 

this identification.243 Yet not all baths were still functioning in the fourth century. The Bir el 

Jebbana Baths on the western edge of Carthage were constructed in the second century, 

indicated by brick stamps, and restored in the third century with new mosaics.244 The baths 

were disused by the fourth century, when mid-century walls, in addition to glass vessels and 

bone pins in the south area, indicate a change in use. In the north area of the baths, late third 

century coins were found in graves, suggesting that the baths were definitely disused some 

time after this.245 Graves continued to be placed into the baths throughout the fourth and fifth 

centuries, dated by pottery and numismatics. The baths were outside the line of the 

Theodosian walls and by the time of the fortification’s construction they had already long 

been disused. 

There is little direct evidence for any baths, apart from the disuse of the Antonine, 

during the fifth century. During the sixth, however, there is (only) slightly more information. 

The small bath suite on the Odeon hill was abandoned sometime in or before the sixth 

century, when part of it began to be used as a dump. An external wall was robbed in the early 

fifth century, but the excavators suggest that the baths probably remained in function for a 

further century or so.246 Much of the building was stripped of its stone and eventually given 

over to burials by the seventh century.247 The Vandal king Thrasamund is recorded to have 

ordered the construction (or maybe reconstruction?) of baths in the suburban region of 
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Alianae between 496 and 526.248 A poem notes the dedication of another bath in Carthage 

under the Vandals, but it is not fully clear whether this was a restoration of existing baths or a 

new construction.249  

Throughout this entire period, the Zaghouan Aqueduct (Fig. 3.43) continued to flow. It 

may have had a period of interruption during the Vandal occupation of Carthage, but it 

certainly was running in 425 when the Theodosian wall was built around it and again when 

Gelimer severed it in 533.250 There are a few cisterns and other blockages along the main 

channel, which may date to the Vandal period, or possibly later, as there is little dating 

evidence beyond the use of opus signinum.251 In any case, the aqueduct was certainly restored 

in 533 and continued to function, possibly uninterrupted, until the siege of Carthage in 698.252  

 
Figure 3.43: La Malga cisterns and Zaghouan aqueduct near Carthage (photo: Adria Jimenez, Wikimedia commons, used under 

CC BY 3.0 license) 
 

In some ways, late antique Carthage provides a good window into the evolutions of a 

major city in this period. It was the headquarters of three important imperial officials (and 

their staffs): the vicarius Africae, the proconsul Africae and the praefectus annonae 

Africae.253 Not unrelatedly, it was a prosperous city in the fourth and early fifth centuries, 

indicated by the continued use of the theater, amphitheater and circus and the expansion of 
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suburbs.254 This is also seen in the imperial initiative for the construction of the walls, built in 

425. These walls significantly altered the urban landscape, restricting communication 

between urban and suburban zones and interrupting the grid-planned street system. Two 

major entertainment structures, the amphitheater and circus, were maintained into the fifth 

century and possibly beyond.255 A number of large churches were built in this period to serve 

both Donatists and Catholics; most were suburban (especially in the north and west regions) 

in the fourth century, but there is some evidence for more centrally-placed churches from the 

later fourth and fifth centuries.256 And there seems to be good evidence, both archaeological 

and historical, that pagan sites were being maintained throughout the fourth century.257 Yet at 

the same time, Carthage may not be particularly representative of the long term trends in late 

urbanism, having been conquered twice in a century, the first of which seems to have led to 

the destruction of a large number of public buildings. The Vandal rulers seem to have been 

less concerned, or less able to manage, the upkeep of a number of buildings like the Antonine 

Baths. Generally, extensive decay has been detected in the urban fabric in the century or so of 

Vandal rule.258 Victor of Vita reports that the Odeon and theater, was destroyed in the Vandal 

invasion, to prevent them from being used as fortresses.259 During this period, at least one 

area (the Avenue Bourguiba Salammbo quarter) immediately outside the wall was neglected 

to the point where the utility of the defensive structure is highly doubted.260 There was a 

minor shift back towards classical urbanism in the early Byzantine period, with some repairs 

to the walls and baths.261 This was relatively short-lived and the city had changed essentially 

by the seventh century, with widespread urban burials and significant spoliation.262 

 

3.4.4.5 OVERVIEW 

Large-scale public baths in North Africa reached a peak for new construction in the 

third century, somewhat later than in continental Europe (Fig. 3.44). There was only one new 

construction in the fifth century, but three in the sixth, possibly connected with Vandal 

projects. A large number of these baths were maintained through the fourth century, with a 

few repairs and restorations into the fifth century as well. The first major wave of 

abandonments came in the late fourth century, possibly connected to an earthquake in this 

period. More baths were abandoned in the course of the fifth century and this trend increased 
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into the sixth century. There is some evidence for the continued maintenance of a few 

important complexes in the fifth century. The number of works declined significantly after 

this, with the Antonine Baths at Carthage the only building repaired in the sixth.  

 

 

Figure 3.44: Late antique baths in North Africa 
 

3.5 TRENDS AND CAUSES 
 

3.5.1 BATHS 

A reasonably clear pattern emerges from this survey of the changing use of bath 

buildings across the Western Mediterranean in this period (Fig. 3.45). There are certainly 

weaknesses in the amount of evidence currently available from Spain and Gaul, but in 

general, no one region skews the overall picture. It would thus appear that bath construction 

had ceased everywhere by the beginning of the fifth century. Indeed in some places such as 

Spain and Gaul, very few new bath buildings (as well as spectacle buildings) were built after 

the third century. This trend was probably the result of those regions peripheral nature in 

terms of location from the political center, which was exacerbated by the political 

uncertainties of period, resulting, for example, in the breakaway Gallic empire.263 However, 

as new bath construction lasted only a little longer in Italy and North Africa—into the fourth 

century as seen at Ostia—the third-century drop in new baths in Gaul and Spain is likely an 

early manifestation of widespread trends, influenced by historical circumstances.  

                                                        
263 Rambaldi (2009, 115-6) also suggests that barbarian invasions of the 270s, no matter if the impacts were more 

physiological or physical, had an impact on public building in the third century. This argument seems rather 
trite. 
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One trend that is not evidenced by just looking at the number and chronology of new 

buildings is the change in the forms of baths over this period. Bathing practices, and 

consequently bathing structures, began to change gradually yet significantly from the middle 

of the third century. The most obvious effect of the change in attitudes towards bathing was a 

reduction of the mean size in new bath buildings. Baths, at the height of the empire, ranged in 

size considerably, from the imperial thermae in Rome to the more modest balnea in Italy and 

the far reaches of the provinces. While smaller baths continued to be built (although these are 

certainly fewer in absolute terms), thermae stopped being built after Constantine. The latest 

large, imperial-style baths were built in Rome in the early years of the fourth century—the 

Baths of Constantine. Large baths were started (and not completed) in this period at Trier and 

a slightly smaller but structurally similar complex was built at Arles.264 Constantine also 

rebuilt the baths of Zeuxippus, one of the largest in the Constantinople.265 Of course, these 

large complexes did not go immediately out of use, but no more of their style were built after 

this point. 

 

 

  
Figure 3.45: Bath trends across the Western Mediterranean 

 

The end of repairs and restorations for baths progressed at slightly different rates in 

each region. In Italy and North Africa, the majority of baths were maintained at least until the 

fourth century and some into the fifth and later, seen both at Ostia and Carthage. In the other 

regions, work on baths stopped somewhat earlier, with the last certain examples of repair and 

restorations in Gaul dated to the fourth century, as in Saint-Bertrand.  
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In terms of the disuse, abandonment and destruction of baths, the bulk of evidence for 

Italy shows that the period in which most bath complexes fell out of use was the fifth century. 

In contrast, in the rest of the West a majority of baths were abandoned or destroyed during the 

third or early fourth centuries. This calls into question the view put forward in one standard 

texts on bathing that “archaeological and epigraphical evidence from both halves of the 

empire reinforce each other in creating a picture of the more or less undiminished use and 

popularity of public baths in the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries.”266 

Broadly speaking, there is relatively little difference in the patterns between regions, 

besides a slightly shifted chronology, which is connected to the later usage of public 

monuments in Italy and Africa across the board. The histories of late antique baths were 

essentially Mediterranean-wide. Roman bathing ended in Spain and Gaul first, then in North 

Africa and Italy. There is a single fifth century case in Spain. Leone connects this trend, at 

least for Africa, to the increasing place that baths held in urban society when temples and 

forums began to decline.267 Explanations in this vein are always difficult to fully accept since 

they require showing that urban culture was significantly different in one part of the West 

over another. In this case, why were baths only central to society in Africa and not Spain?  

But more importantly, it is possible to note that generally the maintenance of baths 

stopped at the smallest cities before the largest and most important ones. Large cities certainly 

continued to build new baths later than elsewhere; there were, for example, sixth century 

baths at Carthage and Barcelona and a seventh century example Mérida. Similarly, some of 

the latest examples of repair and restoration come from major cities like Rome, Carthage and 

Pavia. This trend is slightly less clear with regard to works in Gaul and Spain, since there are 

examples from large and small cities in the fourth and fifth centuries. Essentially, these 

examples of late bath continuity come from capitals or cities of major political and economic 

importance. As Esmonde Cleary notes, “the exception [for baths] was where the emperor 

stepped in (in Arles and Trier); since major baths had become an established element of the 

vocabulary of imperial largess, at Rome above all, so major baths remained a necessity for 

cities with imperial residences.”268 Beyond the ideological factor, this trend can be explained 

as the same way as other public building—major cities had the resources and the sources 

euergetism to support ‘classical’ buildings much longer than others.  

 

3.5.2 AQUEDUCTS 

Overall, there is a mixed picture for the late antique upkeep of aqueducts across the 

Western Mediterranean (Fig. 3.46). Generally, and unfortunately, there have been very few 
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archaeological studies on these structures, meaning that the later history of aqueducts in the 

West is fairly vague at the moment. In terms of new building, there were very few aqueducts 

constructed after the third century. New aqueducts, like at Constantine or possibly Périgueux, 

became increasingly infrequent in the fourth century but continued to serve the urban 

populace. The extremely rare fifth and sixth century aqueducts were built for exclusive 

groups, either for the royal palaces at Córdoba and Reccopolis or the churches at Nola and 

Tarragona.  

There is some limited evidence, largely epigraphic, for continuing repairs on aqueducts. 

This mostly refers to large-scale projects that repaired a structure after a catastrophic failure. 

These inscriptions do not, however, give much indication about the regular maintenance, like 

removing sinter deposits, which was necessary for them to continue to function. From Gaul, 

most of the evidence for repairs disappeared after the third century. However, repairs 

continued into the fourth century in Italy and North Africa. There is very little evidence for 

repairs from Spain, although this is probably more a problem with a lack of epigraphic 

evidence than an indication of a real trend. There is some later archaeological indication for 

work on aqueducts in Spain, notably at Tarragona. However, the best-studied region in terms 

of fourth through sixth century repairs to aqueducts (perhaps excluding Constantinople) is 

Rome. Even taking into account the problems in dating late antique masonry styles, it has 

been shown that there were a number of repairs to Roman aqueducts from at least the fourth, 

sixth and eighth centuries. Aqueduct repairs are further recorded under Theoderic for the 

major capitals in Italy, although little of this is known archaeologically. Theoderic stands out 

among late antique rulers in his work with aqueducts, as with most other public buildings, as 

he actively tried to restore the major public aqueducts of the high empire. However, it is 

worth noting that information about this period largely comes from the Variae; the lack of any 

comparable document from another region might suggest that there were sixth century repairs 

elsewhere that remain unknown. Recent archaeological work in Spain is beginning to suggest 

this may well be the case; more research into this field is deeply needed to fill out these large 

gaps. 

It is clear that aqueducts continued to flow at Rome at least well into the middle ages, 

perhaps with periods of interruption and repairs. This seems to be the case in Gaul as well, 

where a number of aqueducts that fell out of use in late antiquity were brought back into 

function in the middle ages. In contrast, several Spanish aqueducts are thought to have 

continued in use directly into the early middle ages. There is very little information about how 

long the aqueducts continued to flow in North Africa beyond Carthage, where the Zaghouan 

aqueduct remained in use until the Vandal period at least.  

Connected to this is the generally scanty evidence currently available for the 

destruction of aqueducts. At Rome and a few other Italian cities, aqueducts were severed 
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during the Gothic War and some were repaired soon thereafter. A similar case may have 

occurred at Lyon and Fréjus, but with fifth century invaders. Several aqueducts in Spain, like 

at Córdoba and Bolonia, were destroyed in the third and fourth centuries, respectively, and a 

further number are said to have been abandoned in late antiquity. However, generally there is 

only limited evidence to show aqueduct destruction. 

 

 

Figure 3.46: Late antique aqueducts in the Western Mediterranean 
 

 

3.5.3 CAUSES 

The maintenance of public buildings in late antiquity depended on the continuing 

availability of a number of factors: the technical ability to build and repair or restore these 

structures; the financial ability to pay for these works; and the cultural desire for them. This 

helps explain why baths and aqueducts were maintained in certain cities longer than others; 

continued demand from local or imperial elite, who would have had the means, kept skilled 

architects and engineers around for longer in key places. For aqueducts in particular, 

maintenance was a key factor in their continued functioning in late antiquity. Without upkeep, 

the most common fate of aqueducts was to simply slowly stop running, as seen at Nîmes and 

Arles. The gradual incrustation of sinter and the “hurtful trees which are the ruin of buildings” 

eventually choked off water channels around the West without regular maintenance.269  

Scholars have framed the factors leading to the substantial transformations of urban life 

in late antiquity in a variety of ways over the last 50 years. Realistically, these factors are 

closer to bundles of explanations, as they are generally multifaceted and complex. They can 
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be grouped into five clusters—the decline of the curial class, cultural changes, legal changes, 

financial crises and technological decline. It should be noted that these explanations have not 

been put forward as general explanations for the fall of the Roman empire, which are 

considerably more numerous and varied, but simply for the evolution of the urban 

landscape.270 Each chapter will discuss the factors that are relevant to the particular buildings 

and the final discussion (Chapter 6) will return to the issue of their overall applicability and 

the best ways of explaining the histories of public monuments in late antiquity. Therefore, the 

following section will look at the factors that are particular to baths and aqueducts, namely 

the supplies of waterproof mortar and fuel and the changing cultural ideas of and legal 

protections for these structures.  

 

3.5.3.1 TECHNOLOGICAL 

There are two technological features that distinguish baths from any other Roman 

building: hydraulic mortar and the hypocaust. The former is also necessary for the 

construction and upkeep of aqueducts and fountains. While both technologies declined in use 

into the middle ages, there is no particular reason to believe that the technical knowledge to 

continue their use disappeared entirely. In the first case, two forms of hydraulic mortar were 

available to the Romans. One form, opus signinum271 (sometimes called by the Italian name 

cocciopesto) was made from standard mortar to which crushed terracotta had been added.272 

As this was made from nearly ubiquitous ingredients, it was almost always locally produced 

and did not rely significantly on imported materials.273 The other form of hydraulic cement 

was made with pozzolana sand which was generally harvested in the volcanic regions of 

Latium and Campania and which essentially converts non-hydraulic lime to its hydraulic 

version.274 It seems that widespread access to this form of waterproof mortar was limited in 

late antiquity as trade across the Mediterranean declined.275 However, the production of the 

more common opus signinum was not subject to the same external pressures and could, at 

least in theory, have continued to be produced beyond antiquity. There is some evidence that 

its use did not entirely disappear, like at the sixth century Chapel of Saint Sixtus at San 

Lorenzo in Milan (although it is not clear that this mortar was being used purposely for its 

                                                        
270 210 has recently been put forward for the total number of explanations that have been advanced at one point or 
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noted in Vassal 2006, 13-35. I refer here specifically to the mortar intended as a waterproof coating in baths 
and aqueducts. 

272 Adam 1994, 130. 
273 Mannoni 2007, lv. 
274 Adam 1994, 130. 
275 Mannoni 2007, lv. 



 

 103 

water resistant properties).276 A similar coating has been found lining the channels of some 

medieval aqueducts, suggesting that this engineering knowledge remained in practical use.277 

The technology of heating through hollow spaces in the walls and floors (either with 

ceramic panels, tegulae, or through rectangular ceramic tubes, tubuli) similarly seems to 

decline, but not disappear. These elements were in use in baths through at least the third 

century, evidenced by work on the Baths of the Coachmen at Ostia (Fig. 3.47). The use of 

tubuli is known from several late antique buildings in Ravenna, including the palace.278 

Architects under the Umayyad empire in the seventh and eighth centuries continued to 

employ hypocausts at their baths.279 A price list from eighth century Italy might list a 

hypocaust system and it seems that the tenth or eleventh century baths in Rome at the foot of 

the palatine were heated by a hypocaust system.280 

While the evidence for the continued use of this technology is meager, it is not possible 

to say that it disappeared completely in late antiquity and certainly not in the period between 

300 and 600. The production of tegulae and tubuli in clay was certainly a highly-developed 

skill in the early empire. Perhaps then, the decline of these heating systems was connected to 

the overall decline in ceramic technology and production that began after about 600. 

 

 

Figure 3.47: Tubuli in the Baths of the Coachmen, Ostia (photo: author) 
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Running water through cities after the terminus of an aqueduct generally required metal 

pipes. Metal technology, especially for common fittings in lead and bronze, changed very 

little in late antiquity.281 Lead, which was used for water pipes inside and, less frequently, 

outside cities, was still in use in the middle ages.282 There is certainly a drop in the quantity of 

metal production between the Augustan era and the third century indicated by the levels of 

industrial pollution in ice cores from Greenland.283 However, between the third century and 

the sixth, there is only a small decline in the relative level of production, which begins to 

reverse again after 500 CE. On the contrary, some have suggested that the trade of lead 

between the north of Gaul and Italy largely ceased at the beginning of the fifth century.284 

This does not necessarily mean that the overall availability of lead declined, but that 

traditional sources of the raw material were disrupted. There is evidence that as these sources 

diminished, others, like mines in Sardinia, were expanded. The casting of bronze continued 

into the middle ages, indicated by the production of bell from as early as the sixth century.285 

Widespread spoliation of bronze suggests a stress on the mining of raw materials, but not of 

overall supply. Therefore neither metal technology nor metal production can be said to have 

played a direct or significant part in the late antique history of aqueducts.  

However, it is possible, and indeed probable, that there was a loss of the kind of 

engineering knowledge and skills needed to build large-scale new aqueducts. The most 

complicated elements of hydraulic engineering, like inverted siphons, are not attested in late 

antiquity and the latest aqueducts in the West were generally shorter and required less 

technical skill than those of the early empire. This suggests that while the ability to construct 

a basic water channel or repair an existing structure never disappeared, the engineering used 

in building the Pont-du-Gard did. This is further reflected in the considerable evidence of 

continuity of numerous simpler water structures into the middle ages, with ground-level 

channels in Italy and underground qanats in North Africa.286 In fact, even at the height of the 

Roman empire, aqueduct construction was difficult. There is one well-known case in Africa 

where the construction of the aqueduct for Saldae in the 130s ran into a number of difficulties, 

culminating eventually in two rock-cut tunnels that did not meet.287 While this problem was 

eventually fixed by bringing in an outside expert, it does indicate the high degree of technical 

knowledge for new construction, even at the height of aqueduct building. Consequently, while 
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the loss of technical knowledge certainly affected the construction of new aqueducts in late 

antiquity, it cannot be seen as the primary reason for the loss of maintenance that eventually 

ended the majority of these structures. 

 

3.5.3.2 FINANCE 

In terms of financial explanations, baths required, in contrast to the other buildings in 

this study, a steady supply of two commodities (in addition to water) to keep them 

functioning: fuel and human labor to keep the fires burning.288 Without these three things, 

baths could no longer function, which would clearly advance the disuse of the building. For 

fuel, Blyth has calculated from an inscription at Altinum noting a donor’s gift for fuel that 

average size baths would consume 150 metric tons of wood per year.289 Rome itself (with an 

early imperial population of perhaps near  900,000) would need near to 40,000 metric tons. 

Assuming around 400 cities big enough for baths, this adds up to approximately 80,000 

metric tons for the whole of Italy, per year. Estimations of the annual growth of timber in 

modern Italy have been calculated at 12 million metric tons.290 If this is an acceptable proxy 

for ancient timber production, fuel for baths required less than 10% of total yearly growth. 

Even if there had been a precipitous drop in timber growth, possibly connected to natural 

weather phenomenon like the long winter of 535-6, there would have been plenty of fuel for 

heating the baths. Of course, using Italy as an example might not be representative, since each 

province was certainly different in terms of fuel availability.  

Procuring the fuel, however, may have been a problem if there was an overall labor 

shortage. The need for human labor more broadly is shared between all public monuments, to 

a greater or lesser degree (and probably a greater degree for baths), and will thus be explored 

later. Much of this is difficult to determine in the archaeological record and there is little 

historical documentation about such a problem in late antiquity. Meiggs points to a few facts 

that seem to indicate pressure on wood supplies from the third century, from Alexander 

Severus’ allocation of public woodlands to supply fuel for the baths, to the Theodosian Code 

(13.5.10) which retains the privileges given to African ship operators who transport wood to 

Italy for the baths.291 And yet, he recognizes that there must not have been any widespread 

exhaustion of Italian forests, since there is little indication of major shortages of wood for 

naval construction, for example.292 Further, since baths only needed wood for burning (as 

opposed to large beams for construction), whatever was on hand or most affordable could be 
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used. Archaeological studies are beginning to show that there was variation over time in the 

types of wood used in Roman cities for fuel.293 

The market price of wood for fuel could have risen in this period (indeed, if supply 

decreased, this would be the natural result), which would have made procuring fuel 

prohibitively expensive for public or private benefactors. This would fundamentally depend 

on the requirements of each city and how much wood had to be collected from local supplies 

as opposed to brought in from father away. Wood has the benefit of being buoyant and so can 

be floated (as opposed to carted) to a city, thereby reducing the cost. In the Price Edict of 

Diocletian there are four listings for wood, depending on mode of transport, from 150 denarii 

for 1200 librae (390 denarii per metric ton) by wagon to 30 denarii for 300 librae (312 

denarii per metric ton) by hinny.294 The problems of assigning a real market value of a 

commodity from this text and the difference between those two prices notwithstanding, this 

seems to show a decline—by over two-thirds—in the cost of wood from the price that 

Altinum paid c. 100 CE, at least using the cost of wheat as a tool for comparing the two 

eras.295 This price is probably too low (as it probably does not include transport to the city and 

few other issues),296 but there is no obvious indication that wood became more unaffordable 

in late antiquity than in the imperial period. If anything, the inability to fuel baths comes back 

to a general decline in public euergetism in late antiquity. The Theodosian Code seems to 

reflect this when it says “In order that the splendid cities and towns may not fall into ruins 

through age, We assign a third part of the income from the farms belonging to a municipality 

to be used for the repair of public works and the heating of baths.”297 The ability to heat baths 

was on par with the ability to maintain other public works.  

 

3.5.3.3 CULTURAL  

There was also a shift in the practices and attitudes towards bathing and baths in the 

West in the early middle ages. It is difficult to put a precise chronology on such a change but 

its effects are apparent by at least the beginning of the sixth century. One change to the 

culture and practice of bathing is that baths gradually lost their public element. In some part 

this was a result of changing attitudes towards public nudity, stemming from Christian 

doctrine.298 Archaeology has revealed that private baths became increasingly common in the 

homes of aristocrats (both urban and rural), such as the Gallic villa described in Sidonius 

Apollinaris, or connected to the palaces of the church and state elites like the Lateran baths in 

                                                        
293 Veal 2013, 56-8. 
294 DeLaine 1997, 210. 
295 Blyth 1999, 93. 
296 Ibid, 95-7. 
297 Cod. Theo. 15.1.32 (trans. Pharr). 
298 Brown 1988, 315-6. 



 

 107 

Rome.299 As the concept of bathing moved from a public to private activity, there was less 

demand for urban leaders to provide bathing facilities for their communities. Thus many 

Roman-style baths disappeared and “by the fifth century, bathing was a ritual performed 

almost exclusively in private baths with one’s chosen and invited peers.”300 

Another change to the idea of bathing was that it became more strictly focused on the 

goal of corporeal washing and health.301 This was in some part a result of new, Christian 

attitudes towards the practice of communal bathing, which, like other aspects of 

Christianization, gradually spread across the West. And of course, “there was no single, 

monolithic, and consistent principal or attitude on this issue.”302 The church did discourage 

bathing with its indulgent connotations, but it never fully banned the practice. New attitudes 

towards bathing can be seen in texts, like the Rule of St Benedict, which forbids monks, lest 

they violate their apatheia, to wash one another from the sixth century onward.303 Or 

similarly, Gregory the Great, although recognizing the health benefits of bathing, condemned 

bathing in the name of pleasure and argued that a Christian bath should be aimed at washing 

the limbs only.304 Exactly how broadly these ideas propagated by church elite permeated into 

society, and their path of transmission, is beyond the scope of this study. Yet the physical 

remains of washing facilities seems to reflect the change in the practice from full immersion 

bathing to washing the extremities of the body from small basins, often in public places.305  

In all, a general aversion to the bodily pleasures of the baths and nudity and changing 

concepts of cleanliness were factors in the decline of a public bathing culture in the early 

medieval period. Yet, it is clear that the ideas of cleaning oneself and hygiene did not 

disappear in the middle ages, but simply that Roman conceptions of these activities and their 

connection to public bathing faded away. This obviously reduced the societal need for 

immersive bathing facilities in late antique cities. Ward-Perkins goes further and specifically 

ties the decline in bath repairs to waning secular patronage and the rise of Christian building, 

yet this is common to all of the public monuments in this study and will be considered in 

Chapter 6.306  
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3.5.3.4 LEGAL  

Aqueducts in particular had a high degree of legal protection during the early empire. A 

senatorial decree from 11 BCE and the lex Quinctia from 9 BCE, cited in Frontinus, 

established a protected corridor to either side of the channel and established fines for 

interfering with the land or the water.307 Later epigraphic and legal evidence further confirms 

the channels and clearances as public land.308 A clearance strip on either side of an aqueduct 

was necessary for both preventing damage from nearby structures and for allowing access for 

maintenance. The exact space required varied from place to place, but was generally 10-15 

feet in most areas.309 This corridor could result from the municipality or other agent 

purchasing the land. For example, an inscription concerning the construction of the Aqua 

Traiana reports that Trajan purchased the whole 30 feet of land for the channel and the 

clearance.310 Or, an aqueduct could be built on pre-existing ager publicus, as seen in an 

inscription from Praeneste that reads "aquam per publicum ducendam", explicitly recording 

the public land on which the aqueduct was built as a source of pride, possibly for its role in 

reducing construction costs.311 Frontinus also notes instances where, in order that no rights 

were infringed upon, the commonwealth bought up lands, divided out the aqueduct zone and 

then sold the remaining land back to the original owner.312 And public land could not be used 

for any purpose without the express permission of civic authorities, meaning these stretches 

were legally protected from any private use and encroachment.313 

Maintenance of aqueducts throughout the principate was carried out by servi publici, 

certainly in Rome, but probably throughout the empire.314 There is evidence for the upkeep of 

aqueducts being counted among the liturgies of the possessores in some rural districts, but it 

is unclear how widespread this practice really was.315 However, there are hints of change in 

the way things were done starting in the fourth century. The Theodosian Code collects a 

whole title on decrees concerning aqueducts and water, most of which are about the illegal 

siphoning of water—a perennial problem and one that has little bearing on the discussion at 

hand. The earliest decree on aqueducts, from 330, records Constantine thus: 

"It is Our will that the landholders over whose lands aqueducts pass shall be exempt 

from extraordinary burdens, so that by their work they may cleanse the aqueducts when 

they are choked with dirt [...] Furthermore, the men through whose landed estates the 
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aqueducts pass must know that they may have trees to the right and to the left of the 

aqueducts at a distance of fifteen feet therefrom. Your office staff shall enforce the 

regulation that if these trees grow too luxuriantly at any time, they must be cut out, so 

that their roots may not injure the structure of the aqueducts."316 

There is a subtle, yet significant change in the maintenance of the aqueducts. The law 

suggests that a major aspect of upkeep has been passed to the possessores upon penalty of 

forfeiture of property. There must have still been public workers who did maintenance on 

sections that did not run over private property as well, like the servi publici that continued to 

exist through at least the fourth century in the West (and a century or so longer in the East).317 

However, the whole law suggests a more privatized, localized responsibility. As Bruun notes, 

“we are witnessing a remarkable attempt at offloading public services onto private parties, a 

policy which to be sure has been identified in other sectors as well.”318 Further, there is no 

mention of the public nature of the area around the aqueduct. The decree simply reads "per 

quorum fines formarum meatus transeunt," suggesting that the land under and around the 

meatus was the property of the owner. Of course, this did not mean that possessores could do 

what they liked with the aqueduct or the water that flowed through them. The water system 

was still a very public commodity and well protected, as the remaining laws of de aquaeductu 

attest. 

A similar structure for upkeep and repair was maintained in Ostrogothic Italy. The 

office of comes formarum, which existed at least from 381, was renewed under Theoderic.319 

There seems to have been an organization of servi publici related to this office as well who 

carried out maintenance on the aqueducts in Rome, but their precise role is not well 

understood.320 There were slaves for the aqueducts in Constantinople in the fifth century, but 

no evidence for their existence elsewhere.321 More importantly, the Variae record a decree of 

Theoderic to the possessores, saying "We desire you at once to root up the shrubs growing in 

the Signine Channel, which will before long become big trees scarcely to be hewn down with 

the axe, and which interfere with the purity of the water in the aqueduct of Ravenna."322 This 

decree specifically refers to the owners of the lands around Ravenna, but given the state of 

aqueducts in Italy, it would be surprising if similar frameworks were not in place elsewhere.  

The easing of public control of the aqueducts, at least in terms of land and 

maintenance, is certainly correlated with the gradual decline of the aqueducts from the fifth 
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century onwards. It is impossible to show precise causation in this, but the two facts are 

clearly connected. Individual maintenance mandates, which may or may not have been more 

effective than centralized upkeep, would only have worked in a period when violators could 

be punished. In a period of war or uncertainty, like between 476 and 493 or 535 to 554 in 

Italy, there would be little incentive for individuals to perform any maintenance on aqueducts, 

save to procure water for their own needs. The best example of this is the aqueduct of Nîmes. 

The channel was cleaned for the last time in 400 CE, around the same time that maintenance 

shifted to increased reliance on private labor. Private siphoning of water became more 

common and more legally acceptable in the early middle ages, again showing a privatization 

of water resources and perhaps a weakening of the authority of the central government. We 

see this in the eighth century example of an abbot diverting nearly the entire Beneventan 

aqueduct for his monastery, which was subsequently legitimatized by the local duke.323 

 

3.6 CONCLUSIONS 
 

There are no well-defined answers regarding the end of baths and aqueducts in the 

Western Mediterranean. Bathing lost its role as an urban activity for a number of reasons, 

both economic and social, but certainly there was less incentive to build and repair or restore 

buildings for a practice that was on its way out. In this way, practical issues like the shortages 

of building materials and the breakdown of the aqueducts (which has its own cluster of 

causes, a lack of maintenance and the impacts of war) was not a major factor of the end of the 

baths, yet it did accelerate that process.  

Baths were in a slow decline trajectory of their own in most places from the third 

century onwards and the loss of water from aqueducts sometime around the fifth century, 

which either closed them entirely or reduced their operational scale, was key in hastening this 

development. In this context, the largest thermae could not function as they had with their 

generous aqueduct water of the imperial period. But these kind of baths were the most 

exceptional in most cities across the empire. Still, some cities had quite large baths that were 

reliant on aqueduct water to function normally. It remains an open question whether small or 

medium baths could have continued to function on river, rain and well sources. Certainly, 

some could do so. There are examples of baths without aqueducts at Pompeii and Khoms.324 

These baths used reserve cisterns along with careful management and in the case of the early 

Stabian Baths at Pompeii, non-immersive bathing.325 There is certainly a threshold size, above 
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which baths were reliant on aqueduct water, but that would vary entirely from city to city 

depending on the reliability of other sources of water. Water, then, could not be the sole cause 

in the abandonment of bathing as a whole, although it likely played a significant role in many 

places.  

In Rome, the loss of the aqueducts certainly caused the imperial thermae to be 

abandoned. However, when water was restored under the Byzantine administration, public 

bathing was generally not, revealing the importance of cultural considerations compared to 

economic and technological factors. This model—of declining interest in bathing that was 

hastened by the end of aqueduct water—also explains why public bathing continued in some 

places for decades or even centuries longer. Certain cities held on to the practice of public 

bathing for longer, for whatever social reason, but were able to continue the activity because 

of access to architects to build and work on the buildings and to sufficient quantities of water, 

from aqueducts or cisterns.326 Certainly personal cleanliness did not end with the Romans, nor 

did the practice of immersion bathing, as there were indeed new baths built after the sixth 

century. But the larger, communal baths of the first through fourth centuries were subject to 

social and economic factors that led to their disuse in late antiquity. 327 In this way, the 

practice known throughout the Roman world at the height of the empire and its associated 

architecture disappeared from most of the Western Mediterranean by fourth century CE. 

An underlying issue in the histories of baths and aqueducts has been the overall use of 

water in late antique cities. Water utilization declined between the classical Roman and 

medieval period.328 There is some indication of a reduced reliance on aqueduct water in 

Procopius, where in describing the siege of Naples, he writes, "Belisarius cut the aqueduct 

which brought water into the city; but he did not in this way seriously disturb the Neapolitans, 

since there were wells inside the circuit-wall which sufficed for their needs."329 This suggests 

that Naples never had any real need for an aqueduct for drinking water, or that the amount of 

water the city required had been reduced by the sixth century. Both are likely true; the 

population of Naples may have decreased before the sixth century, but this episode in 536 

was still early in the war and before the great plague of 541.330 Yet generally, the amount of 

water brought into Roman cities by aqueducts was beyond the needs of the populace for 

survival, at least for most regions in the West. And this excess would have been amplified if 

there were a population decline in the fourth and fifth centuries as well as a turn away from 

the practice of bathing. The declining reliance on abundant water brought in from a distance 
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would have made repairing the aqueducts a much lower priority, done only for propagandistic 

purposes, as at Rome with the Byzantines. 

 Based on figures given in Frontinus, it has been estimated that the aqueducts delivered 

67 liters per person per day to Rome.331 A similar number has been calculated for Pompeii.332 

And these figures do not take wells and cisterns into account. Modern estimates suggest that 

basic subsistence, is around two l/day/person for survival and upwards of 20 l/day for basic 

farming, meaning that water supply in the high empire was robust above needs for much, if 

not all, of the West. Ward-Perkins remarks that "only in exceptional cases can the aqueducts 

be seen as much more than a refinement."333 In fact, Procopius describes the populace during 

the siege of Rome, as “distressed by their inability to bathe and the scarcity of provisions."334 

Yet at the same time, "they had sufficient water to drink, since even for those who lived very 

far from the river it was possible to draw water from wells."335 

However, the water requirements of a Roman city were about much more than the 

physical need of subsistence. Such quantities as provided by aqueducts were generally not 

necessary for the fundamental existence of an urban population, but they were critical for life 

in Roman city. Water nourished some food items grown in the areas around cities.336 Water 

flushed latrines and drains, keeping the streets clean. It supplied the fountains that cooled 

cities in the warm months. It filled the baths that were a hub of social life. Clearly, water 

played a number of roles in cities apart from basic survival. During the empire, plentiful water 

was a critical aspect of cultural life. In late antiquity and beyond, abundant water became 

largely unnecessary as communal bathing declined and cities turned to wells and cisterns. 

During this period, the construction of public aqueducts completely stopped. Private water 

systems became the standard for the ecclesiastical and political elite. Some leaders, like 

Theoderic and Gregory, worked to keep urban aqueducts functioning, although this was not 

universal. The declining interest in upkeep, along with the changing legal conception and 

privatization of the channels, meant that maintenance on existing aqueducts drastically waned 

in the fourth and fifth centuries. While unattended aqueducts could continue to flow for some 

period, depending on environmental factors, the channel would eventually run dry. So a very 

few cities lost their aqueducts in catastrophes in late antiquity, in most cases the water simply 

gradually stopped flowing.  
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CHAPTER 4: SPECTACLE BUILDINGS 
 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Spectacle buildings, as a group, were nearly ubiquitous across the empire; any city of 

reasonable size had at least an amphitheater, theater or circus, and often some combination 

thereof. Spectacles were deeply woven into the fabric of Roman culture, even if the buildings 

that housed them were not used with the daily frequency of baths and aqueducts. Moreover, in 

terms of size and capacity, spectacle buildings were often among the largest public 

monuments in ancient cities. For example, the Flavian Amphitheater in Rome (Fig. 4.1)—

known commonly as the Colosseum—could hold perhaps nearly ten percent of the population 

of the city at its height; this surpassed any other public building, except possibly the largest of 

the imperial fora and thermae.1 Similarly, the amphitheater at Pompeii could hold upwards of 

20,000, certainly more than the population of the city by almost double.2 Because spectacles 

and the buildings that housed them were such integral elements of Roman urban life, looking 

at the latest examples of these buildings constructed ex novo, along with instances of their 

continued use, upkeep and eventual abandonment can reveal changes to both cultural and 

urban public building priorities, as well as illuminate the important shifts in euergetism taking 

place in late antiquity. Accordingly, this chapter will focus on the three most common forms 

of spectacle buildings in the West: amphitheaters, theaters and circuses. It will look 

specifically at the archaeological, epigraphic and historical evidence for structures for 

spectacle in late antiquity, not at the activities that happened within them, which is a slightly 

different story.  

 

4.2 HISTORIOGRAPHY 
 

In spite of, or perhaps more rightly because of, the significance of spectacles in Roman 

culture, they were viewed in early scholarship as base entertainments, associated with the 

“bread and circuses” of Juvenal and the simple pleasures of the plebs. While they were a 

commonly (and negatively) discussed element in pre-20th century scholarship on the history  

                                                        
1 Coarelli (2001, 15) cites the regionary catalogues to provide a capacity of 87,000, which is a bit less than 10% of 

the population of second century Rome, generally agreed to be somewhere a bit above or below one million. 
However, Hopkins and Beard (2005, 112) argue that the 87,000 figure more likely refers to the space in feet 
for seating and that the building was actually capable of holding closer to 50,000 spectators, meaning closer to 
5% of the overall population of Rome. They further point out that a rather large percentage of these seats 
would have been occupied by the upper classes of society rather than the poor, slaves and women. 

2 Bomgardner (2000, 47) has calculated a total capacity of 24,257 based on 40 cm of seat space per person. 



 

 114 

 

Figure 4.1: Interior of the Flavian Amphitheater, Rome (photo: author) 
 

and culture of the Roman empire, they were never considered as a topic for study unto 

themselves until relatively recently. In large part this change occurred in 1970s and 1980s, R. 

Auguet and P. Veyne both helped to ultimately displace the simplistic ‘bread and circuses’ 

views of spectacles.3 A significant advance was made with Alan Cameron’s Circus Factions, 

which suggested a new way of looking at games by focusing on their cultural contexts and 

widened the scope of the field by examining post-imperial, Byzantine circus games.4 Since 

then, K. Hopkins, A. Futrell, D. Kyle and G. Fagan have worked in similar veins at various 

points over the past 30 years; their works focus on the social, cultural and historical aspects of 

entertainment.5 

While these works have improved the understanding of the form and function of 

Roman spectacles, they have not, however, much advanced the study of the buildings that 

housed the games. In the 1980s, one branch of spectacle scholarship began to focus on the 

archaeological and architectural remains of the spectacle buildings, leaving a small, but 

noticeable, divide between the history and archaeology of spectacles. This divide affected the 

study of theaters less than other structures, since the performance of drama has long since 

been its own field of study, more closely aligned with traditional classical or Latin studies.6 
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structures of the theater. 



 

 115 

J.-C. Golvin’s l’Amphithéatre Romaine and J. Humphreys’ Roman Circuses exemplify this 

archaeological approach, being the first substantial volumes to treat these buildings as unique 

architectural forms and focus on cataloging and describing their remains.7 More recently in 

this vein is F. Sear’s Roman Theaters.8 Also important in this field is the 2009 volume edited 

by T. Wilmott entitled Roman Amphitheatres and Spectacula, a 21st-century Perspective. 

This book developed out of a conference on amphitheaters, the first in English and the first in 

over 20 years; it includes both regional and site studies, in addition to papers on the social and 

cultural elements of spectacles.  

There have been several works that have managed to overlap elements from the two 

approaches and develop a somewhat more synthetic methodology that attempts to explain 

architectural developments in functional terms. This is seen in the studies of K. Welch and, to 

a lesser degree, D. Bomgardner.9 Additionally, there have been studies of individual buildings 

across the empire, which have naturally focused on the archaeological remains of the 

buildings. The Colosseum, as the largest amphitheater in the Roman world, has received a 

rather enormous amount of this attention and much of it has been aimed at a non-specialist 

audience and therefore does little to advance the field. However, some of it, like A. Gabucci’s 

The Colosseum and especially R. Rea’s Rota Colisei, is of exceptionally high quality and 

utility.10 

In regards to late antiquity, there has been a good deal of interest on certain the 

historical aspects of spectacles in this period, particularly the effects of Christianity on 

games.11 There has been comparably little focus on the spectacle buildings themselves. 

Amphitheaters, theaters and circuses in late antiquity have, regrettably, never been dealt with 

synthetically, particularly in terms of the phases of the final maintenance and disuse of the 

physical structures.12 In part this is an issue of evidence; many were cleared of any medieval 

encrustations in the eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, as at Arles, thereby destroying the late 

antique phases. They are occasionally discussed in relation to broader issues of the late 

antique city, but such studies are often focused on a particular region and do not give an 

overall picture of the fate of these buildings. For example, Ward-Perkins devotes a whole 

chapter to buildings of secular entertainment in his seminal work, but this only covers Italy 

                                                        
7 Golvin 1988; Humphrey 1986. To this we can add Small (1983), which follows in the same mode, even if on a 

different scale. 
8 Sear 2006. 
9 Welch 2007; Bomgardner 2000. 
10 Gabucci 2001; Rea 2002. 
11 Devoe 2002. Also addressed in most other recent studies of Roman games, like Dodge (2011, 69-78) and 

Bomgardner (2000, 202ff). 
12 Bomgardner (2000, 197-201) has a chapter on the end of spectacles, but only manages five examples of late 

amphitheaters for the whole of the empire. His explanation for these later phases is somewhat more helpful. 
Humphrey (1986) is also helpful, but seems to address late antiquity as an afterthought. Cameron (1976) 
presents good evidence for the East, but focuses more on the games than the buildings. 
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and is arguably too reliant on historical evidence over archaeological.13 More recently, and 

with better interaction with the physical remains, A. Retzleff has covered a small group of 

theaters in the East in their final centuries of use and C. Roueché has gathered some eastern 

comparanda for Aphrodisias.14 Most significantly, N. Christie has authored an article focused 

on the decline of entertainment structures in the West in the 2009 Wilmott volume that argues 

that the loss of these buildings started as early as the third century and was fairly widespread 

(excepting in the largest cities and for circuses) by the fourth century.15 This important study 

has laid a good deal of the groundwork for the present chapter.  

 

4.3 EARLY IMPERIAL SPECTACLE BUILDINGS16 
 

4.3.1 THEATERS 

Roman theaters (as opposed to Greek, which varied slightly structurally and 

functionally) first developed in Magna Graecia and Campania in the second and first centuries 

BCE at cities like Pompeii.17 The construction of the Theater of Pompey—the largest in the 

Roman world—in 55 BCE, set off a wave of theater building across Italy for the next century, 

a period during which the majority of the 175 theaters known from that region were built.18 In 

the late republican period, generals and political figures like Pompey, Caesar and Balbus most 

frequently erected theaters. Sear notes that “Augustus […] fully realized the potential of the 

theatre as a propaganda tool,” with a stage building backdrop replete with statuary to draw the 

concentrated gaze of the citizenry. 19 Accordingly, construction of this type in Italy hit a peak 

in the first half of the first century CE during the Julio-Claudian era, like the Theater of 

Marcellus (Fig. 4.2). Many of the theaters of this period in Italy, however, were not built with 

imperial euergetism, but instead with the patronage of private benefactors with political 

connections or aspirations.  

In contrast, theaters in Gaul seemed to have a more direct connection with the imperial 

house. Sear notes that Augustus, his family, or high-ranking officials (acting on his behalf) 

were directly involved in the construction of the theaters at Vienne, Arles, Nîmes and Orange 

(Fig. 4.3).20 The earliest theaters in Gaul were built at both colonies and non-colonies, which 

stands in contrast to Spain, where theater construction was largely limited to veteran  

                                                        
13 Ward-Perkins 1984, 92-118. 
14 Retzleff 2003; Roueché 1993. 
15 Christie 2009. 
16 It should be noted that temporary wooden spectacle buildings had long history in Rome and elsewhere. This 

survey focuses exclusively on permanent stone buildings. 
17 Sear 2006, 48-52. 
18 Laurence et al. 2011, 238. 
19 Sear 2006, 12. 
20 Ibid. 
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Figure 4.2: Theater of Marcellus, Rome (photo: Graeme Churchard, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

 
Figure 4.3: Orange Theater (photo: kasmicz, flickr.com, under CC BY 2.0 license) 

 

settlements and funded by the emperor or his direct agents.21 Additionally, in Spain, theaters 

started to be built during the late republican period and their construction increased notably 

during the Augustan era, mirroring the pattern in Italy. Theaters were built in Africa 

beginning in earnest in the second century, generally later than the rest of the west; only 

Cherchel and Lepcis Magna had Augustan-era theaters. African theaters were primarily the 

result of private benefaction, including some from privileged and well-connected patrons, like 

the theater built by Juba II at Cherchel.  
                                                        

21 Laurence et al. 2011, 239. 
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Roman theaters were frequently built in the center of cities, especially if the cities in 

question were being newly laid out or monumentalized, as, for example, was the case at 

Arles. Yet, as Sear notes, any natural inclinations close enough to the city center would have 

more strongly influenced the decision on the position of a theater.22 For early republican-era 

theaters, before the development of concrete vaults to support the cavea, the location of a 

theater was almost entirely driven by the need for a hillside. But even after the improvements 

of the first century BCE, any available slope, however slight, was still taken advantage of. It 

is also important to note, in discussing theater position, the connection between theaters and 

temples. This connection is especially true with rural sanctuaries, like the Samnite sanctuary 

at Pietrabbondante that was rebuilt in the early first century BCE with a temple and associated 

theater.23 Yet it also applies to urban theaters, like Dougga, where a small theater was built 

connected to a complex that housed the Temples of Concord, Frugifer, Liber Pater and 

Neptune.24 In this then, the religious topography of a city could exert an (small, but 

noteworthy) influence on the position of a theater.  

 

4.3.2 AMPHITHEATERS 

Amphitheaters first appeared in Campania in the republican period, but did not develop 

in Rome or spread out across Italy until the Augustan or Julio-Claudian periods. The earliest 

(i.e. late republican) amphitheaters in Italy are largely associated with veterans’ colonies, as at 

Pompeii (Fig. 4.4); it is imagined that gladiatorial matches served to reinforce or celebrate the 

martial foundation of such places.25 Generally for these early amphitheaters, as with theaters, 

the money to pay for the structures came from wealthy patrons and not the civic coffers.26 

There were a few Augustan-era structures, largely in Italy and Spain, where there were also a 

few republican buildings. Notable in this period is the earliest permanent structure for 

gladiatorial games in Rome, which dates from the reign of Augustus. However, as Futrell 

notes, there is no reason to think that architecture in the capital lagged behind developments 

elsewhere, even though the examples from Rome postdate those of Campania.27 Golvin has 

advanced the argument that forum in Rome was used for gladiatorial games as early as the 

fourth century BCE and that the buildings in the forum were progressively transformed to 

better suit the spectacle and that the natural oblong layout of the space influenced the ovoid 

layout of the arena.28 Welch has developed this idea even further, even conjecturing.  

                                                        
22 Sear 2006, 25. 
23 Stek 2009, 41. 
24 Laurence et al. 2011, ch. 9. 
25 Welch 2007, 88-90. 
26 See Laurence et al. (2011, ch. 9) for a fuller treatment of this theme. 
27 Futrell 1997, 42. 
28 Golvin 1988, 301-313. 
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Figure 4.4: Pompeii Amphitheater (photo: author) 

 

several different ways in which a wooden structure might be fitted into the space between the 

Basilica Aemilia and the Basilica Sempronia.29 The form of the amphitheater therefore may 

have been developed in Rome, even if laws forbade the construction of permanent structures 

Amphitheater construction reached its apex in Italy under the Flavians—the period that 

saw the construction of the Colosseum, the largest amphitheater in antiquity. At the same 

time, they were beginning to be built across Gaul. In Spain, by contrast, amphitheaters were 

mostly built in the early first century CE, although there are few likely earlier (republican) 

and later examples. Amphitheaters appeared last in North Africa, generally from the second 

or early third century. In terms of benefactors, the limited evidence (19 inscriptions) that is 

available for Italy, shows seven with military connections, eight local magistrates, two former 

slaves, three were women and two imperial benefactions.30  

In all, amphitheaters were quite popular across the Western empire, although their 

distribution therein was not uniform—a fact that Laurence et al. attribute to a cultural 

difference arising from different the amounts of veterans that were settled in each region.31 It 

seems questionable whether predominantly veterans alone would have enjoyed amphitheaters, 

but perhaps the presence of veterans in a colony encouraged patrons to give them a place for 

martial spectacles. Also important is that the main phase of amphitheater construction in each 

province generally occurred about a century or so later than that of theaters. This seems to be 

a result of an increased specialization of building types. Buildings seem to be more often used 

for multiple spectacles before later first century CE (although this practice did occur 

throughout antiquity in places, from the édifices-mixtes in Gaul to late antique building 

                                                        
29 Welch 2007, 49-57. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Laurence et al. 2011, 279. 
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conversions). For example, beast hunts took place in the Circus Maximus until the reign of 

Caligula.32 It is not unreasonably to imagine that many provincial communities used their 

structures for different purposes until specialized amphitheaters became more standard. 

In contrast to theaters, amphitheaters were often located on the edges of the urban 

space. In Italy, for example, 58 percent of (locatable) amphitheaters were located outside their 

city’s walls or grid system, in contrast to only 16 percent for theaters.33 The exact rationale of 

this choice of location is debated and several interesting ideas have been put forward, from 

wanting to keep violence out of the city to allowing easier access for visiting spectators, to the 

later appearance of these structures that meant that only peripheral land would have been still 

available.34 One such amphitheater, at Lyon, was built in the early first century within the 

federal sanctuary on the edge of the city, and not the colony itself, indicating the important 

link between the imperial cult and gladiatorial games.35  

 

4.3.3 CIRCUSES   

Circuses in Italy are not particularly well documented and nearly all of them are very 

difficult to date with precision. The largest of these, the Circus Maximus in Rome, is also one 

of the earliest circuses developed in Italy.36 The structure was gradually developed over the 

republican period, took a permanent and monumental form during the reigns of Caesar and 

Augustus, effectively reaching its final layout when Trajan reconstructed the seats in concrete 

and stone and added the monumental spina (Fig. 4.5).37 Outside of the circuses in the city of 

Rome, there is only one other archaeologically known early monumental circus in Italy, at 

Bovillae. There are another 26 known or hypothesized through texts or inscriptions, but 

lacking any physical remains; the chronology for nearly all of these is unclear.38  

Circuses were never as popular in Gaul as they were in the other western provinces. 

There are only six examples known from reasonable evidence.39 Circus construction there 

was confined to the first and second centuries, with only one possible later example. At Lyon, 

the circus gives the only evidence for benefaction for this type from Gaul, from an inscription 

mentioning the gift of 500 seats by an aedile.40 The circus at Arles was likely built in the  

                                                        
32 Futrell 1997, 165. 
33 Laurence et al. 2007, 266. 
34 Ibid, 267-8. 
35 Grenier 1958, 686. For a broader discussion of the connections between amphitheaters and sacred space, see 

Laurence et al. 2007, 282-4. 
36 Livy (1.35) reports that games were begun in the valley between the Aventine and the Palatine under L. 

Tarquinius Priscus. 
37 Meijer 2010, 34; Humphrey 1986, 73; 102-6. 
38 Pisani Sartorio (2008, 73-6) lists 54, but this catalogue includes less monumental campi. 
39 Humphrey 1986, Fig. 179. 
40 CIL XIII.1919. 
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Figure 4.5: Trajanic Structures at the south end of the Circus Maximus, Rome (photo: MM, Wikimedia commons, used under 

GNU Free documentation license) 
 

second century, although a more specific date has not been proposed.41 The dates of the final 

two (as well as the hypothetical others) are based on historical circumstances and the relative 

importance of the city in a particular era.42 The two hypothetical circuses, at Narbonne and 

Orange, are also dated circumstantially, both to the first or second century CE. The dearth of 

circuses in Gaul may be explained by the fact that some sort of less-permanent track for 

racing may have already existed at the cities of south Gaul that held Greek gymnastic games. 

Humphreys suggests that the peak of popularity for chariot games in the Roman empire was 

the third and fourth centuries and that by that period Gaul was already reducing the scope of 

its public building, meaning it could no longer keep up with the trends in entertainment and 

build new circuses.43  

In contrast, circuses were much more popular in Spain, where their construction ranged 

over the first three centuries CE, with a slight prevalence in the late first and early second 

centuries. Mérida (Fig. 4.30) had the first monumental circus built in Spain, possibly built in 

                                                        
41 Humphrey 1986, 396. 
42 Ibid, 406-9. However, an agon gymnicus is mentioned for Vienne in Pliny the Younger (Ep. 4.22), making a 

fourth century date more questionable. 
43 Ibid, 430. 
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the Augustan period, or more likely Julio-Claudian.44 Overall, eight monumental stone 

circuses dating from the first and second (with Sagunto which may be as late as the early third 

century) have been identified in the region, with three additional smaller wood-and-stone 

structures and at least another nine cities where there are historical or epigraphic references to 

chariot races.45  

Circuses in North Africa followed a pattern not totally dissimilar from amphitheaters. 

The very earliest example of a monumental stone circus is from Utica and may date from the 

late republican period. However, this circus is only known through aerial photography and 

thus may not be very securely dated.46 Additionally, there was another, likely later, circus at 

Utica as well, which raises some questions about the first identification.47 The largest cities in 

Africa built circuses in the second century—Carthage first, then likely Sousse, although the 

evidence for this is largely circumstantial, and finally Khoms in 161-2.48 The fact that these 

important cities did not build circuses until the second century certainly casts further doubt on 

Utica’s republican structure. Circus construction increased slightly in the third century. There 

are no known circuses constructed later in the third century. In all, there are eight monumental 

circuses known in early imperial North Africa. 

Monumental circuses were less common across the West compared to other spectacle 

buildings and saw their greatest period of expansion to a larger number of cities in the second 

century. Yet even those trends are not uniform. For example, there were more circuses in 

Spain and fewer in Gaul, and even in popular regions, only select cities had one. Part of this 

may come from the fact that chariot racing did not require monumental stone structures; 

arenas could be temporary structures composed of wood or earth embankments around a 

suitably open and flat space, which are much more difficult to detect archaeologically.49 As 

such, circuses, more than other spectacle buildings, were reliant on both open space and 

natural topography for their location in the ancient city; they tended to be away from the 

center, but share little else in common in their placement.  

Humphrey has divided the circuses of North Africa into three groups based on whether 

the structure was fully stone, partially stone or made of no stone at all.50 This way of 

categorizing could be applied through the West (even if it has not hitherto), although in terms 

                                                        
44 Humphrey 1986, 375. 
45 Humphrey 1986, 337; 344; 350; 359; 381. See also Ribera i Lacomba 1998, 335. This later category does not 

mean of course that there were definitively circus structures there. This style of games is just as easily held in 
any large and flat enough space and crowds can be accommodated with wooden seating. While this type of 
spectacle is important for the history of chariot racing, it is not particularly relevant for the understanding of 
public works and will be left aside. 

46 Humphrey 1986, 306. 
47 Ibid, 307. 
48 Ibid, 305; 303; 53-4. 
49 Ibid, 6. 
50 Ibid, 296. 
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of the present study only the monumental edifices are of interest. Yet the different kinds of 

circuses may shed some light on the issue of who paid for these structures, although the 

evidence for this is quite meager. There are inscriptions from Lyon regarding a private gift of 

one portion of the seats and Dougga (see case study below) for the donation of the field. 

Monumental circuses were expensive and almost certainly beyond the ability of any single 

individual (excepting the emperor, who builds most Italian circuses after the first century). In 

some cases they may have been beyond the means of an entire city to build.51 As such, non-

monumental circuses may have been the result of a city with fewer resources (public or 

private) and conversely monumental buildings were mostly built in thriving cities with a 

strong imperial connection. Or we might even imagine an evolving structure, wherein 

initially, “constructions [were] in wood” and “later if proper benefactions were forthcoming, 

parts could be replaced in stone, such as seats for the local dignitaries.”52  

 

4.3.4 OVERVIEW 

The history of spectacle buildings in the ancient world is therefore not a simple linear 

evolution starting in Rome and spreading to the provinces. To begin, spectacles—and 

therefore structures to hold them—were common to many cultures and societies across the 

Mediterranean in the first millennium BCE. Romans gradually developed their own spectacle 

performances and buildings, some of which, like the amphitheater, were markedly different in 

form from earlier models. The place of Rome itself in these developments is not simple to 

establish.53 Significant in this development is the movement towards permanent, monumental 

structures, which happened in from the late first century BCE. Connected to this development 

were a number of architectural innovations—the widespread use of concrete, vaults, etc.—in 

the same period that allowed these Roman forms of spectacle building to be further developed 

and elaborated. These forms began to spread throughout the West, roughly in the late 

republican to Augustan period, although not necessarily in a simple center-to-periphery model 

and with some regional variation. The majority then of this kind of Roman spectacle buildings 

in the West were built by the year 200 and most cities implemented at least one example of 

this style, if not more.54 And yet it is important to emphasize that even though spectacle 

buildings were reasonably universal for major cities, not all types of buildings were equally 

common across the West. Theaters were the most common spectacle building, in terms of the 

                                                        
51 Suggested by Humphrey 1986, 333. 
52 Ibid, 406. 
53 Excepting, possibly, the amphitheater if Welch (2007, 71) is to be believed. 
54 Jouffroy 1986, Plan 39; 52. 
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sheer quantity. In Italy, that number may have been as high as one in two.55 Amphitheaters 

were the next most common structure and circuses were the least ubiquitous.  

 

4.4 LATE ANTIQUE SPECTACLE BUILDINGS 
 

4.4.1 ITALY 

4.4.1.1 THEATERS 

There is no evidence for the construction of new theaters in Italy after the 2nd/3rd 

century examples at Velia and Ventimiglia (Fig. 4.6), with the possible exception of 

Ravenna.56 Malineau has suggested from circumstantial historical evidence alone that it dates 

from around 402 when Ravenna was made capital.57 While this is not a completely 

implausible idea, the lack of any other theater built within a nearly two-century period means 

that it should only be considered as a possibility without any archaeological evidence for the 

building.  

A number of theaters were repaired or restored after the year 300 as well (Fig. 4.7). 

These works, often attested epigraphically, start with the Ostia Theater in the tetrarchic 

period.58 The theaters at Acerra, Grumentum and Ferento were all repaired or restored in the 

fourth century, although research at Ferento has suggested that the works, carried out on the 

hyposcaenium, were quite minor.59 In the later part of the fourth century, the Ostia Theater 

was restored again, along with the theater at Syracuse.  

In the fifth century, two of the three theaters in Rome were repaired—the Theater of 

Pompey under Arcadius and Honorius and the Theater of Marcellus in 420-1.60 The Catania 

Theater may have had some work done to it in the fifth century, as an inscription refers to the 

governor of Sicily restoring the statues that were damaged in the Gothic raids of the 440s.61 

The latest evidence for work (most likely a repair) on a theater comes from the Theater of 

Pompey in the late fifth or early sixth century. There is no direct archaeological evidence for 

this work, but it is recorded in Cassiodorus’ Variae, where the patrician Symmachus is 

commended for restoring the ruins of the past, including the theater.62 An inscription that 

might indicate the repair of the Theater of Balbus from around this period was found reused 

 

                                                        
55 Malineau 2006, 199. 
56 Velia: Sear 2006, 145; Ventimiglia: Sear 2006, 173. 
57 Malineau 2006, 195. 
58 CIL XIV.129; Sear 2006, 129. 
59 There is also some issue with the repairs at Grumentum, where it seems the scholarship is somewhat confused 

between a second century repair and this fourth century work. See Sear 2006, 146. 
60 CIL VI.1191; CIL VI.1660. 
61 AE 1956, 259. 
62 Cassiod. Var. 4.51. 
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Figure 4.6: New late antique spectacle buildings in Italy 
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Figure 4.7: Late antique spectacle building works in Italy 
 

 

 



 

 127 

as a grave slab.63  

Beyond this upkeep, there were six theaters that were altered in late antiquity to 

accommodate water spectacles by adding a kolymbethra. This was done by sealing up the 

orchestra with hydraulic mortar, sometimes removing the lowest rows of seating and adding a 

connection to a water supply.64 These conversions were occasionally associated with the 

installation of cisterns nearby, although this may simply have been a fringe benefit of a direct 

connection to an aqueduct rather than directly pertinent to hosting water spectacles.65 The 

earliest instance of this transformation was at Venafro, sometime before an earthquake in 

346.66 This might be especially early as the rest of these conversions—at Spoleto, Sepino, 

Syracuse (Fig. 4.7), Catania and Ostia—take place in the later fourth to fifth centuries. None 

are more precisely dated.  

There is fairly abundant evidence for the continued use of theaters in late antique Italy 

(Fig. 4.9). The Theater of Balbus at Rome, mentioned by Ausonius, along with those of 

Spello, Amiternum and Milan all seem to be in use throughout the fourth century, evidenced 

largely by epigraphic and literary references to games being held.67  

 

 

Figure 4.8: Greek theater at Syracuse, with fifth century trapezoidal kolymbethra highlighted (photo adapted from: Urban, 
Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license) 

                                                        
63 Christie 2006, 212. 
64 Sear 2006, 44. 
65 Courtois (1982, 209-10) only lists 5: Ostia, Spoleto, Syracuse, Taormina and Catania. 
66 Berlan-Bajard 2006, 506. 
67 Balbus: Auson. Lud. septem sap. 40; Manacorda 2001, 49; Spello: CIL XI.5265 (also mentions games at 

Bolsena); Amiternum: AE 1937,119; Syracuse: Wilson 1990, 63; Milan: Auson. Ordo nob. urb. 39.7. 
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Figure 4.9: Late antique spectacle buildings in use in Italy 
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Theaters began to be abandoned in Italy as early as the third century, although these seem to 

be rather isolated cases (Fig. 4.10). The pace of abandonment increased slightly in the fourth 

century. The theater at Aquileia may have been torn down and its bricks used into the city 

wall, which was constructed around 300.68 The Turin Theater might have been out of use by 

this point and those of Tindari and Venafro were heavily damaged by earthquakes in the 

fourth century and never rebuilt.69 There are two possible instances of theaters being 

abandoned in the fifth century, but the evidence for both is not great. The Ventimiglia Theater 

is said to have been out of use because fifth century burials were found around, but not inside, 

the structure.70 The presence of domestic and funerary deposits does not definitively mean the 

end of the primary use for the building, as the same have been found around the outside of the 

circus at Arles at the same period, which was almost certainly still in use. The Theater of 

Balbus has also been said to have been out of use in the late fourth century based largely on 

the fact that the Crypta Balbi, a connected portico, was being covered in a layer of ‘dark 

earth’ and was housing burials in the fifth century.71 This does not necessarily indicate that 

the theater was out of use by this point (and there seems be evidence for repairs from the sixth 

century), but does suggest a changing use for the public space around the building. 

Unfortunately, the excavations at the Crypta Balbi were not able to determine much about the 

continued use of the theater. In general, it is often difficult to determine an exact date of 

disuse for theaters, as at any other public building. Hence there are a number of theaters that 

have only termini ante quos for abandonment provided by only a major events such as fires or 

earthquakes, or when they were reoccupied. The Syracuse Theater was abandoned at least by 

the later sixth century and that of Luni by the seventh supplied by Lombard-era grave goods 

from a burial in the structure (although there is no reason to think that they must have been 

used up to this date without any other evidence).72 

 

4.4.1.2 AMPHITHEATERS 

While there is no evidence for any new amphitheaters in Italy after the 

Amphitheatrum Castrense in the early third century, some limited evidence does exist 

regarding repairs and restorations for amphitheaters (Fig. 4.7).73 The Velletri Amphitheater 

was restored 

                                                        
68 Christie 2009, 225. 
69 Turin: Christie 2009, 226. A known fourth century church was constructed only meters from the theater, which 

has suggested to many scholars that the theater, a place with ‘pagan’ associations, must have been out of use 
by this point. While it is unusual to see a Christian structure so close to an entertainment building, we cannot 
be absolutely certain here. Tindari: Wilson 1990, 60. Venafro: Berlan-Bajard 2006, 506. 

70 Christie 2009, 225. 
71 Manacorda 2001, 42; Malineau 2006, 195. 
72 Basso 2003, 906-7. 
73 Golvin 1988, 219. 
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Figure 4.10: Late antique spectacle building disuse in Italy 
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by a principalis curiae between 364-375, as it had reportedly collapsed due to age.74 The 

Colosseum was restored on numerous occasions in the fourth through sixth centuries.75 It is 

worth noting that it appears to have sat empty for nearly a decade after a particularly 

damaging earthquake in 429 and possibly at other periods as well.76 This suggests, 

importantly, that phases of in-use, repairs and disuses are not always linear and could stop and 

start over a long period. Such works at the Colosseum are largely known though inscriptions 

commemorating their completion, but there has been some archaeological work to this effect 

as well.77 An inscription probably from 484 (or possibly 508) on a reused statue base notes 

the repair of the arena and podium by Decius Marius Venantius Basilius, consul and prefect 

of the City, after an earthquake (Fig. 4.11).78 The latest repairs to the building were carried 

out under Theoderic in the 520s.79 Theoderic also claimed to have built an amphitheater at 

Pavia, although if his claims about baths (and walls) are any indication, it may be more likely 

that he simply repaired an existing structure.80 There is some archaeological evidence for 

works at the amphitheater at Verona, another important city for the Ostrogothic king, at this 

time.81   

There is exceptionally little evidence for the continued use of amphitheaters into late 

antiquity (Fig. 4.9). Those at Spello and Milan were in use in the first and second halves of 

the fourth century, respectively, to judge from inscriptions referencing gladiator games. The 

Colosseum was flooded to celebrate the praetorship of Memmius in 401.82 Senators were still 

inscribing their names on seats in the fifth century, suggesting that some activities were still 

taking place in the Colosseum and demonstrating some continued association between the 

highest echelons of society and spectacle.83 Similarly, a letter of Theoderic discussing 

performers in the amphitheater seems to indicate that the Colosseum was still being used for 

beast hunts in the early sixth century.84 And yet, an inscription from the building also from the 

reign of Theoderic, with the name of Gerontius, a vir spectabilis, suggests that the building 

was being spoliated, albeit in an organized fashion.85 This seems to indicate that while part of 

the structure was being dismantled (the south outer arcade), some of it (like the arena floor 

and presumably some or much of the seating) continued to be used. The building was used  

                                                        
74 CIL X.6565. 
75 Orlandi 1999. 
76 Bomgardner 2000, 219; Christie 2009, 224. However, much of the chronology and repairs of this period are not 

fully clear. 
77 Gabucci 2001, 180-1. 
78 CIL VI.1716c=32094c. 
79 Christie 2009, 224; Rea in Rea 2002, 136-8. 
80 Anon. Val. 12.71. 
81 Christie 2009, 223.  
82 Jones 2012, 305-6. 
83 Christie 2009, 224; Priuli in Rea 2002, 143-50. 
84 Cassiod. Var. 5.42.  
85 Rea and Pani in Rea 2002, 153-60. 
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Figure 4.11: Inscription (CIL VI.1716) recording the works at the Colosseum by Decius Marius Venantius Basilius (photo: 
FaleBot, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 

 

 

Figure 4.12: Amphitheatrum Castrense with blocked arches, joining the Aurelianic Wall (Wikimedia commons, public domain) 
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(probably better considered as reused) for an execution as late at the mid-eighth century, even 

though it had stopped being used for Roman style spectacles not long after 532.86 There is 

somewhat more evidence for the disuse and abandonment of amphitheaters (Fig. 4.10). This 

process started relatively early, as some amphitheaters were already going out of use towards 

the end of the third century. The exterior arches of the Amphitheatrum Castrense were 

blocked and it was incorporated into the Aurelianic Wall between 271 and 275 (Fig. 4.12).87. 

The amphitheater of Rimini underwent a similar integration into the city wall at around the 

same time.88 The Aquileia Amphitheater was also integrated into a fourth century wall. In all 

these cases, it is unclear whether or not the amphitheaters went out of use at the same time as 

the alterations.89 Elsewhere in the later fourth century, the amphitheater at Spoleto was 

damaged in an earthquake and likely never repaired or reoccupied for its original purpose.90 

At Catania (Fig. 4.13) the amphitheater may have been disused in the fourth century, as in the 

fifth century it was largely in ruins.91 After the fourth century, the only evidence for disuse 

comes from the Colosseum, one of the latest amphitheaters to host games, in the mid-sixth 

century. There is no indication for any other amphitheater abandonments, but given the 

silence about continued usage and the pace of disuse in earlier centuries, surely by the fifth 

century very few Italian amphitheaters were still in operation.  

 

4.4.1.3 CIRCUSES 

Circuses continued to be built in Italy later than any other spectacle building (Fig. 

4.6). Two are possibly connected with Maximian—at Aquileia and Milan—and might thus 

have a late third or early fourth century date.92 Similarly, the circus at the Villa of Maxentius 

(Fig. 4.14), on the outskirts of Rome, was constructed in the opening years of the fourth 

century.93 Pisani Sartorio (following Humphrey) argues for a fourth century date for the 

circuses of Ravenna, Catania, Palermo and Syracuse as well, based on historical evidence.94 

The circus at Ravenna is not particularly well understood, but it has been  

                                                        
86 Greenhalgh 1989, 106; Christie 2006, 223. For the purposes at hand, disuse refers specifically to the end of 

Roman games in these edifices and their being given over to other uses. The Colosseum, even if was a good 
space to host an occasional event, was not being used primarily for the gathering of people in this period. The 
amphitheater of Verona was also used for an execution, but in the tenth century. What is interesting about 
these cases is that they show that some part of the arena was kept free of obstructions during periods when 
other parts of the structures were reoccupied. There is no indication, archaeologically or historically, how this 
would have been achieved—through either a natural evolution or some central control. 

87 Ward-Perkins 1984, 210. 
88 Basso 2003, 907. 
89 This also occurred at Verona, but in the period of 253-268.  
90 Christie 2009, 225. 
91 Wilson 1990, 333. 
92 Humphrey 1986, 619. 
93 This may not be, strictly speaking, a public spectacle building, similar to the Amphitheatrum Castrense. Yet 

since it is one of only a few late spectacle buildings, it seems important to note it. 
94 Ravenna: Pisani Sartorio 2008, 76; Humphrey 1986, 633; Others: Pisani Sartorio 2008, 76; Humphrey 1986, 

575-6. 
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Figure 4.13: Catania Amphitheater (photo: grahamc99, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

 

Figure 4.14: Circus of Maxentius, near Rome (photo: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, flickr.com, used under CC BY 
2.0 license)  

 

suggested that it was built around the time the imperial court moved there, which is also 

argued for the theater.95 But circuses were also quite commonly built in tetrarchic capitals, 

like Milan and Aquileia, so perhaps the circus dates from around the late third century. 

However, for the Sicilian examples at least, the evidence cited, from the Expositio Totius 

Mundi, simply notes that in these cities, “spectaculeum circensium bene completur.” This is 

not particularly useful for assigning a date of construction, but seems to indicate that they 

                                                        
95 Humphrey 1986, 633. 
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continued to be used in the fourth century.96 The Lombard king Agilulf used (again, perhaps 

reuse is a better word) the circus at Milan in 604 for his coronation.97  

The only good example of late antique repair or restoration work on circuses in Italy 

comes from the Circus Maximus, where Constantine restored the decoration of the building 

and may have extended one seating area.98A statue of Claudius Gothicus, a supposed ancestor 

of Constantine, was found on the barrier at the Circus of Maxentius, possibly suggesting that 

the structure was elaborated after Maxentius’ defeat.99 Beyond this, there has been little direct 

study of the late antique phases of circuses in Italy. There are, however, a number of 

references in textual sources to chariot races well into the sixth century. Games are noted at 

Aquileia in the mid-fourth century and at Milan in the fifth.100 Wilson has suggested that the 

continued demand for Sicilian charioteers in Rome in the early years of the fifth century 

indicates that the circuses of Syracuse and Catania were still being used at that time, at least 

as places to train.101 Literary sources further mention that races were held in Ravenna and 

Aquileia in the sixth century.102 Cassiodorus writes an extended description of the Circus 

Maximus, indicating its continued use, and further evidence points to the last chariot races in 

Rome taking place under Totila in 549.103 All this would seem to suggest that circuses were 

used commonly throughout late antiquity, at least in major urban centers. By way of 

comparison, chariot racing was popular in the Byzantine east for a long period and played an 

increasingly important role in its association with imperial ceremony.104  

 

4.4.1.4 CASE STUDY: AQUILEIA 

Aquileia was founded in the early second century BCE as a Roman colony on the edge 

of Gallia Transpadana, the republican province north of the river Po, not far from the Julian 

Alps. The city became a municipium in the first century and was elevated to the head of the 

Regio X, Venetia et Histria, under Augustus. At some point during the republican period, it 

was given a circuit wall (Fig. 4.15). Its connections by both road and sea, approximately 10 

km down the Nastisone River, made the city an important military and commercial hub in the 

imperial period. The population in this time may have been around 30,000.105 A second phase  

                                                        
96 Expositio Totius Mundi 19.552-3. 
97 Ward-Perkins 1984, 108. 
98 Humphrey 1986, 129. 
99 Ibid, 601. 
100 Aquileia: Christie 2009, 225; Jouffroy 1986, 169; Milan: Mirabella Roberti 1994, 382. 
101 Wilson 1990, 333. 
102 Ravenna: Humphrey 1986, 633; Aquileia: Pisani Sartorio 2008, 76. 
103 Cassiod. Var. 3.51; Christie 2009, 229. 
104 Cameron 1976. 
105 Wilson 2011, 182. Hornblower et al. (2013, 129) suggest that it would have reached as high as 100,000, which 

seems extremely high in light of Wilson’s numbers that put the population at most large regional centers at 
around 30,000. 
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Figure 4.15: Plan of Aquileia (adapted from Roman Aquileia Map, by Cristiano64, Wikimedia commons) 
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of walls is frequently connected to this period of the invasions of the Marcomanni and Quadi 

in 167-8. Maximinus the Thracian besieged the city in 238, which may also be connected to 

further works on the fortifications.106 In the tetrarchic period, there was a large amount of 

public building in Aquileia. An (as yet unlocated) imperial palace was built in the city in or 

before the 290s, which may be connected to further fortifications works in the western area.107 

Humphrey has suggested the circus, which will be covered in greater detail below, dates to 

the tetrarchic period and the stretch of the late wall in the west postdates it.108 A large bath 

complex was built under Constantine as well.109  

During the fourth century, Aquileia became an important political and administrative 

center.110 The city was a frequent destination for emperors and other important figures, from 

Maximian who made it one of his two main residences, to Constantine II, who was killed 

beneath the walls, to Gallia Placidia who stayed there on her return from Constantinople. 

Ausonius noted it in the Ordo urbum nobilium, praising particularly its moenibus and 

portu.111 An inscription noting muros and the praetorian prefect Hilarianus and a partial name, 

Theodo… suggests works on the walls in the 380s, although exactly which phase of the walls 

is still contested.112 Alternatively, Christie assigns a large work on the walls to the early fifth 

century.113 The exact sequence of all the circuits and extensions has not been definitely 

established. The fifth century was a period of increasing insecurity, when Alaric and then 

Radagaisus passed near the city, but did not attack it directly.114 Attila and the Huns besieged 

it in 452, as related in several ancient sources: Procopius, Paul the Deacon and Jordanes (who 

quotes Priscus).115 Paul the deacon of Aquileia, in the eighth century, wrote a poem about the 

destruction of Aquileia at the hands of Attila in 452. All the sources mention that the city 

withstood a siege for some time, before Attila saw a stork leave the city, which, in his 

interpretation, foreshadowed the fall of the city. When his troops attacked again, the walls fell 

and the city was reportedly utterly destroyed. In the historiography about Aquileia, this event 

has been seen as the end of the city and, indeed, of Roman civilization in the region.116  

More recent studies acknowledge that the archaeological record does indicate some 

widespread destruction from around this time, but that the city remained reasonably vital well 

                                                        
106 For a more thorough discussion of the various phases and the evidence for their chronology, see Christie 2006, 

292. 
107 Christie 2006, 292. 
108 Humphrey 1986, 625. 
109 Rubinich 2011. 
110 Marano 2009, 23. 
111 Auson. Ordo nob. urb. 9. 
112 Bonetto 2009, 90. 
113 Christie 2006, 293. 
114 Sotinel 2005, 237. 
115 Procop. Goth. 3.4.29-35; Paul the Deacon, Hist. Rom. 14.9; Jordanes, Getica 42. 
116 Sotinel 2005, 241. 
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past this mid-fifth century calamity.117 Marano has even suggested that any decline in the 

physical structure and standing of the city was more a result of the rise of Ravenna and the 

loss of Raetia and Noricum than Attila.118 And yet, there is comparably little direct evidence 

for the Ostrogothic and Lombard periods. A new zig-zag wall was built across the middle of 

the city sometime in this era, further reinforcing an earlier (perhaps fifth century?) wall that 

divided the city in two, which notably excluded the forum, palace and circus from the reduced 

urban core. The forum (Fig. 4.16) seems to already have been partially or fully abandoned 

from the late fourth century and the basilica burned down after 425.119  

Over this same time, the state and some ecclesiastical functions of the city seem to have 

largely shifted to the fortified port of Grado at the mouth of the Natisone. By the later fifth 

century then, Aquileia demonstrates a “mix of discontinuity and yet continuity” and 

“comprised predominantly an ecclesiastical enceinte, with an uncertain mix of support 

structures, private housing and state stores.”120 As a result of this history and urban evolution, 

Aquileia makes an interesting case study. It shows a city that was strongly patronized in the 

early fourth century and which began to feel the strains of change in the late fourth, changes  

 

 
Figure 4.16: Forum of Aquileia (photo: Ferro1949, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 3.0 license) 

                                                        
117 Marano 2009, 28. 
118 Marano 2012. 
119 T.p.q. for the fire provided by a coin of Valentinian III found in the destruction layer (Sotinel 2005, 251-2). 
120 Christie 2006, 263-4. 
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that were likely exacerbated at the hands of the Huns in the mid-fifth, leaving a small, 

fortified, ecclesiastical city in the sixth. 

Aquileia was probably provided with a theater in the late republican or early Augustan 

era, indicated by several epigraphic remains.121 However, the exact location of the theater is 

still disputed. Bertacchi argued that it was located at a place called Fondo Comelli, which was 

just south of the forum. She based her conjecture on several pieces of evidence, including 

excavations in the 1960s that discovered a portico, which Bertacchi connected to the porticus 

post scaenam of the typical Vitruvian theater.122 If her location is correct, then the theater 

must have been completely destroyed by the time of the zig-zag walls, since they run over the 

edge of the cavea and reuse the foundations of the early portico, as well as bricks from an 

earlier structure (which Bertacchi suggests came from the theater itself). Yet other scholars 

have called Bertacchi’s archaeological evidence into question, particularly noting that no 

actual trace of the theater was discovered in the excavations and that the theater would have 

been notably distorted if it sat in that space.123 For the moment, until further evidence comes 

to light, the exact location of the theater remains unknown. Christie has interpreted 

Bertacchi’s finds of reused bricks to suggest that the theater may have gone out of use in the 

late third century.124 This would indicate a reasonably early demise of the structure at 

Aquileia. However, Bertacchi (while not being overly specific) seems to be referring to 

finding reused bricks in the excavations at the Fondo Comelli, which included the zig-zag 

walls—the latest phase of the fortification—which is almost certainly from the fifth or sixth 

century.125 In this light, the fact that supposed theater bricks—a not particularly secure 

attribution—were discovered in the late wall is not particularly surprising. By this point, very 

few theaters were still in use in Italy. By way of slightly more solid evidence, inscribed seats 

from the theater were reused in the walls of the fifth century Basilica of Monastero, 

suggesting that it was no longer in use at least by then.126 

The amphitheater is marginally better known, even if little of it survives. Investigations 

carried out in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries revealed an area 148 by 112 m, 

situated in the southwest quadrant of the city, which was known in the middle ages as the 

Contrada dell’Arena or the Rena.127 Unfortunately, these early excavations revealed little in 

terms of good chronology. It has been assumed since that the structure was built in the Julio-

                                                        
121 Maselli Scotti and Rubinich 2009, 100. 
122 Bertacchi 1994, 166-8. 
123 Buora 2012. 
124 Christie 2009, 225. 
125 Bertacchi 1994, 166. 
126 Buora 2012, F-7. 
127 Maselli Scotti and Rubinich 2009, 100. The name “Rena” seems to be derived from the “Torre dell’arena,” a 

tower adjacent to the amphitheater that was demolished in the eighteenth century.  



 

 140 

Claudian period, drawing from comparisons to the amphitheaters in Pompeii and Rome.128 

Others have suggested that it dates from the third century.129 No evidence was found for any 

restorations or repairs in the following three centuries. Christie argues that the entire structure 

was abandoned in the later third century, since much of its material was reused in the fourth 

century fortifications.130 However, Bertacchi only notes the portico, possibly connected to the 

theater, in connection with the reuse of bricks in the late antique fortifications. Like the 

theater, there is not particularly solid evidence for dating the disuse of the amphitheater. Yet 

Christie’s note that the fortress town of Grado had no entertainment buildings, only structures 

for church, military and housing, gives an essential indication of the declining importance of 

spectacle and spectacle buildings by this period.131 

The circus is the best known and best investigated entertainment structure at Aquileia. 

It was first excavated in the 1870s, with several investigations in the first half of the twentieth 

century, more recently on a smaller scale in the 1970s and from 1999-2002.132 The circus sat 

in the northwest region of the city near to both the republican and fourth century city wall and 

was approximately 450 by 85 m.133 It ran from the northwest to the southeast and Humphrey 

argues that the long sides were not fully straight, but changed alignment slightly more than 

mid-way down the track.134 In this regard it is similar to the circus of Maxentius in Rome and 

the circus of Milan.135 The relationship that the circus had with the wall circuits in this region 

requires some exploration. It was built outside the republican wall, which had a major gate 

near the long east wall of the arena. The fourth century wall was built in close proximity to 

the circus and was clearly laid out with the circus in mind, as it turned south at the corner of 

the circus. Along the north edge of the circus, behind the presumed carceres (starting gates), 

this same wall was once thought to have been built over part of the circus building, although 

recent studies have suggested that the wall reused the foundation of other, older structures in 

this section.136 Along the long west side of the circus, the city wall was built directly abutting 

the podium wall.137 A similar connection between a city wall and a circus is also seen at 

Thessaloniki and Milan and possibly at Nîmes.138 There is no evidence that the construction 

                                                        
128 Bertacchi 1994, 175. 
129 Jouffroy 1986, 151. 
130 Christie 2009, 227. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Bertacchi 1994, 177-9; Maselli Scotti and Rubinich 2009, 102. 
133 Humphrey 1986, 623-4. 
134 Ibid, 624. 
135 Bertacchi 1994, 180. 
136 Bonetto 2009, 87. 
137 Humphrey (1986, 621) points out that there is actually a gap of 2.2 m between the city wall and the wall 

currently identified as the podium wall. He also notes that the plan of cavea on this side is not fully known and 
there may have been another wall in this gap. 

138 Humphrey 1986, 410. 
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of the wall significantly changed the operation of the circus, but it may have eliminated 

several tiers of seating from the west side.139 

The circus has not been dated archaeologically. The building seems to date from before 

c. 425, as it is noted in several sources connected to Valentinian III.140 It probably dates from 

before 350, as Julian in his Orations mentioned a hippodromos.141 This seems to fit with the 

physical evidence. The circus predates the wall, which is currently dated to the early to mid-

fourth century (although this has been, at times, thought to be as early as the third century).142 

Humphrey makes the case, drawing from the strong similarities with the circus at Milan, that 

the Aquileia Circus was built under the tetrarchy, likely under Maximian, who used the city as 

a main residence from 299 to 305. This suggestion, which seems likely, puts the Aquileia 

Circus on par with these few other late circuses built at imperial residences during the 

tetrarchy, underscoring the connections between chariot races and the court in late antiquity. 

There is no direct evidence for the disuse of this circus. Christie intimates that it may have 

gone out of use when the first transverse wall was installed across the city in the 420s.143 And 

yet, the circus was noted in connection to Valentinian III in the mid-420s, indicating that it 

may have continued to be used after the construction of the wall. The circus was later left 

outside the sixth century Gothic or Byzantine wall, which can probably be taken as a more 

conclusive terminus ante quem for the building’s disuse.  

Overall then, Aquileia presents a case study of an Italian city that had a strong period of 

prosperity and patronage into the fourth century, but gradually declined in role and 

importance over the following two centuries—a decline that may have been hurried by the 

Huns, but probably is more strongly related to the rise of Ravenna, the loss of Noricum as 

well as a the proliferation of small ports around the Adriatic that absorbed some of Aquileia’s 

trade interests in late antiquity.144 This led to a small, fortified city by the sixth century, where 

nearly all the major public monuments, like the forum, circus and theater, had been left 

outside of the walls or dismantled. This decline is also mirrored in the river port of the city, 

which grew progressively narrower from the fourth century, partly due to the expanding 

fortifications, before being entirely abandoned in the mid-fifth.145 Similarly, slag heaps have 

been discovered in houses in the north parts of the city, suggesting that residential space was 

converted to commercial at some undated point.146 And yet, during this time, there was still 

                                                        
139 Ibid, 623. 
140 Procopius (Goth. 3.3.9) recounts the story of Valentinian III exhibiting the defeated usurper John in the 

Hippodrome. Elsewhere (Socrates Hist. Eccl. 1.22-23; Cassiod. Hist.Trip. ll.l8) it is reported that Valentinian 
only received news of John’s defeat while watching a race in the circus. 

141 Julian, Or. 1.32. 
142 Bonetto 2009, 89. 
143 Christie 2009, 227. 
144 Marano 2011, 178. 
145 Ibid; Maselli Scotti and Rubinich 2009, 106. 
146 Marano 2011, 177. 
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some investment in the city, albeit for different ends than the secular public munificence of 

the Roman period. Instead, funds were used for fortifications and churches, both of which are 

represented in Aquileia, including a large suburban basilica at Fondo Tullio alla Beligna.147 

Somewhat surprisingly, the Constantinian Baths called the Grandi Termi may have even been 

renovated in this late period, since mosaics were found which likely date to the fifth 

century.148 Thus Aquileia, like all late antique cities, presents some elements of urban 

investment and continuity, while at the same time as showing significant changes to the urban 

space. The general view, after imperial patronage dried up here in the fourth century, is one of 

mostly decline, particularly with the spectacles buildings which although seemingly in 

operation in the early fourth century—especially the newly built circus—probably did not 

survive much past the fifth century, if that late at all. 

 

4.4.2 GAUL 

4.4.2.1 THEATERS 

There is no evidence for any new theaters being constructed in Gaul after the end of 

the second century. There is also very little evidence for works or continued use (Figs. 4.17, 

4.18). This does not mean that theaters were definitively abandoned in late antique Gaul, but 

rather that there good evidence, archaeological or textual, is lacking for their continued use. 

At Arles, exceptionally, the theater remained in use up to the sixth century, but some of its 

decoration may have been removed in the fifth (see case study below).149 There is equally 

meager evidence for the disuse of theaters in Gaul. The theaters at Saint-Marcel 

(Argentomagus) and Vendeuvre-du-Poitou were both destroyed in the fourth century (Fig. 

4.19).150 

 

4.4.2.2 AMPHITHEATERS 

Evidence for late antique amphitheaters in Gaul is also very patchy. There is no 

evidence for any new structures after the (possibly) early third century Bordeaux 

Amphitheater.151 Further, there are no recorded repairs or reconstructions, nor indications of 

continued use of amphitheaters in late antiquity (Fig. 4.17; 4.18). 

                                                        
147 Ibid. 
148 Rubinich 2012, 625. 
149 Loseby 1996, 57. 
150 Saint-Marcel: Dumasy 1989, 68;Vendeuvre-du-Poitou: Sear 2006, 206 
151 Golvin (1988, 214) explains that the amphitheater was once thought to date from the middle of the third 

century, but disregards that possibility entirely. While he recognizes that the possibility of dating the structure 
conclusively is probably impossible, he suggests that it may date from “la periode de la grande prospérité qu’a 
connu Burdigala, au début du IIIe siècle.” This should hardly be taken as a fixed date. 
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Figure 4.17: Late antique spectacle building works in Gaul 
 

 

Figure 4.18: Late antique spectacle buildings in use in Gaul 
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Figure 4.19: Late antique spectacle building disuse in Gaul 
 

Whether this is an issue of survival of evidence, or that it is indicative of amphitheaters 

actually going out of use is not clear. There are some indications that it may be the former, 

particularly at Arles, where clearance excavations in 1825 largely destroyed any evidence of 

late antique phases.152 It does seem unusual that there is a complete lack of data, as certainly 

some amphitheaters must have operated into the fourth century, at least. 

There is, however, some evidence to suggest that a number of amphitheaters were out 

of use in Gaul in this period (Fig. 4.19). The amphitheater at Bordeaux was damaged in a 

fire—which some have connected to the Germanic invasions in 276—and never repaired, 

although certain parts of it survived in good condition.153 The Périgueux Amphitheater was 

incorporated into the possibly fourth century city wall, but it is unclear if this caused the 

disuse of the structure.154 The amphitheater at Agen was abandoned and largely “backfilled” 

by the second half of the fourth century, which seems like a rather early date for a spectacle 

building to be completely wiped off the urban landscape.155 Heijmans has suggested that the 

amphitheater at Narbonne must have been in ruins by the fourth century, as it was not 

                                                        
152 Loseby 1996, 54.  
153 Heijmans (2006b, 39) and Golvin (1988, 214) report that this date is based on excavations by Étienne in the 

1950s and 60s, where a layer of ash was found. Such a precise chronology from excavation should raise some 
doubts.  

154 Christie 2009, 227; Loseby 2006, 80; Heijmans 2006b, 39. 
155 Ibid, 38. Esmonde Cleary (2013, 118) says that this amphitheater was still in use in the fourth century, although 

does not provide any further information.  
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mentioned by either Sidonius or Ausonius.156 This should not be taken as strong evidence, as 

it argues from the silence of two sources, neither of which was trying to exhaustively describe 

the city. The amphitheater at Béziers was disused around 300 and given over to gradual 

spoliation.157 The Toulouse Amphitheater (Fig. 4.20), which was a few kilometers from the 

city at Purpan, was abandoned by the second half of the fourth century.158  

 

 

Figure 4.20: Toulouse Amphitheater at Purpan (photo: Lhaw 31, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license) 
  

4.4.2.3 CIRCUSES 

As circuses were never particularly widespread across Gaul and few have been 

discovered archaeologically, the story of their end and afterlife is quite brief. One new circus 

was built under Constantine at Trier, outside the range of this study.159 There are signs of 

continued use at Vienne (from coin evidence) into the fifth century and at Arles to possibly 

the sixth.160 This latter is the only building for which there is any late antique evidence for 

repairs (see the case study below).  

 

4.4.2.4 CASE STUDY: ARLES 

Arles was founded in the mid-first century BCE as a colony for the veterans of the sixth 

legion, under the name Colonia Iulia Paterna Arelatensium Sextanorum. The city sits on the 

Rhône, just south of the fork where the river splits into two branches—the Grand Rhône and 
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157 Christie 2009, 222. 
158 Fincker et al. 1987, 46. 
159 Humphrey 1986, 408-9. 
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the Petit Rhône—forming the Camargue Delta. The Roman settlement was centered on the 

south bank of the Grand Rhône (Fig. 4.21). As with other prosperous late republican or 

Augustan colonies in Gaul, the city was well provisioned from near the time of its foundation, 

with a forum, theater and circuit wall all built in the early years of the settlement.161 The city 

flourished and grew in the course of the second century, in part due to its commercial and 

shipping activities and spread to the right bank of the river, an area called Trinquetaille. 

Excavations in this area of the city have revealed a number of residential sites, which by the 

second century were large and well decorated, as well as some warehouses and commercial 

structures.162 The two banks were connected with a bridge of boats, which was designed to be 

able to withstand the regular floods of the Rhône. During this prosperous period, further 

spectacle buildings were built, with the amphitheater late in the Flavian era and the circus 

mid-second century.163 

 

 
Figure 4.21: Plan of Arles in late antiquity (used and adapted with permission from Marc Heijmans)  

 

By the middle of the third century, the Trinquetaille area began to experience several 

changes that suggest a loss of vitality. At one house in the Rue Brossolette, several small 

walls of unbaked bricks were installed directly over a mosaic floor and, at a portico that is 

thought to have had a commercial function (similar to the Piazzale delle Corporazioni at 

Ostia), blocking walls were put up between the columns. Both of these works occurred in the 

mid-third century.164 A substantial fire (or fires) seems to have gone through the area in the 
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mid- to late third century, evidenced by sealed destruction layers with coins of Valentian I 

(253-260).165 It seems that much of Trinquetaille was largely abandoned after the fire, with 

only sporadic and poorly built attempts at habitation in the following century, before final 

abandonment in the early fifth century.166 Similarly, there was substantial fire destruction in 

the southern part of the city on the left bank. At the Jardin d’Hiver, there is fire damage that is 

given a terminus ante quem by a fourth century Christian necropolis.167 At l’Esplanade, two 

buildings, which had both commercial and residential functions, were destroyed by fire 

twice—first in the 190s and then again in the 260-270s—and not restored after the second 

catastrophe.168 A small bath complex in the same area was also destroyed in the late third 

century.169 Not far from this area, at the Crédit Agricole site, a suburban villa was destroyed 

by fire, which sealed a coin of Gordian III (238-44), providing a terminus post quem.170 In all, 

there was widespread destruction in the years of the later third century. It is unclear if this was 

the result of a single catastrophic event (for which there is no historical reference), or to 

several smaller incidents, but the almost complete abandonment of these regions for some 

time after the damage suggests significant destruction and a city that was languishing.171  

 In spite of the problems of the third century, Arles seems to have had something of a 

renaissance in the early fourth. It did not gain any new political roles, as the capital of the 

Diocletianic province was at Vienne, and economic activity does not appear to be thriving in 

the fourth century.172 And yet, the city became favored under Constantine, to the point where 

the coins it struck (the mint was moved from Ostia around 313) after 328 give the Arles the 

title Constantina.173 The emperor himself may not have actually spent much time in the city, 

beyond a few possible visits between 307 and 310 and at the Council of Arles in 314.174 Two 

laws were issued in Constantine’s name from Arles in 316, which has led to the idea that his 

son, Constantine II, was born there in 316.175 The major late antique works in the city, 

including the large north baths, the erection of an obelisk at the circus and the city wall have 

been largely assumed to be sponsored by Constantine or at least his son Constantius II, who 

wintered in 353-354 and celebrated his tricennalia there.176 While none of them have any 
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direct evidence for an early fourth century date, the attribution to some member of the house 

of Constantine is not completely without merit. As Loseby notes, “some of this evidence is 

thoroughly circumstantial and hypothetical, but the immediate impact of the imperial 

presence, however episodic, upon the public landscape […] cannot seriously be doubted.”177 

The fact that the only major public building in Arles was connected to the imperial house 

demonstrates how important the connections to imperial power (and money) were in late 

antique cities. Only those cities that were privileged by emperors, even secondary ones like 

Arles, continued any significant building in the second half of the fourth century.  

In the later fourth century, or perhaps early in the fifth, the Gallic prefecture was 

transferred from Trier to Arles, giving the city its first real administrative role.178 The short-

lived emperor Constantine III made Arles his capital in 408. His presence with an army may 

have spared the city from damage by the Vandals as they moved across southern Gaul.179 

However, by the 420s and 430s, the Visigoths regularly began to march on Arles, although 

they never conquered it.180 Heijmans suggests that the city suffered at their hands, although is 

not specific about what damage was sustained.181 From the later fifth century, Arles began to 

be passed between the vying powers and kingdoms that had hegemony in south Gaul after the 

Romans. In 476, the city was ceded to the Visigoths, who briefly treated it as a royal capital 

on par with Bordeaux and Toulouse.182 In 507, the city was besieged by Burgundians and 

liberated by Ostrogoths, who took control of the city for the next 29 years before 

relinquishing it to Childebert in 536.183  

During these political vicissitudes of the fifth and sixth centuries—and even somewhat 

before—the urban topography began a transition away from the monumental form it had 

taken under Constantine and his sons. The earliest example of this is the late fourth century 

private housing around the circus, discussed in greater depth below. By the early fifth century, 

the orthogonal street system began to be encroached and several wooden walls of unknown 

purpose were built in the forum, both hinting at the privatization of public space.184 A marble 

deposit, dated to the early fifth century on ceramics, encroached upon the northeast corner of 

the forum, which suggests the presence of a lime kiln and the dismantling of the decorative 
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elements of the space.185 Yet at the same time, both Sidonius Apollinaris and St Caesarius 

note the continuing function of the forum as a central social space.186  

As the public space of the city began to transform in the fifth century and beyond, 

Christianity began to drive other changes. The first documented churches in Arles were 

suburban, centered on the necropoleis of Alyscamps and Trinquetaille, the former of which 

had a church by at least the fifth century.187 While the exact date of its foundation is not 

known, the Cathedral of Arles was certainly in place by the mid-fourth century, likely in the 

spot where a medieval church sat, in the southwest corner of the city, just inside the walls.188 

At some point, possibly in the fifth century (certainly after 415), the ecclesiastical center was 

transferred to an even more central spot, near the forum.189 Overall then, Arles presents a city 

with some economic importance, but few political and administrative functions until quite 

late. It was never an imperial or regal residence, but it was still favored by one or more fourth 

century emperors, who made a lasting impact on its physical structure. It makes a good case 

study for spectacle buildings since it had all three major kinds and the late antique history of 

those buildings is relatively well-known. Therefore Arles, the Gallula Roma Arelas of 

Ausonius, shows almost the best-case scenario for the survival of spectacle buildings in a city 

with some sporadic imperial support for spectacles, particularly for the circus.190 

The first spectacle building, the theater, was constructed around 12 BCE, based on 

stylistic studies of sculptures found at the site (Fig. 4.22).191 There is, unfortunately, no 

 

 

Figure 4.22: Arles Theater (photo: Finoskov, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license) 
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archaeological evidence for the latest phases of the building, in part because excavations were 

carried out first in the 1830s with little concern for its medieval history. The only indication 

of the end of use and reuse of this building comes from two Christian literary sources. The 

life of Saint Hilarius, the fifth century saint, recounts the story of how a priest named Cyril 

was stripping the proscenia of the theater of decorative stones in order to build new basilicas 

when he dropped a block of marble on his foot.192 Some archaeological excavations seem to 

indicate the earliest phases of reoccupation, for industrial purposes, at the beginning of the 

fifth century, which may confirm the idea of disuse that the Cyril story suggests.193 Still, Saint 

Caesarius, in his Sermons from the early sixth century reproaches his flock for attending the 

theater specifically rather than the church, possibly indicating that it was still being used.194 

Overall, it is not fully clear at what point the theater actually fell out of use. At a later point, 

probably in the ninth century, one part of the stage building was converted into a defensive 

tower.195 

The amphitheater was built in the late first century CE in the north of the city, 

partially over the Augustan walls (Fig. 4.23).196 The later history of the building is known to a 

similar extent as the theater. A mix of defensive towers, churches and houses occupied the 

 

 
Figure 4.23: Arles Amphitheater (photo: Jacqueline Poggi, flickr.com, used under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 license) 
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substructures and arena of the structure during the medieval period, as seen on an eighteenth 

century postcard (Fig. 4.24). When these structures (including 212 houses) were cleared away 

in the 1825, few chronological elements were retained and the amphitheater was returned, 

more-or-less, to its first century form.197 As a result, little is known directly about the late 

antique and early medieval uses and reuses of the building. Caesarius, in the early sixth 

century, notes the dangers for the soul in viewing cruel spectacles, perhaps (although not 

conclusively) hinting at continued amphitheater games.198 Archaeologically, some late fourth 

and fifth century coins, along with some late (but undated) ceramics, have been found out of 

context near the amphitheater. This has led Heijmans to suggest that housing had already 

begun to encroach on the building by the later fifth century.199 While this is probably not too 

far off in terms of chronology, it does seem dangerous to base a history of the building from 

uncontexted finds, especially when other indicators suggest a slightly later disuse. Others 

have argued that the first major conversion—stripping the upper portions of the outer walls 

for stone—came in the early sixth century, when Theoderic provided funds to repair the walls 

of the city.200 However, there is no particular reason to associate archaeologically-known 

spoliation with Theoderic on the basis of a single surviving letter. Arles was threatened a 

number of times in the fifth to eighth centuries and this conversion could have been 

associated with any of these events.  

 

 
Figure 4.24: Postcard of an engraving of the Arles Amphitheatre by J.B. Guibert (from Wikimedia commons, public domain) 
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Figure 4.25: Substructures of Arles Circus (photo: Finoskov, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 3.0 license) 

 

 
Figure 4.26: Arles Obelisk (Photo: Steffen Heilfort, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY 3.0 license) 
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Figure 4.27: Plan of late antique encroachment around Arles Circus (from Heijmans 2006b, Fig 15, used with author’s 

permission) 
 

 
Figure 4.28: Model of late housing around Arles Circus at Musée de l’Arles Antique (photo: Thomas Bersy, Flickr.com, used 

under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0 license)  
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The final spectacle building, the circus, was built in the middle of the second century in 

a space outside of the Augustan wall circuit between the river and a necropolis (Fig. 4.25). 

This date comes from dendrochronology studies of the foundation piles.201 Heijmans and 

Sintès suggest that it had roughly the came capacity as the amphitheater, around 20,000.202 

The building seems to have not suffered the same injury that affected many buildings in the 

same area at the end of the third century. The complex was augmented in the late third or 

early fourth century with the erection of an obelisk (which survives today in the Place de la 

Republique) along the central spina (Fig. 4.26). This is generally thought to be tetrarchic or 

Constantinian, although no firm date has been established. Humphrey suggests, based on 

comparisons with other tetrarchic-era circuses, that parts of the superstructure may have been 

upgraded at this time as well.203 

At the end of the fourth century, the area surrounding the circus began to change in 

character. The necropolis that was nearby stopped being used for burials and some mausolea 

were converted into domestic units.204 The area around the south bend of the circus was filled 

in and leveled and, significantly, the alveoli, the recesses between exterior bracing walls, were 

filled with small domestic structures (Fig. 4.27, 4.28).205 These multi-room dwellings utilized 

spolia, some from the nearby necropolis, and probably extended around the entire exterior of 

the circus, except for the ingresses to the building.206 These structures were reorganized with 

new walls in the course of the fifth century and became slightly less regular, perhaps 

indicating further breakdown of civic planning and control.207  

Similar to the theater, it seems that these changes to the fabric of the building did not 

affect its use. Sidonius Apollinaris mentions a banquet in conjunction with games in 461; this 

is generally assumed to have been held at the circus, suggesting that the building did not 

immediately fall out of use.208 Procopius, in the sixth century, notes that the Franks enjoyed 

chariot games at Arles in 541.209 While chariot racing could theoretically be held in any open 

space, there may have been a political statement involved in hosting a ‘Roman’ activity, 

which would strongly suggest that such games took place in the monumental edifice.210 

Supporting this view is the limited archaeological work on the circus, which has shown that 

the houses along the outside of the building never colonized the inside or the track itself and 

that the whole building, including the domestic units, was only definitely abandoned in the 
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second half of the sixth century.211 After this point, the circus was largely used as a quarry, 

although several burials have been found around the track.212  

Overall, while there is somewhat limited archaeological evidence, it appears that the 

spectacle buildings at Arles continued to stand well into late antiquity. The theater and 

amphitheater probably lasted until the fifth century and the circus may have even been used in 

the sixth. Saying exactly how long they were used is more difficult archaeologically, but 

literary references to the theater and circus as well as their late preservation may indicate that 

they continued to operate to the fifth century (or later, in the case of the circus) as well. This 

is clearly unusual in comparison with other Gallic cities, or even most other western cities. 

Such a late continuity is indicative of the survival of some political authority in the city as 

well as the “enduring practical and symbolic functions” of spectacles.213 While the city only 

gained a real political role with the prefecture of the Gauls in the fifth century, it did have the 

support of the imperial house in the early fourth century. In fact, as a result of this former 

role, Sintès has argued for a significant population increase in the first half of the fifth 

century.214 What makes his argument interesting is that he draws his evidence from what 

would have previously been considered ‘squatter housing’ installed within previously public 

spaces. Instead of indicating a decline in urban life (see Chapter 2.3.1.2), they in fact suggest 

an increase in population (coupled with a shift in the control of public space). This late 

vitality, as a consequence of this governmental role, sets Arles apart from all but a handful of 

other late antique cities. The late continuing use of its spectacle buildings, then, can be seen as 

a direct result of that connection to imperial power.  

 

4.4.3 SPAIN 

4.4.3.1 THEATERS 

No theaters were constructed in Spain after the first century CE. Some, like those at 

Zaragoza and Mérida, were already being repaired and restored in the late first or early 

second century. Beyond these, however, there is little evidence for the continued maintenance 

and works on theaters (Fig. 4.29). The Mérida Theater seems to have undergone a relatively 

major rebuilding of the scaenae frons in the early fourth century, likely between 333 and 

335.215 Further, the versurae, the large covered areas on either side of the stage, were built 

after 357, showing continued investment in the theater at this capital city.216  
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Figure 4.29: Late antique spectacle building works in Spain 
 

Theaters in Spain only continued to be used if they were converted to host other games 

(Fig. 4.30). The Zaragoza Theater (Fig. 4.31) was converted in the third or early fourth 

century to host gladiator games. The orchestra and ima cavea were filled in with successive 

layers of sand, the latest of which dates from the sixth century.217 The theater at Sagunto was 

similarly converted to host gladiatorial games, but it went out of use by the fifth century.218 

These sorts of conversions are similar to those in Italian theaters that added kolymbethra for 

water spectacles.  

A significant number of theaters went out of use in the later second or third centuries, 

as, for example, at Cartagena (Fig. 4.32). The theater at Córdoba was abandoned after it was 

damaged in an earthquake in the late third century. The Malaga Theater was likely disused 

around the same time. The pace of abandonment increased in the late fourth and early fifth 

century, when the theaters at Bolonia, Sagunto and Santiponce stopped being used for 

spectacles.219 Ceballos Hornero has suggested that the theater at Mérida went out of use by 

the fifth century, although the evidence for this is scarce.220 Arce has made the argument that 

after 411, when Iberia was divided amongst the barbarian invaders, spectacles stopped.221 He 
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explains that the spectacle was an expression of Roman imperial power and with no more 

emperors, there was no point in continuing the practice, except in Tarraconensis, which 

remained more nominally under control of the emperor. This argument is not entirely 

convincing, as spectacles seem to last for some time at Mérida at least. This is all besides the 

fact that the argument relies on the clear simplification that games were only ever held for the 

glory of the emperor. 

 

4.4.3.2 AMPHITHEATERS 

There were no new amphitheaters built in Spain after the Hadrianic building at 

Santiponce.222 There is relatively little information about works in this period (Fig. 4.30). The 

Tarragona Amphitheater was restored under Constantine. At Mérida, the northeast vomitoria 

were closed off, likely in conjunction with the rebuilding of the city wall in the late third or 

early fourth century.223 It is unclear how this affected the use of the building. In any case, 

such repairs were relatively uncommon and the more general trend was for amphitheaters to 

be abandoned in the later third or early fourth centuries (Fig. 4.32).  

 

 

Figure 4.30: Late antique spectacle buildings in use in Spain 
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Figure 4.31: Zaragoza Theater (photo: Stephan Walli, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

 

 

Figure 4.32: Late antique spectacle building disuse in Spain 
 

 



 

 159 

4.4.3.3 CIRCUSES 

There were no circuses built in Spain after the mid-second century circus at Valencia, 

with the possible exception of Sagunto, for which there is only circumstantial evidence for the 

later second or early third century.224 There is, however, reasonably abundant evidence for 

works and continued use (Figs. 4.29, 4.30). The circuses at Valencia and Mérida (Fig. 4.33) 

were restored in the fourth century.225 At Toledo, the circus was in use at least through the 

fourth century and possibly later, while Valencia’s continued to be used until the fifth 

century.226 There are reports of rather late chariot races in Spain, but it is impossible to know 

if these indicate an intact monumental building. For example, at Zaragoza, an early sixth 

century source says that “circus spectatus est,” which may or may not indicate that the stone 

circus was still serviceable.227 But over this period, circuses gradually went out of use (Fig. 

4.32). At Valencia, the circus probably remained in use until the fifth or possibly early sixth 

century.228  

 

 
Figure 4.33: Mérida Circus (photo: VonRalph, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA-3.0 license) 

 

4.4.3.4 CASE STUDY: TARRAGONA 

 Tarragona was founded near the site of an Iberic oppidum near to the sea and the 

river Francolí in 218 BCE (Fig. 4.34).229 It served as the capital of Hispania Citerior until the 
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Augustan reorganization of Spain, when it was given the name Colonia Iulia Urbs 

Triumphalis Tarraco and was made the capital of the new province of Hispania 

Tarraconensis. The city prospered in the first two centuries CE as the center of Roman power 

in Iberia and as an important port.230 The public spaces of the city were monumentalized in 

two distinct phases: the first under Augustus and the second under the Flavian emperors. In 

the first phase, a large forum (156 by 74 m) was constructed in the southern, lower part of the 

city, flanked by a judicial basilica (Fig. 4.35).231 The theater was also built in this period on a 

small hill between the forum and the sea.232  

In the Flavian era, a more substantial redevelopment of the city was carried out. The 

slopping north end of the region enclosed by the republican walls was divided into two 

terraces, one for the temple of Rome and Augustus and the second for a new forum. This new, 

expansive and richly appointed forum, which measured 318 by 175 m, has been identified as 

the headquarters of the provincial council.233 Not long after its construction, in the reign of 

Domitian, a circus was built to the immediate south of the forum, incorporating the 20 m high 

retaining wall of the forum complex.234 This new circus was situated just along the main Via 

Augusta and served as the main façade and access point for the entire new provincial complex 

(circus, forum and temple) to the north.235  

Tarragona was retained as the capital of the reduced Provincia Tarraconensis in the 

Diocletianic reforms, but it did not receive any further roles or titles. Tarraconensis seems to 

have largely remained in Roman control until the Visigoth Euric captured it in the 470s. Yet 

early research on the city largely assumed that the character of Tarragona began to shift 

starting in the third century, drawing on Orosius, who wrote about the ruins visible from the 

Frankish invasions of the 260s.236 A series of important excavations carried out in the 1980s 

started to revise this picture and show a much longer and more complex evolution. While the 

understanding of the whole city is lacking, there are pockets of good information from various 

excavated sites around the city that give some indication of urban evolution in late antiquity. 

These, along with the presence of all three types of spectacle buildings, make Tarragona is a 

useful case study of an imperial metropolis that continued into late antiquity on inertia alone 

and did not receive any new outside sources of funding or vitality. 
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Figure 4.34: Plan of Tarragona (adapted from Tarraco Largeplan by Haselburg-müller, Wikimedia commons, used under CC 

BY-SA 3.0 license) 
 

 
Figure 4.35: Augustan (Colonial) forum, Tarragona (photo: yoli serra, flickr.com, used under CC BY-NC 2.0 license) 
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Figure 4.36: Remains of Tarraco Theater (photo: Wikimedia commons, public domain) 

 

The theater, with an adjacent nymphaeum, was constructed in the south-east part of 

Tarragona partly over the line of the republican walls in the Augustan era, almost certainly 

before 4 CE (Fig. 4.36).237 The cavea measured 77.8 m across and the orchestra measured 

20.5 m in diameter.238 The theater underwent a few changes in the early imperial period, once 

in the Claudian era and again in the third quarter of the second century.239 By the end of the 

second century, there are indications that the theater had already gone out of use. This largely 

comes from a drainpipe near the parascenium, which was clogged with a large amount of 

pottery, all datable to the end of the second century CE.240 The adjacent nymphaeum was also 

disused in this period, indicated by similar ceramics that filled the basin. The theater was 

almost certainly out of use by 221 when Elagabalus adopted some of the decorative elements 

for the restoration of the amphitheater.241 In the third century, a portion of the substructures of 

the nymphaeum were reused in a domestic building, which itself was built with spolia from 

the nymphaeum and the theater.242 Other buildings of an unidentified purpose were built next 

to the theater after it went out of use.243 The theater itself was used as a quarry for decorative 

stones, a number of which were found stored together with coins from the late fourth century,  
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Figure 4.37: Tarragona Amphitheater with sixth-century chapel (photo: Wikimedia commons, public domain) 

 

as well as an industrial site for smelting lead.244 After the fifth century, there was no further 

trace of activity on the site.245 

The amphitheater was built in the early second century CE over a former necropolis 

to the east of the upper city (Fig. 4.37).246 An inscription notes that it was built by a 

(unnamed) flamen provinciae Hispaniae citerioris.247 Elagabalus restored the building with 

material from the theater in 221 and it was restored again under Constantine.248 The first 

evidence for disuse comes from pottery found in the two fossae, or ditches, that ran beneath 

the arena floor. The African Red Slip (ARS) wares, particularly Hayes 76 and 81 that were 

found in this fill provide a terminus post quem of the beginning of the fifth century.249 

Presumably, the amphitheater remained in use up until roughly this point, as there is no other 

evidence for its abandonment. But we must accept such an argumentum ex silentio cautiously.  

In the sixth century, a funerary chapel commemorating the martyrdom of the bishop 

Fructuosus and his deacons Augurius and Valerianus in 259 was installed on the arena floor 

(Fig. 4.38).250 The best hypothesis of the excavators, based on a combination of historical and 

archaeological data, is that it was built in the second half of the sixth century, after 555.251 

This rectangular chapel, with a central nave and two narrow aisles, was 22.75 by 12 m, with 

an apse and a room that may have been either a sacristy or a funerary room, both 
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projecting.252 A stairway from the church led down into the fossae of the amphitheater, 

perhaps forming a sort of crypt. The floor was paved with opus signinum and the interior 

decorations (along with the stones of the structure) were all spolia, including some statue 

bases and the inscription commemorating Elagabalus’ restoration.253 At some later point, 

burials were inserted inside the chapel and in the middle ages it was transformed into a larger 

church, called Santa Maria del Miracle. The conversion of the amphitheater from a pagan to a 

Christian space, much like the conversion of the temple of Rome and Augustus into the 

Cathedral, shows the firm establishment of the church in late antique Spanish cities and the 

way it could re-appropriate and memorialize certain elements of a city’s Roman heritage.  

The circus was constructed under Domitian and was 325 m long and 115 m across 

(Fig. 4.39, 4.40). It was different from the other spectacle buildings in that it was in the 

monumental center of the city, directly connected with the provincial forum and serving as its 

new façade along the Via Augusta.254 In fact, access to the upper city complex was only 

possible through the circus building, via two large stairwells inside towers at the south end of 

the structure. The late antique history of the circus is somewhat disputed, since there is little 

in the way of direct evidence for any continued use or even disuse. To begin, no substantial 

 

 
Figure 4.38: Chapel (Santa Maria del Miracle) in Tarragona Amphitheater (photo: PMRMaeyaert, Wikimedia commons, used 

under CC BY-SA 3.0 license) 
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Figure 4.39: Semicircular end of Tarragona Circus (Wikimedia commons, public domain) 

 

 
Figure 4.40: North Stands of Circus (photo: José Luiz Bernardes Ribeiro, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 3.0 

license) 
 

archaeological levels were found on the site between the second and fifth centuries, which 

suggests that the building remained in use.255 And, as Kulikowski points out, its relatively 

good state of preservation up to this point and its close association with the provincial 

complex next to it, which likely remained in use until the fifth century, would suggest that the 
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circus remained in use.256 In the third quarter of the fifth century, one of the towers that 

allowed access to the circus and forum was blocked completely and turned into an ash pit.257 

Around the same time, near the end of the fifth century, houses were installed in the vaults 

beneath the circus. This has led some scholars to suggest that the building was abandoned in 

the fifth century.258 Supporting this are the most recent excavations, which uncovered only 

abandonment layers, both in the vaults and on the track surface.259 Yet, in the seventh century, 

King Sisebut admonished bishop Eusebius for spending too much time at the games.260 Since 

the theater and amphitheater there were long out of use, Keay has suggested that this indicates 

a still-functional circus.261 To further support his view, archaeologists working on the theater 

have shown that the building was not fully engulfed and its cavea was not occupied by 

domestic structures until the twelfth century.262 

Whether the circus at Tarragona was in use in the fifth or seventh century is an 

important question, but for the present purposes, it is still significant that the circus lasted 

even until the fifth century—longer than at almost any other city, perhaps excepting Valencia, 

Seville and Zaragoza. The amphitheater, as well, lasted well into the fourth century, which is 

a similar timeframe to Córdoba and only exceeded by Mérida. The theater, however, went out 

of use significantly before the majority of Spanish theaters, which mostly last until the third 

century, or slightly later. Exactly why the Tarragonians decided they did not need at theater at 

this fairly early point is not exactly clear. But the other spectacle buildings at Tarragona 

remained in use slightly beyond those of most other Spanish cities. Kulikowski connects this 

urban continuity particularly to its administrative role and imperial connections.263 Those 

connections began to weaken after the early years of the fifth century, when Roman authority 

began to recede from Tarraconensis. In this context, it might be surprising if the circus at the 

edge of the Provincial Forum, which was being amortized by the mid-fifth century, continued 

to be used. But Sisebut’s admonition suggests that Visigoths enjoyed spectacles (as the 

Franks did at Arles and the Vandals in Africa) may suggest otherwise; either way, the 

Visigothic rules had little influence on the urban topography. By the later fifth or early sixth 

centuries, the only power engaged in altering the urban topography of Tarragona was the 

church, as can be seen in the major re-appropriations of the public space of both temples and 

spectacle buildings.  
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In terms of other public works in late antique Tarragona, an inscription notes the 

restoration of the thermae montanae—as yet not conclusively identified, but sometimes 

thought to be the Carrer de San Miquel baths—in the late third or early fourth century.264 

These baths, about 100 m south of the forum, may have stayed in use until the fifth century, 

as a small amount of pottery dated to the early fifth century and two late fourth century coins 

have been found there.265 In the Augustan forum, coins dated to 333-61 have been found 

beneath toppled columns in the basilica and evidence for a fire has been found across parts of 

this forum suggesting a catastrophic end in the later fourth century.266 Some marbles began to 

be robbed from the Provincial Forum around 440 and a small midden has been dated to this 

period, possibly indicating some domestic occupation.267 Further sections of marble were 

stripped around the 470s and then again in the third quarter of the fifth century, showing a 

progressive amortization of the public space.268 The last indication of the public use of the 

forum comes from a small plaque, which was dedicated to the emperors Leo and Anthemius 

around 468-72.269  

After the early fifth century, the only evidence for building activity in Tarragona is 

related to the church. At the Plaça Rovellat, at the edge of the provincial forum, an aisled 

building was constructed around 450 and late sixth-century stone crosses have been found, 

indicating either a new build or restoration.270 A basilica was constructed, likely in the mid-

fifth century, in a large paleochristian cemetery to the west of the city, over an earlier 

martyrium or chapel.271 To the north of this early church, another funerary basilica has been 

discovered and, while the evidence is largely circumstantial, it may date from the early fifth 

century.272 The temple of Rome and Augustus was converted into the cathedral at some point 

before the seventh century, although no solid date has been proposed. This probably took 

place after the mid-fifth century, since there is little indication of any major changes in the 

upper city before then. We do know that an adjacent building, probably an episcopium, was 

constructed between 475 and 525.273 In any case, the conversion of the large temple at the 

center of the major governmental compound is representative of the transfer of power from 

the imperial to the ecclesiastical that played out in cities during late antiquity.  
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Overall, Tarragona was a major administrative and political center in the high empire 

and was clearly favored by Augustus and possibly one or more of the Flavian emperors.274 

And yet, it did not find any notable popularity with any late antique emperors past Elagabalus. 

Thus when the political and administrative structure of the province began to break apart 

during the Visigothic kingdom, the real prosperity of the city likewise began to break down. 

As Keay notes, “while to all intents and purposes Tarraco remained capital of Tarraconensis 

throughout the Visigothic period, none the less the disappearance of Roman authority meant 

that its status became primarily ecclesiastical: Tarraco’s regional political supremacy was 

undoubtedly compromised by Barcino (Barcelona).”275 After the fifth century, the only 

significant actor in the city was the church, although several public monuments did continue 

to be used through that point, indicating that the two were not mutually exclusive in late 

antique cities.  

 

4.4.4 NORTH AFRICA 

4.4.4.1 THEATERS 

There are no new theaters in the parts of North Africa considered in this study after 

those of Sicca Veneria and Chemtou in the third century.276 Slightly beyond this geographic 

boundary, the Market Theater was built at Shahat after 365.277 Similarly to the east, the so-

called Byzantine Theater at Tolmeita was built sometime in the fifth century. This is an 

interesting case, as there was already an earlier imperial-era theater built into a hillside at the 

edge the city, which was abandoned sometime in the later empire. Instead of restoring it, the 

city built a new structure nearby (closer to the center of the city) that was aligned to the 

Roman grid.278 This suggests a contraction of the urban space. 

Repairs and restorations to African theaters began as early as the first century CE, 

however, it was not until the later third century that many of the early imperial theaters began 

to be repaired and restored (Fig. 4.40). Several works, as at Haïdra and Tébessa (and possibly 

Jendouba) can be attributed directly to Diocletian through inscriptions.279 A large number of 

theater restorations and repairs were carried out in the fourth century, especially the second 

half. The majority of these works are known through inscriptions alone, which note a few 

different proconsuls, in addition to the emperors Julian, Constanius II and Constans. A few 

theaters in this period underwent more drastic transformations. At Cherchel, the  
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Figure 4.40: Late antique spectacle building works in Africa 
 

theater was adapted to accommodate gladiatorial games by making the orchestra more oblong 

and partially filling it in, possibly in the fourth century.280 Again outside the scope of this 

study, water works were added to the theater at Shahat and the Odeum at Tolmeita in the fifth 

century to allow water spectacles to be held. These transformations were similar to those in 

happening in Sicily and Italy around the same time. 

Elsewhere, there is some evidence for the continued use of theaters (Fig. 4.41). The 

theaters at Jendouba and Annaba continued to be used through at least the second half of the 

fourth century, when they are mentioned in Augustine’s writings.281 The Carthage Theater 

was in use at the beginning of the fifth century at least. There is some limited evidence that a 

few theaters in Africa went out of use in the fourth century, but the majority were disused in 

the fifth or sixth century (Fig. 4.42). A few buildings were destroyed in the Vandal invasions, 

notably the theater of Carthage (Fig. 4.43). However, much more impactful to the survival of 

theater buildings was the Byzantine invasion, at which point a very large number of buildings 

were reused in defensive walls or turned into fortresses. At Jendouba, for example, the 

scaenae frons was fortified. Of course, this says very little about when they were actually 

disused, other than providing termini ante quos.  
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Figure 4.41: Late antique spectacle buildings in use in Africa 
 

 

Figure 4.42: Late Antique spectacle building disuse in Africa 
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Figure 4.43: Aerial view of Carthage Theater, 1950 (photo: Wikimedia commons, public domain) 
 

4.4.4.2 AMPHITHEATERS 

Only one new amphitheater was constructed in late antique North Africa (Fig. 4.44), at 

Tipaza, which was built not before the third century (Fig. 4.45). A more precise date has not 

been given and it may be that this is a third-century construction like El Djem.282 

Amphitheaters were repaired and restored across Africa from the later third century onwards 

(Fig. 4.40), but the most works were carried out in the early fourth century. This is seen at 

Tebessa, Oudna, Aïn Tonga and in major repairs at Henchir Kasbat.283 Amphitheaters in the 

major urban centers of Carthage and Sétif were restored in the second half of the fourth 

century.284 There is some information regarding the continued use of amphitheaters into the 

fifth century at Nabil and sixth century at Carthage (Fig. 4.41), but little for the other cities of 

the region.285  

There is relatively little evidence for the abandonment of amphitheaters (Fig. 4.42). 

The Khoms Amphitheater is said to have been abandoned in the 360s as a result of an 

earthquake, although it is unclear if this idea has been confirmed archaeologically, or simply 

assumed on the basis of a ruined structure and its position outside the late antique wall.286 El 

Djem and Oudna were abandoned in the fifth century.287 For many other amphitheaters, 
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Figure 4.44: New late antique spectacle buildings in North Africa  
 

 

Figure 4.45: Tipaza Amphitheater (photo: J.P. Dalbéra, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

only their reoccupation is known. So some, like at Sicca Veneria, Aïn Tonga, Khoms, 

Tébessa and Sbeitla, are only known to have been reoccupied or dismantled in the Byzantine 
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period.288 It is unclear if they continued to be used during the Vandal period, or when exactly 

they were abandoned.  

 

4.4.4.3 CIRCUSES 

Circuses were the least common type of spectacle building in North Africa, yet they 

were among the latest to be built (Fig. 4.44). The Sétif Circus was built under the tetrarchy or 

in the fourth century.289 It continued in use until the end of the fourth century, at least.290 At 

Khoms, a lead curse tablet that has been dated to the fourth century has been found next to the 

starting gates, showing that it was still being used during that century.291 The circus at 

Constantine was in use right up to the Vandal invasion, but seems to have been disused after 

439.292 And yet some circuses across Africa continued to be used through the Vandal period 

(Fig. 4.41) and Procopius notes that Vandals enjoyed passing their time in the hippodromes of 

the cities they conquered.293 At Carthage, there is evidence that the circus was in use until the 

sixth century.294  

 

4.4.4.4 CASE STUDY: DOUGGA 

The city of Dougga, ancient Thugga, was a Punic establishment,295 situated on the edge 

of a plateau above the plain of the Oued Khalled, some 75 km from the nearest coast and 110 

km from Carthage (Fig. 4.46). The earliest phases of the settlement have not been well dated, 

but it seems to have been founded by the sixth century BCE.296 They city fell under the 

influence of the Romans after the death of Juba I in 46 BCE. During the reign of Tiberius, a 

group of settlers from Carthage established a colony alongside the existing city, creating a 

juridical division between the city of the peregrini and that of the pagus.297 Throughout the 

imperial period, the Roman colonists remained under the administrative control of Carthage.  

Roman influence was exerted on the existing urban layout soon after the colony was 

established, as an inscription dating to 36 or 37 CE notes that a Lucius Manilius Bucco 

repaved the forum area near the existing Temple of Caesar (Fig. 4.47) and built an altar to 
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Augustus, a temple to Saturn and an arch.298 The forum was given a colonnade around three 

sides in the mid-second century, at the time of Antoninus Pius, and a capitolium in 166-169 

(Fig. 4.48).299 Another local aristocrat, Marcus Lincinius Rufus, built the market on the edge 

of the forum in 54 CE (Fig. 4.49).300 In the time of Commodus, a new portico, now called the 

Square of the Rose of the Winds, was built by a certain Pacuvius Saturus and his wife 

Nahania Victoria, who also donated the 70,000 sestertii to the city for the construction of a 

temple of  

 

 

 
Figure 4.46: Plan of Dougga (adapted from Dougga.png by Jaumé Ollé i Casals, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 

3.0 license) 
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Figure 4.47: Plan of forum at Dougga (adapted from Plan du forum de Dougga by Karldupart, Wikimedia commons, used under 

CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

 
Figure 4.48: Forum and Capitoline temple at Dougga (photo: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, flickr.com, used under 

CC BY 2.0 license) 
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Figure 4.49: Macellum, Dougga (photo: Pradigue, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 3.0 license) 

 

Mercury, along with the accompanying statutes.301 Around the same period, the proconsul 

Marcus Antonius Zeno built an aqueduct, which is called the Aïn el Mammam Aqueduct.302 It 

12 km and terminated at a nymphaeum near the Temple of the Germanic Victory of 

Caracalla.303  

The two administrative halves of the city were finally united in 205, when the city was 

given municipal status.304 In the 250s or early 260s, Dougga was given colonia status, 

becoming Colonia Licinia Septimi Aurelia Alexandria Thuggensis, invoking the emperors 

who gave it municipal status—Septimius Severus and Caracalla—as well as Gallienus.305 

This promotion inaugurated a small wave of public building that lasted through the fourth 

century.306 The city had no remarkable late antique history; it became part of the Vandal 

Kingdom in 439 and then fell under the Byzantine administration in 533. 

Dougga makes an interesting case study, partly because of this lack of any major 

historical or political events after the third century, which allowed the city to decline 

gradually. More importantly, in the imperial period, the city never grew particularly large; at 

its maximum, it probably covered an area of about 20 ha.307 Further, it never held any political 

or administrative functions and did not even gain independent status until well into the 
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imperial period. And yet, the city was reasonably wealthy for its size, indicated by the eight 

temples and numerous other public buildings. For these reasons, the city presents a 

remarkable opportunity to be able to see the role of spectacle buildings in a small—but 

seemingly prosperous—Roman city.308  

The excavations carried out at Dougga between 1891 and 1954 have revealed a great 

deal about the city, which is supplemented by one of the most substantial epigraphic 

collections from Africa Proconsularis. Unfortunately, as is the case for many Roman sites 

excavated in the early twentieth century, very few of the late antique phases were recorded 

well. And since much of the information for the city comes from epigraphy, the general 

decline in the epigraphic habit from the third century presents and obstacle in reconstructing 

the latest phases of the public monuments.309 Nevertheless, there is adequate evidence 

between the archaeology, including some recent work on the late antique era, and epigraphy 

that allows for a reasonably full picture of the urban evolution of late antique Dougga.  

Dougga had two theater buildings. One of these was very small (20 x 20 m), enclosed 

in walls, and was almost certainly only used in conjunction with the nearby Temple of Liber.  

 

 
Figure 4.50: Dougga Theater (photo: dpc47, flickr.com, used under BY-NC-SA 2.0 license) 

                                                        
308 Duncan-Jones (1962, n. 34) cautions that “Thugga's surpassing wealth is a mirage created by a high ratio of 
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specifying the value of their gifts, and a phenomenally high rate of inscription-survival, which is purely 
fortuitous.” 
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As this is more a religious building than public spectacle building—although important for 

highlighting the connection between religion and spectacle—it will be left aside here. The 

other theater was northeast of the forum (Fig. 4.50). French colonists, who found the structure 

covered in over twenty feet of dirt and debris, excavated it in 1891-1900.310 Publius Marcius 

Quadratus, a local flamen, who is commemorated in two inscriptions, built it in 168-169.311 

The building was large for such a small city—the cavea was 63.5 m in diameter and could fit 

c. 2500-3000 spectators, likely a large portion of the city’s populace.312 In its form, the theater 

was fairly average, except that at this late date it was built into a hillside, with minimal 

substructures except on the eastern side where the hill fell away and it had an arcaded gallery 

at the top of the cavea.313  

Unfortunately, there is very little good evidence for the later history of the structure. It 

was included within the undated late antique or Byzantine wall, possibly indicating that it was 

still in use at that point. Early excavators found evidence for some post-Roman reoccupation 

of the theater, though little of this has been dated. This late reuse includes olive presses from 

either the late empire or the Vandal era, generally suggesting a terminus ante quem of the fifth 

century for the disuse of the building.314 Further, undated burials were found in several places 

throughout the structure, including beneath the vomitorium vaults, on one of the platforms 

near the stage and on various staircases.315 Around the scaenae, many late structures were 

found, along with medieval pottery, and an Arab-era house in the southwest portion of the 

building.316 The building was never substantially stripped for stone, as the excavators 

uncovered much of the original decoration of the building—both sculptures and inscriptions, 

mostly broken—onsite.317 Some of the decoration was spoliated, though; a Byzantine-era 

basilica between the theater and the temple of Saturn (although slightly closer to the temple 

than the theater) was built reusing elements from both the theater and the temple.318  

There probably was no amphitheater at Dougga. It has been proposed that an elliptical 

depression northwest of the forum was an amphitheater. However, no real evidence, 

archaeological, historical or epigraphical has been put forward to substantiate such a 

speculation. More recent proposals have suggested that the depression is actually a temple.319 
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Some have suggested, instead, that the citizens of Dougga went to Agbia (modern Henchir 

Ain-Hadja), about 3.5 km to the south, to watch games in an amphitheater.320 This proposition 

is not entirely unreasonable, since there are parallels for amphitheaters located some distance 

from a city. The amphitheater closest to Toulouse, for example, was at Purpan, which was 

about 3-4 km from the northern edge of the city. In any case, the lack of an amphitheater at 

Dougga, a reasonably prosperous city with a high level of civic euergetism and two other 

kinds of spectacle buildings is somewhat unexpected. Bomgardner notes that generally 

amphitheaters were not very common in Numidia, except for a few cities that had very high 

summa honoraria (entrance fees) for local magistrates or a clear connection to the military.321 

There is no connection to the military at Dougga and, while available for many other African 

cities, there is no evidence for the cost of the summa honoraria there.322  

The circus at Dougga is much better known, both archaeologically and epigraphically. 

A field in an area north of the forum that was referred to as a circus—suggesting that races 

were already held there—was donated for the full use of the people in 214 (Fig. 4.51).323 This 

300 m long field, which had natural embankments in sections, was augmented with a number 

 

 
Figure 4.51: Remains of Circus at Dougga (photo: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, flickr.com, used under CC BY 

2.0 license) 
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of masonry structures in the 220s. The enclosing wall has been dated to 223-224 and an 

inscription on the west meta, noting the municipal officials who financed the structure, 

indicates that it was built between 225 and 227.324 There is another inscription on the eastern 

meta, but it has not been dated beyond the reign of Alexander Severus.325 This quasi-

monumental circus incorporated much of the natural topography into its plan; the two side-

walls of the circus were not parallel and there may not have been a far (eastern) semi-circular 

wall because of the natural topography of the site.326 There may not even have been seating 

around much of the structure, since the area to the north of the circus with a natural rocky 

outcropping could have provided room for many spectators.327 The areas where seating was 

built were comparably insubstantial, consisting only of some masonry cross walls that would 

have supported (supposed) wooden bleachers.328 As Humphrey rightly notes, “Dougga circus 

forms an intermediate stage between the fully developed monumental circuses of the coastal 

cities and those sites which never progressed beyond the point of a conveniently level field 

being set aside for occasional racing.”329 

The late history of this building is not fully clear. Stones from the west meta were 

reused in the late antique fortifications.330 These fortifications have long been assumed to be 

Byzantine, dating from around the same time as the forum was fortified.331 However, there is 

very little direct evidence for Byzantine construction, meaning that this date cannot be 

considered a very firm terminus ante quem for the end of the circus. It is equally possible that 

the walls were constructed before the Vandal era in the late fourth or early fifth century. In 

fact, Pringle points out that in style they do not appear to be “an official sixth-century 

work.”332 And yet, there are four late antique mosaics from Dougga that represent chariot 

races, one of which has been dated to the late fourth century (Fig. 4.52), suggesting that this 

activity remained popular.333 However, the chronology of these events is vague enough to 

allow the mosaics to have been laid half a century before the wall was built with elements of 

the disused circus. 
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Figure 4.52: Mosaic with Circus Scene, from Dougga, now in Bardo Museum (photo: Pascal Radigue, Wikimedia commons, 

used under CC BY 3.0) 
 

In all, Dougga presents a noteworthy case study on spectacle buildings. While the 

chronology of these structures has not been fully determined through archaeology, a rough 

outline of their end of use and reuse is still possible. The theater may have remained in use 

until the end of the Roman period before it was given over to a secondary use for industry, 

housing and burials. The circus was built around the time that many African cities were 

building them, but not to the same monumental scale as in the coastal cities. It was likely in 

use until the end of Roman control in Africa and possibly a bit longer, if the wall it was 

spoliated to is actually Byzantine and the late use of circuses in many African cities is kept in 

mind. The lack of an amphitheater at Dougga becomes particularly significant in light of the 

reasonably late use of the theater and circus, which indicates the continued popularity of 

spectacles in general. It must have been a deliberate choice of the local elites, who certainly 

had no trouble building numerous other public monuments in both the early imperial and late 

Roman eras. We can only speculate on whether this was because gladiatorial games were 

never as popular in a relatively small city as stage and chariot spectacles, or the nearby 

amphitheater was sufficient, or whether such a building was too expensive for the city 

counselors—an idea that seems supported by the non-monumental circus.  

There was a good deal of continued euergetism in late antique Dougga, but most of this 

was directed towards temples and imperial monuments. In the late third century, according to 



 

 182 

inscriptions, a monument with statues of the tetrarchs was set up in the forum, an honorific 

arch and a building dedicated to the health of Maximian were all set up.334 Around the same 

time, a portico was built around the Temple of the Mother of the Gods and the Temple of the 

Genius Patriae was restored.335 But not all civic building was carried out on political or 

religious structures. The atrium of the Licinian Baths, said to be long fallen into ruins, was 

repaired by a perpetual flamen between 367 and 383 and the Aïn Doura Baths were restored 

sometime in the fourth century (Fig. 4.53).336 An ex-curator restored the aqueduct and its 

terminal nymphaeum in 376 or 377.337 These works are representative of the relative 

prosperity of the elite in the mid-third to fourth century at Dougga. Such wealth can also be 

seen in private buildings, a number of which laid new mosaics in the fourth century, or, like 

the Maison du Trifolium, expanded in size.338  

There are no further epigraphic indications of any public building in the fifth century. 

Archaeologically, only one building has been positively dated to the fifth century, the small 

church often called the Victoria Basilica after a sarcophagus of Victoria Santimoniale buried 

there, built near the Temple of Saturn (Fig. 4.54). It is dated on the termini post quos (the 

mid- to late fourth century) of the reused material—mostly inscriptions—that the structure 

was built from.339 Recent excavations south of the Maison du Trifolium have shown that after 

the mid-fourth century, the street pavers were pulled up and the space gradually became filled 

with debris, raising the street level.340 Still, at least one part of the house remained occupied 

until the fifth century. Beyond the city, there was an increase in the number of rural sites 

around Dougga in use in the fifth century, showing a still vital countryside.341  

As at many African cities, by the time of the Byzantine administration, the urban 

character of Dougga had substantially changed. Most notably two fortification walls had been 

built, one around a large portion of the Roman city and another around the forum, enclosing 

only 0.28 ha. This latter, noted in Procopius, was built under Justinian around the forum and 

capitolium, which were already covered in debris, suggesting they were no longer being 

actively used.342 Burials, most likely from the Vandal era, were found near the Maison du 

Trifolium, which was not far from the forum.343 By this point, all the spectacle buildings had 

                                                        
334 Generally, see Lepelley 1981, 218. Monument: CIL VIII.26566; Arch: CIL VIII.15516; Building: ILAfr 513. 
335 Generally, see Lepelley 1981, 219-220. Portico: ILAfr 531; Temple: CIL VIII.26472. 
336 Licinian baths: ILTun 1500; Lepelley 1981, 221. Aïn Doura baths: Leone 2007, 91. 
337 ILAfr 533; Lepelley 1981, 221. 
338 Mosaics: Leone 2007, 62. Maison du Trifolium: Khanoussi et al. 2004-2005, 61-2. 
339 Poinssot and Lantier 1925, 239. 
340 Khanoussi et al. 2004-2005, 62. 
341 Leone 2007, 132. 
342 Procop. de Aed. 6.5.15; Pringle 1981, 244-5. 
343 Khanoussi et al. 2004-2005, 63. 
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Figure 4.53: Aïn Doura Baths, Dougga (photo: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 

license) 
 

 
Figure 4.54: Victoria Basilica (photo: Pradigue, Wikimedia commons, used under CC BY-SA 3.0) 
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Figure 4.55: Late antique fortifications, Dougga (photo: Institute for the Study of the Ancient World, flickr.com, used under CC 

BY 2.0 license) 
 

gone out of use and were being reused for new purposes. Other public buildings, particularly 

temples, began to be reused in this period as well. The Temple of Caelestis was probably 

transformed into a church, another church may possibly have been installed in the crypt of the 

capitolium and an olive press was installed at the Temple of Mercury.344 Most of these 

structures have later reuses in the Arab period, beyond the scope of this study, but showing a 

continuity of settlement and reuse practices at Dougga.345 

Overall, Dougga shows a marked decline in urban vitality after the end of the fourth 

century. After this point, as at most cities, the limited amount of new building was only in the 

realm of the church and industrial and domestic structures reoccupied parts of what were 

previously public spaces and buildings. This change seems to have largely coincided with the 

disuse of spectacle buildings; together these two events represent a major shift in urbanism. 

While the epigraphic record of the euergetism of the local elites is exceptionally strong in the 

third and fourth centuries, it completely disappears after 400. This may be in part a result of 

the decline of the epigraphic habit, yet excavations of the site, although somewhat primitive 

in methodology, have not yet uncovered any substantial repairs from after this point and only 

a handful of new structures. At some cities in the late antique west, particularly those with a 

connection to the imperial administration, there was a gradual decline between the Roman 

                                                        
344 Leone 2007, 208-9; 232. 
345 See Leone 2007, 252-3. 
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and medieval cities. At Dougga, that change happened quickly, although as far as we can tell, 

not directly related to any major historical event or catastrophe.  

 

4.5 TRENDS AND CAUSES 
 

Spectacle buildings have a long and diverse history in the late antique west. There is 

some variation both regionally and in the type of structure. In the broadest terms, new 

construction of spectacle buildings almost completely stopped in the first quarter of the third 

century, although a handful of repairs are known from the middle of the century.346 After 300, 

there are only three new spectacle buildings in North Africa and two speculated examples in 

Italy (Figs. 4.56-59). In Italy, these latest constructions seem to be largely tied to patronage 

from the emperor. The data from North Africa are harder to explain, but generally, patterns of 

construction and maintenance started and ended later there than elsewhere in the West. In any 

case, these are relatively minor exceptions to the broader trend that new constructions largely 

stopped before the fourth century. 

The story of works and upkeep of spectacle buildings is slightly more complicated. In 

Italy, there is evidence for a number of fourth century repairs and restorations on both theaters 

and amphitheaters, as well as two circuses. There were fewer works in the fifth century. All of 

these, excepting one, were carried out in Rome. This trend continues into the sixth century, 

where repairs and restorations were largely restricted to spectacle buildings in Rome.347  

There is only one example of late antique work on spectacle buildings in Gaul, at 

Arles. In Spain, there are a substantial number of fourth century works, but almost none later, 

with only a single instance from the sixth century. The early repairs and restorations were 

carried out on an even mix of theaters, amphitheaters and circuses. For North Africa, a large 

number of theaters and amphitheaters were repaired or restored in the fourth century, but 

these works almost completely disappear in the fifth century. Excluding Rome, repairs and 

restorations on spectacle buildings in the West stopped after the fourth century. 

 

 

                                                        
346 Rambaldi (2009, 123) lists six spectacle building repairs for the West from 235 to 284. For Italy and Spain, see 

also Jouffroy 1986, 151; 277. 
347 These were under Theoderic, who also repaired spectacle buildings at his capitals of Verona and Pavia. 
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Figure 4.56: Late antique spectacle buildings in Italy 
 

 

Figure 4.57: Late antique spectacle buildings in Gaul 
 

 

Figure 4.58: Late antique spectacle buildings in Spain 
 

 

Figure 4.59: Late antique spectacle buildings in Africa 
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Generally, there is limited specific evidence for the continued use of spectacle 

buildings. The greatest quantity of this evidence comes from Italy, where a number of all 

three building types seem to have been operating in the fourth century. This preponderance of 

evidence might be related to the relatively greater number of texts and inscriptions for this 

region compared to others. The number of buildings in use declined slightly in the fifth 

century and these were limited to circuses and theaters, seen, for example, at Aquileia. By the 

fifth century, of the amphitheaters across Italy, only the Colosseum was still definitively in 

use. In Gaul, the only evidence for the continued use of spectacle buildings again comes from 

Arles. In Spain, a few circuses continued in use through the fourth and fifth centuries, but 

generally not later.348 In North Africa, spectacle buildings lasted longer than elsewhere. Many 

circuses remained in use in the fourth century and even into the Vandal period or later in a 

few cities. At the same time, there is good evidence that many, but not all, theaters remained 

in operation through the second half of the fourth century. Some amphitheaters remained in 

use in the fifth century and possibly into the sixth. Connected to this, the disuse and 

abandonment of spectacle buildings across the West followed a pattern of gradual decline, 

starting with a fourth century zenith of disuse.  

The most significant trend in this data is how anomalous large cities and those with 

imperial connections were.349 A large portion of sixth (and to some degree fifth) century use 

and repairs and restorations of spectacle buildings comes from just a handful of cities, 

particularly Rome, Ravenna, Arles, Zaragoza, Mérida, Carthage and Sétif. These were 

(excepting Zaragoza) all capitals of their respective provinces, or were temporary imperial 

capitals. In contrast, smaller cities, like Dougga, did not maintain their spectacle buildings 

much, if at all, past the end of the fourth century. Much as the same with other public 

monuments, in order for spectacle buildings to be maintained and used into the fifth and sixth 

centuries, there had to be financial and technical ability, as well as a cultural need. All three 

of these were maintained in certain imperial and provincial capitals much longer than 

elsewhere. This is paralleled in the East, where circus games became increasingly associated 

with and part of the imperial ceremony.  

In these major cities, spectacle buildings continued to be used past the end of the 

Roman empire. For Rome, the Colosseum was in semi-continuous use until the early sixth 

century, the Circus Maximus until 549 and, while there is no information about its continued 

use, the theater of Pompey was restored in the sixth century. At Arles, the theater and circus 

operated conspicuously later than elsewhere in Gaul and at Ravenna, spectacle buildings were 

in use into the sixth century. Similarly, the circus at Tarragona seems to have continued to be 
                                                        

348 This seems to contradict, or at least conflict with, Liebeschuetez’s (2001, 91) view that “the Roman games 
survived in a few cities,” based on the literary evidence.  

349 This holds true for all public monuments and will be returned to in Chapter 6. 
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used into the sixth century, in spite of some reoccupation of the vaults. Theoderic was 

responsible for repairs at Rome, Pavia and Verona, all capitals or at least regal seats. 

Interestingly, Zaragoza, which did not have a direct imperial connection, seems to have 

maintained its theater, amphitheater and circus into the sixth century, a quite unparalleled 

occurrence. Perhaps this is connected to the city’s importance as an entrepôt in the Ebro 

Valley. However, not all capital cities continued to repair and restore and use their spectacle 

buildings. Mérida, for example, which retained its importance well into the middle ages 

abandoned its spectacle buildings in the fourth and fifth centuries. And new capitals in the 

post-Roman kingdoms, like Reccopolis or Toulouse, did not build new spectacle buildings. 

While these kingdoms occasionally used existing spectacle buildings, the games had largely 

lost their cultural significance in most post-Roman cities.  

 

 

Figure 4.60: Spectacle buildings in the late antique West 
 

In terms of overall numbers (Fig. 4.60), there is the greatest number of fourth century 

works to theaters, followed by fourth century disuse. These are both a consequence of theaters 

being the most numerically common type of spectacle building. Looking at Italy, for which 

there are the most ready and reliable numbers for early imperial spectacles, we see that of the 

98 first through third-century theaters in Italy,350 seven were abandoned in the fourth century 

(7%). Of the 77 amphitheaters in Italy, five were disused in the fourth century (6.5%). 

Circuses were the latest building that continued to be used in any significant number, as none 

of the 11 early examples were disused in the fourth century. Amphitheaters were the second 

latest, in most places abandoned by the later fifth century. Theaters were often the first 
                                                        

350 Calculated from Jouffroy 1986. This number will be slightly too high, as there are a few spectacles buildings 
that were abandoned in the course of the third century. But it gives a rough baseline figure. 
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entertainment structure to be closed, except for those few cases where the building was 

transformed, either for water shows or gladiatorial matches. These reconfigured buildings 

were used a bit longer on average than their non-adapted counterparts. These theater 

conversions are exemplary of an interesting trend in late antique spectacles, where there 

seems to be direct evidence for one kind of spectacle—dramas—going out of fashion and 

being replaced by another, but in the context of the limited euergetism of the late antique 

world where only adaptations were within reach. The most common conversions were for 

water spectacles and for gladiatorial games or venationes.351 The fact that theaters were the 

most repaired building in the fourth century as well as the most disused shows how relatively 

common they were across the West. 

Overall, since there was a significant amount of variation in the upkeep, use and disuse 

of spectacle buildings, the idea that they declined broadly in late antiquity is not tenable. The 

processes at work were complex; they resulted in the continuation of certain kinds of 

buildings in certain places. The present discussion will focus on the issues that are particular 

to spectacle buildings, as broader issues will be considered in the final chapter. Because there 

are no specific physical factors that can alone explain the decline of spectacle structures, we 

must turn to societal changes, particularly Christianity and legal transformations to 

understand the changing place of spectacles. Such a societal approach is in line with much of 

the scholarship on spectacles in this period, which largely focus on the various reasons for the 

end of the spectacles themselves.352 Yet there is an inherent hazard in trying to explain the end 

of spectacle buildings by explaining the end of spectacles. There is no reason to assume any 

exact correlation between the games and the buildings. The end of dramas, for example, 

would not necessarily mean the end of theater buildings. They could be used for different 

sorts of events, either with or without adaptation of the material structure. But in the absence 

of any distinctive physical causes for the end of use of these buildings, we must look briefly 

at the activities that took place within them and what led to their demise. General 

considerations about late antique public building, which is also helpful for understanding the 

end of spectacle buildings, will be considered in Chapter 6.  

 

                                                        
351 The conversion of theaters for water spectacles is a particularly interesting phenomenon, since they required 

connection to existing or new aqueducts and this is a period in which we think many aqueduct networks 
beginning to fail. The literary evidence for water spectacles is difficult (see Berlan-Bajard 2006, chapters 1-3) 
and there are limited references for them in late antiquity. They seem to be better known archaeologically, 
through these conversions. 

352 This focus is not inherently problematic, but does miss part of the overall picture of changing cultural attitudes 
in the late antique city. For a good overview of the evidence for the evolution of spectacles in late antiquity, 
see Jones 2012. 
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4.5.1 CHRISTIANITY 

Christianity as a cause for the end of Roman spectacles, particularly gladiatorial games 

and dramas, has long been the obvious explanation that scholars have gone out of their way to 

discredit. Friedländer noted in the early twentieth century that many Christians attended the 

spectacles and that it took two centuries for institutional Christianity to help to put an end to 

the games.353 Since then, no scholar has seriously put forward the idea that Christianity played 

much more than a tangential role in the end of these spectacles, given that circus racing 

continued for some time in the East with fairly direct imperial participation.354 Still, there are 

a few points that should be mentioned on the subject. While there had been some notorious 

pre-Christian philosophic opposition to spectacles, especially games with overt violence or 

lewd behavior, much of the loudest criticism of the practice was from Christian writers from 

Tertullian through Augustine and Salvian.355 As distant as these writers may have been from 

the average Christian, the fact that there was some theological opposition to spectacles must 

have had some influence on an increasingly Christianized state and culture. Opposition to the 

games is seen in the canons of several church councils, starting with the Council of Elvira in 

305.356  

A more tangible way in which Christianity affected the games was by banning the 

pagan rituals that accompanied them at the end of the fourth century.357 This does not seem to 

have been particularly disastrous, as DeVoe notes that “Christian ritual thus replaced pagan” 

in regards to spectacles, suggesting that pagan rituals were not inherent or strictly necessary 

for the performance of the games.358 It is certainly debatable to what degree a gladiator match 

in the area in the second century was a religious occasion or a political maneuver, or indeed if 

such a distinction would have made sense at the time (and it would not have!). Yet there had 

always been some element of Roman spectacle that was religious, indicated through the clear 

association between temples and theaters or amphitheaters.359 In any case, a law of 

Constantine allowed certain temples outside city walls to be spared since “certain plays or 

spectacles of the circus or contests derive their origin from some of these temples, such 

structures shall not be torn down, since from them is provided the regular performance of 

long established amusements for the Roman people.”360 More to the point, Christianity 

hastened the end of spectacles by fundamentally altering the patterns of patronage in the 

                                                        
353 Friedländer 1908, 80. 
354 Ville 1981, 320; MacMullen 1986, 331; Barnes 1996, 165; Ward-Perkins 1984, 109; i.a.  
355 Bomgardner 2000, 202. 
356 DeVoe 2002, 125-30. 
357 Malineau 2006, 189. 
358 DeVoe 2002, 143. 
359 Hanson 1959, 91; Grenier 1958, 686. 
360 Cod. Theo. 16.10.3 (Trans. Pharr). 
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Roman city. This issue is not particular to spectacles necessarily and can be better understood 

in the context of the larger paradigm shift in late antique euergetism.  

 

4.5.2 LEGAL 

There were several laws that dealt with spectacle performances in late antiquity. Much 

has been made of Constantine’s rescript from 325, which forbade convicts being sentenced to 

gladiatorial matches saying, “Bloody spectacles displease us […] We wholly forbid the 

existence of gladiators.”361 However, modern scholarship is unanimous in rejecting this code 

as an indication of the end of gladiators, since Constantine himself wrote a direct exception to 

an earlier law for Spain and gladiatorial games did not stop for nearly a century after 325.362 

Valentinian issued a law that no Christians should be sentenced to the arena in 365, but this 

again seems to not have had any direct effect on spectacles.363 Further, in 404, Honorius 

banned gladiatorial games after an angry pagan mob tore a monk to pieces in the Colosseum. 

Yet again, this seems to have been only a temporary ban on games and possibly only for 

Rome.364 Overall, these law codes had little, if any, influence in the ending of spectacles. 

DeVoe argues, however, from laws restricting the profession of actors and gladiators, that 

fundamental organizational changes instituted by Christian emperors played a key role in the 

end of the games.365 In all, much of the legal change was a byproduct of Christianization. 

There are a few laws concerning public buildings from the fourth century, but none that 

deal explicitly with spectacle buildings. From the Theodosian Code, sections 15.1.16 (issued 

365), 15.1.17 (issued 376), 15.1.19 (issued 376), all put an end to building any new buildings, 

excepting stables or warehouses and instead demand that ancient buildings be repaired first. 

This may be reflected in the fact that there are no new spectacle buildings built anywhere past 

365, but it should not be taken as the only reason.  

Lastly, amphitheater games were notoriously expensive, either involving gladiators or 

beast hunts. A law of Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus from 177-80 attempted to set limits 

on the expenses of gladiatorial games by dividing them into classes. The law set the top tier 

gladiatorial munera between 150,000-200,000 sestertii—an enormous amount of money.366 

The existence of this law suggests that prices before the late second century were climbing 

beyond what was practical. Even further, Bomgardner sets out a case that a gradual restriction 

                                                        
361 Cod. Theo. 15.12.1. (Trans. Pharr). 
362 Wiedmann (1992, 156) explains the law in terms of a reaction to a specific event in Constantine’s quest for the 

throne, whereas Bomgardner (2000, 204-5) notes that it may have only applied to the eastern half of the 
empire. Potter (2010) argues that Constantine’s intention was never to abolish gladiatorial games anyway. 
Whatever the case, it is reasonably clear that it did not have much effect.  

363 Cod. Theo. 9.40.8. 
364 Bomgardner 2000, 206. 
365 Devoe 2002. 
366 Ibid, 208. 
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of animals for venationes increased the price of wild beasts in the third century by a factor of 

nearly 1,000.367 The high, and likely continually rising, price of hosting these kinds of 

spectacles was certainly a factor in their eventual end.  

 

4.6 CONCLUSIONS 
 

The story of spectacle buildings in the Roman west is varied, but integrally tied up with 

the empire and the political, cultural and economic changes it produced. Broadly speaking, 

there were almost no spectacle buildings constructed in after the end of the third century. 

Repairs and restorations on all types of buildings were common in the fourth century, but 

declined quickly thereafter. Theaters were the first type of spectacle building to go out of use, 

followed by amphitheaters. Circuses were the latest building still in operation in the West—as 

well as the East—with a number of solid examples from the sixth century. This late 

continuation was generally confined to certain important, and frequently imperial or regal, 

cities. Liebeschuetz notes this trend, saying that by the end of the fourth century public 

entertainments had come to an end in most Italian cities, but that senatorial munificence was 

maintained at Rome along with praetorian and consular games.368 Emperors sponsored games 

at Rome and Ravenna and Theoderic did the same at Rome, Milan and Pavia. These rulers 

occasionally repaired the structures that held the games, although they never built new ones. 

Spectacles in the West did not survive in the West past the Justinianic period to any 

remarkable extent. The Visigoths, Franks and Vandals may have occasionally presented 

games in imitation of emperors, but these were not on the same scale or frequency as their 

Roman antecedents. The exceedingly few spectacle buildings that survived to the sixth 

century, like the circuses at Arles and possibly Tarragona, were already half-ruined and 

partially reoccupied.  

                                                        
367 Bomgardner 2000, 211-2. 
368 Liebeschuetz 2001, 219. 
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CHAPTER 5: REUSE AND PUBLIC MONUMENTS  
 

This chapter sets out to explore reuse from an archaeological perspective, focusing 

primarily on the ways in which public buildings were reused in late antiquity. Clearly, it does 

not cover the entire range and variety of reuse in that period. Nor is it designed to tell the 

whole story of the ways that Roman monuments were taken apart and reused in the middle 

ages.1 Instead, it will look at the immediate afterlives of the various kinds of public buildings 

discussed in the previous chapters. It will therefore survey the archaeologically-attested 

instances of reuse for water structures and spectacle buildings in the period c.300-600, which 

remains a fairly understudied topic. 

Reuse, especially in late antiquity, can be difficult to identify in archaeological 

excavation without adequate sensitivity (i.e. when only looking for solidly-built monuments, 

as many early excavators did). Yet even with comprehensive methodologies, tracking reused 

stones from an original context to their secondary use is often difficult without the presence of 

identifying elements, like inscriptions or particular decorative features. The study of reuse, 

and the archaeological methods to observe and identify reused material, are still relatively 

new in the field of classical archaeology. Yet it is quite important for this field and will surely 

advance with improved methodologies in excavation.2 

 

5.1 HISTORIOGRAPHY  
 

The use of the word spolia, which in Latin refers to spoils (particularly of war), is first 

attested in an art-historical sense in writings of antiquarian scholars and artists in Rome in the 

early sixteenth century.3 Besides looking at the remains of the Roman past for inspiration for 

their own art, scholars, like Vasari, were studying the end of classical art, which they 

connected to both Christians and barbarian invaders.4 This early modern usage fixed the 

conceptual framework of the term for art-historical discourse for nearly four centuries, until 

the twentieth century.5 In this paradigm, architectural spolia were associated with the 

downfall of Roman civilization and therefore crude. 

Beginning with H. L’Orange and F. Deichmann in the 1930s and 40s, spolia studies 

entered a new era by adopting methodologies that focused on systematic studies of individual 

                                                        
1 See Greenhalgh 1989; Karmon 2011. 
2 A case for which has also recently been made by Lavan (2013a). 
3 Kinney 2001, 143. 
4 Kinney 1995, 54. 
5 For a brief yet thorough overview of the broader historiography, see Kinney 2006, 240ff. 
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monuments and tracing the specific origins of reused elements.6 The field was revitalized in 

the 1970s, largely stemming from an article by A. Esch, which considered spoliation as a new 

form of artistic production rather than simply the reuse of antiquity.7 The rise of a new 

poststructuralist (or postmodern) viewpoint in the following decades dovetailed with many of 

the conceptual issues in the developing field of spolia, like fragmentation, authenticity, 

memory and appropriation.8 Since the 1970s, there have been a considerable number of new 

theoretical and methodological approaches to the topic, which have, for example, looked for 

comparisons in spoliation across a range of periods and regions, investigated the limits of 

spolia as a critical category or explored ethical issues raised by spoliation and what that 

means for the evaluation of works made with spolia.9  

While the methodologies and theoretical frameworks for studying architectural reuse 

have increased and diversified, some problems remain. The first is the issue of definitions. 

The term spolia can be either restricted simply to objects stripped from their original context 

and reused, or else it can suggest a framework of reuse and recycling, not confined to the 

specific reuse of particular objects.10 Such diversity in meanings have led some to try to trace 

the historical usage of the term spolia, or suggest their own classifications for what is and is 

not spolia.11 Rather than become preoccupied by specifically etymological quagmires, this 

study will use the more neutral term “reuse” as it better describes the range of phenomena 

discussed here and, as Greenhalgh notes, “it is colorless and non-judgmental.”12 The second 

problem is that the basic set of monuments used as evidence has not changed or grown with 

the field. By and large, the most recent scholarship about spolia is still tackling the same 

buildings and architectural reuse as Deichmann and L’Orange half a century before, 

especially the Arch of Constantine and early Christian basilicas in Rome, and trying to read 

intention (or a lack thereof) into their reuse.13 This is due in part to the fact that spolia are 

essentially approached as art historical artifacts and viewed abstractly for their conceptual 

significance and how they reflect artistic trends.  

There are a few exceptions to these approaches, notably the work done by M. 

Greenhalgh and R. Coates-Stephens, which have advanced a more practical methodology of 

identifying and recording reuse of various kinds and which have been somewhat less 

concerned with the conceptual qualities of value and intention.14 Still, the majority of research 

                                                        
6 L’Orange and von Gerkan 1939; Deichmann 1940. 
7 Esch 1969. 
8 Kinney 2011, 1. For syntheses on the major post-structuralist thinkers like Foucault and Derrida, see Giddens 

1991; Harvey 1990 
9 See especially the collected essays in Kinney and Brilliant 2011. 
10 Greenhalgh 2011, 78-9. 
11 Kinney 1997; Greenhalgh 2011. 
12 Greenhalgh 2011, 79. 
13 E.g. Liverani 2011. 
14 Greenhalgh 1989; Greenhalgh 2009; Coates-Stephens 2001; Coates-Stephens 2002; 2003. 
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on reuse in the ancient and medieval worlds has been focused on how and why spolia, above 

all in medieval Rome, were reemployed.  

 

5.2 REUSE IN THE EARLY EMPIRE  
 

Reuse was undoubtedly a widespread practice in the ancient world. Kinney argues in 

general, “if stone blocks, bricks, and roof tiles are more easily obtained secondhand than 

manufactured, builders will reuse them.” The various ways in which pottery could be reused 

in the Roman period have been recently explored.15 Yet, there has, thus far, been little 

investigation into the reuse of other durable goods, like building materials, especially in the 

early empire.16 Such reuse gets only casual mention, if any, in the major volumes on imperial 

Roman architecture. There is some limited, but well-known evidence for the reuse of 

architectural elements, like at Pompeii, where fragments of marble slabs were reused after the 

earthquake in 62 CE to decorate bar-tops (Fig. 5.1), with partial inscriptions even visible on 

some.17 And there is additional evidence for the reuse of more prosaic building materials there 

as well.18 However, at the moment, there is no indication of how widespread these practices 

were for both regions and individual cities or what the role of reuse in the economy of 

building was.19 Given Kinney’s comment above, it seems that there should have been a good 

deal of reuse throughout the Roman period, unless there were particular reasons to use new 

materials, like prestige, politics or a dearth of building materials to reuse.  

There are two issues that come into play for early imperial reuse. First, reuse in the 

early imperial period rarely included decorative architectural elements of buildings. Therefore 

studies on the topic are generally relegated to the reuse of less prestige elements like bricks, 

mortar and rough stones, which were often locked away in the foundations and fabric of new 

buildings. This is qualitatively different from reuse in late antiquity, where architectural 

building spolia began to be used visibly, in a way that advertised its status as being reused.20 

Second, it does appear that there was quantitatively less reuse of building materials in the 

early imperial period compared to late antiquity. Social standing and reputation was a 

significant factor in the decision to build in the early empire.21 New materials, especially 

those that came from distant lands across the empire, would have been essential to garner the 

                                                        
15 Peña 2007, ch. 5-7. 
16 There is a recent D.Phil thesis on the subject, but it is not yet widely available: Barker 2011. 
17 Clayton Fant 2009, 5. 
18 Adam 1994, 116.  
19 Some inroads have been made on this question for Ostia by J. DeLaine, notably in her 2001 and 2002 (esp. p. 50 

and 53) works.  
20 Infra n. 30. 
21 Thomas 2007b, ch.4. 
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Figure 5.1: Restored bar-top at Pompeii with reused marble fragments (photo: Ben Demey, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 
license) 

 

most praise. Additionally, there was considerably more stone construction available to recycle 

in late antiquity after the major urban building projects of the first and second centuries. 

Before the third century, there would have been a less abundant supply of discarded building 

materials, especially as much stone and brick was locked up in actively used structures. This 

is seen in Pompeii, where reuse seems to have taken place more (or exclusively) after the 

earthquake. There would have been a demand for building materials greater than normal and a 

surplus of reusable material. It would not be surprising to find something similar in any post-

disaster (natural or man-made) city around the Mediterranean.  

 

5.3 CONCEPTUALIZING AND CATEGORIZING REUSE 
 

There is a wide range of activities that fit under the umbrella of reuse. There have been 

various attempts to categorize the types of reuse, although most have focused on fragments, 

rather than on whole buildings.22 Accordingly, a new classification framework is needed here 

for facilitating comparisons of the reuse of buildings across different sites, regions and 

                                                        
22 Stocker (1990) suggests three: casual, functional and iconic. Eaton (2000) reduces this to two: practical and 

meaningful. Greenhalgh (2011) goes a bit further and attempts to classify the full range of reuse and ends up 
with 17 categories. I have elsewhere suggested four ways to categorize the reuse of individual fragments 
(Underwood, forthcoming). For whatever reason, this trend to categorize is most common in Anglo-American 
scholarship, the present study included, and less so in other communities. 
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periods, allowing the identification of broader trends. As this study seeks to compare and 

identify such trends, a categorization of buildings—and not the destination of fragments—is 

essential for a quantitative approach. The groups laid out here are meant to simply categorize 

the varieties of reuse broadly and not necessarily delve into the rationale behind the action 

and to do so in a way that is concise and useful yet mutually exclusive. While these categories 

may be useful for other contexts and periods, they should not be taken as a universal outline 

of reuse and they will only be explored here in relation to examples from this study. The 

groupings are: 

 

1. Buildings Re-occupied and Converted Whole (Reuse in toto) 

This first category covers all buildings that were left more-or-less whole and intact and 

converted to other uses. There may have been multiple conversions over time, although this 

generally necessitates a longer period of time than that studied here. An example of this kind 

of reuse is the baths at Mulva in Spain, where the whole baths were reused as a good-sized 

house.23 This group would also cover the quite common phenomenon of circuit walls 

immuring spectacle buildings, or the somewhat less-common Christian reoccupation of a 

temple.24  

 

2. Buildings Re-occupied In Part (Reuse in parte) 

The second category of reuse includes buildings that were occupied only in part with 

minimal structural changes. This partial occupation could have been deliberate, if the new use 

was not significant enough to require the whole building, or could be the result of damage, if 

part of the building was unavailable. Most reoccupations of buildings for domestic or 

industrial purposes fit into this group, as they only used some part of the whole structure for 

these new activities. The East Baths at Lamta (Leptiminus) fit into this category. They were 

abandoned sometime before the fifth century when a portion of the baths collapsed, yet 

pottery kilns were installed in a different section in sixth century.25 Also in this category is the 

Colosseum, which, after the sixth century, was reused for grain storage, executions, housing 

and as a fortified refuge and place of worship, with each activity taking control of a portion of 

the building at different periods.26 Both categories 1 and 2 require that the building be at least 

partially standing, meaning that they generally occur in the late antique or early medieval 

period, before time and spoliation led to the complete burial, collapse or disappearance of 

many buildings. 

                                                        
23 Nielsen 1990, 2:15. 
24 On Christian reoccupation of temples, see Ward-Perkins 1999, 234; infra n. 72. 
23 Stirling et al. 2001, 67. 
26 Antonetti and Rea in Rea 2002, 283ff. 
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3. Buildings Totally Spoliated/Destroyed (Spoliation in toto) 

This category includes buildings that were taken apart for pieces and reused elsewhere. 

These buildings are often the most difficult to study archaeologically, as they leave few 

remains in situ, perhaps only foundations, and it is generally difficult to track non-decorative 

stones. An example of this kind of reuse is the theater at Sétif, where the cavea was 

dismantled for the extraction of stones in the sixth century, likely for the nearby Byzantine 

fortress. 

 

4. Buildings Partially Spoliated (Spoliation in parte) 

This category includes buildings that were only partially stripped of architectural 

features and other building materials.27 This could have happened before some reoccupation 

of the structure or could be carried out in an otherwise abandoned building. One example of 

this is the theater of Turin, where decorative elements of the building were pulled down to be 

used in the church while the structure was left standing.28 There are many other examples 

where the decorative elements—frequently marbles—were pulled from abandoned structures 

and reused or burned for lime.29  

 

5.4 THE REUSE OF PUBLIC ARCHITECTURE IN THE LATE ANTIQUE WEST, 

C.300-600 
 

As noted, while reuse was by no means exclusive to late antiquity, the particulars of the 

way it was practiced were demonstrably different in several ways. First, architectural 

fragments began to be commonly reused and reused in a visible way, which was not widely 

practiced in the imperial period. There is no hard date when this kind of reuse began to 

become widespread, but for the reuse of architectural fragments, there does seem to have been 

a conceptual shift allowing for an increased visibility, and in some cases spotlighting, of these 

elements around the beginning of the fourth century.30 Deichmann argues that there was a 

change in aesthetics that allows for this change in building practices around the reign of 

Constantine.31 At Ostia, this move towards more obvious reuse has been dated closer to the 

year 400.32  

                                                        
27 Timeframe is obviously an issue here between categories 3 and 4, as a building may be only partially spoliated 

several times over the centuries until nothing remains. For the purposes of this study, buildings must either be 
partially despoiled, or fully ruined during the period in question, which is a relatively narrow window.  

28 Christie 2009, 226. 
29 Greenhalgh (2009, 182-232) has a good explanation of the ways different types of fragments were used over 

time and also (2009, 45) some notes on the process of kilning marble. 
30 Elsner 2000, 154. 
31 Deichmann 1975, 5. 
32 Underwood 2013, 405. 
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A more significant change to the practice of reuse in late antiquity is that whole 

buildings began to be reused, in part or whole. This kind of reuse is exclusive to late 

antiquity. There are no examples of a public building being reused for a new purpose at any 

point in the early empire. There were instances where buildings went out of use, or were 

damaged by time, and replaced. However, this was always a process of building a new 

structure, not simply converting or reoccupying an existing one. Buildings could have uses 

added to them, like the expanded range of activities that took place in the Roman forum, or 

could be demolished and rebuilt, like the Golden House, but these are not fully the same as 

reoccupying and converting a standing structure. The reuse of buildings seems to have 

become more frequent from around the fourth century as well.  

On the one hand, these new ways of handling reuse can be seen as a strictly practical 

response to the situation in late antique cities of unused and perhaps ruinous (due to age, war, 

etc.) buildings. This helps explain, in part, why these practices started to shift after the fourth 

century, a time in which the fabric of the ancient city began to change gradually, but 

substantially. However, there is no reason to ignore all communication and intentionality in 

reuse.33 The reuse of materials, particularly in a visible way, could send strong messages 

about legitimacy and connections to the past. Both explanations are equally valid and no 

absolute framework about rationale in reuse can be established; each case must be taken 

individually, depending on the amount and visibility of reuse, the presence and use of 

inscriptions, etc.  

Together, these new phenomena provide the key to understanding the shifting patterns 

of reuse in late antiquity. The reuse of architectural fragments, however, is more a story of the 

elements themselves, which has already been studied in much scholarship on spolia. For this 

reason, the present study will instead largely focus on the patterns and trends for the reuse of 

public buildings in the late antique west.  

                                                        
33 Reuse is never fully ideological nor pragmatic, as Ward-Perkins (1999) shows. 
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Figure 5.2: Bath reuse across the West 
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Figure 5.3: Bath reuse by century 
 

5.4.1 BATHS AND WATER 

In terms of broad patterns for the Mediterranean West, baths were most often reused in 

the fourth century, with a decline in this practice in the fifth before an increase in the sixth 

(Fig. 5.2). This does not directly correlate with the disuse of baths, which peaked in the fifth 

century (Fig. 5.3). However, there is a large portion of these instances of reuse that are 

undated, so the picture might be somewhat skewed by a lack of evidence. This reuse was not 

totally chronologically uniform across the different regions (Fig. 5.4), which was largely a 

result of the patterns of disuse in each of the different regions.  

In Italy, there was a gradual loss of functioning baths from the fourth century onwards. 

Reuse declined simultaneously, which probably is a result of the declining stock of vacant 

structures over that time. In Gaul, the story is not totally dissimilar, with more reuse in the 

fourth century and less in the fifth century. There are no known examples of reuse in Gaul 

from after the fifth century, but there are a significant number of undated instances of reuse, 

which help explain this gap. Spain presents an unusual picture. It has, in the fourth century, 

the overall greatest number of examples of bath reuse. Perhaps this is explained by the 

comparatively large number of bath buildings (eight well-attested) that went out of use in the 

third and fourth centuries. There are no examples of reuse in the fifth century in Spain, but a 

few from the sixth and seventh. This odd situation is probably a problem with the dating 

evidence, rather than a reflection of any trend since there is no historical reason for disuse to 

have paused for a century. Finally, for North Africa, the greatest amount of reuse occurred 

later than elsewhere, which fits with the slightly later framework for nearly all African public 

building trends. 
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Figure 5.4: Bath reuse by region and century 
  

 

Figure 5.5: Bath reuse categories by century 
  

Bath buildings were reused in a variety of ways over time (Fig. 5.5). Category 1 —the 

reuse of a whole building—was the most common type in the fourth century, but quickly 

decreased afterwards. This is likely a result of the loss of the ability as well as need to convert 

whole buildings after the fourth century. The conversion of an entire building from one 

purpose to another shows some degree of planning and expense. Further, as churches began to 

take over social and political functions of the late antique city, there was no longer any need 

for multiple specialized buildings for these activities. One example of this kind of 
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reoccupation is the Forum Baths at Alcalá de Henares (see Chapter 3.4.3.4), where the bath 

was converted into a curial building in the fourth century.  

The second category of reuse, the reuse of buildings in part, was fairly common 

throughout the fourth to seventh centuries. There was more of this activity in the fourth and 

sixth centuries than the fifth and seventh. This category is also the most significant for the 

undated examples of reuse.  

Category 3 reuse (spoliation in toto) is exceptionally rare in this data, with only one 

example identified as having been reused in this way.34 This may reflect a problem with the 

evidence, as it is sometimes difficult to ascertain the level of spoliation in archaeological 

reports to say nothing of secondary studies. However, this may instead reveal the difficultly in 

fully erasing a public monument like a bath from the urban landscape, as seems to be the case 

with spectacle buildings. 

Finally, category 4 reuse, the spoliation of building materials, was not common until later 

than the other types. Bath buildings largely do not appear to have been reused in this way 

until the sixth century. One exception to this is the Forum Baths at Saint-Bertrand-de-

Comminges (see Chapter 3.4.2.4), where one section of the building was converted to a 

marble workshop in the fourth century (while the baths continued to function). This bath was 

further reused at some point after the beginning of the fifth century when graves were placed 

in parts of the building. The relatively late category 4 reuse seems to be particular to baths, at 

least in comparison to spectacle buildings.  

Baths were reused for a variety of secondary purposes (Fig. 5.6). There are a significant 

number of cases where the type of reuse has not been identified. Beyond this, the most 

common reuse for bath buildings across the West was for industrial purposes. This was quite 

frequent in North Africa, but reasonably common elsewhere. Stirling et al., connect industrial 

reuse to the fact that a bath building generally: 

"[was] solidly constructed, it offered large spaces, both covered and open [...], it had 

large waterproof pools suitable for preparing clay, furnaces, heat-resistant materials and 

rooms, large spaces suitable for throwing, firing, and storing amphorae or other vessels, 

and a functioning supply of water."35  

This sort of reuse is seen, for example, with the Baths at Teboulba, where a kiln was installed 

at an unknown date.36 Beyond industrial reuse, funerary and domestic reoccupations were the 

next most frequent forms of reuse. Finally, the least common type of reuse was as 

fortifications. There are several cases of this in North Africa, like the Large East Baths at 

Maktar, which were incorporated into a fortress, but they date from after the Justinianic 
                                                        

34 Bouet 2003b, 565. 
35 Ibid, 68. 
36 Stirling et al. 2001, 69. 
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reconquest, when a wide variety of buildings—anything reasonably solid—were adapted into 

fortified places. 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Bath reuse purpose 
 

Overall, baths were reused in a variety of ways throughout the period of 300-600. The 

most striking trend is how the total conversion of baths was confined to the fourth, and to a 

lesser degree to the fifth, century. The reuse of building materials shows the reverse trend, 

where spoliation does not appear to have occurred before the sixth century for baths. Also 

important is that baths were most often reused for industrial purposes, which is less common 

for spectacle buildings. This demonstrates the logic of reuse, which was not a haphazard 

process of reusing whatever empty structures were at hand, but in some cases one of utilizing 
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The relatively wide body of evidence for the reuse of baths stands in stark contrast to 

the current knowledge concerning aqueduct reuse. In large part this is due to the nature of 

these structures; there are considerably fewer ways to reuse a relatively narrow channel that 

was often underground and rural.  There were occasional instances of reuse in parte (Category 

2), when parts of the above-ground portions were incorporated into buildings as in Barcelona 

(Fig. 5.7), although this generally happened later than 600.37 The spoliation of aqueduct 

stones has not been widely studied, which is likely a result of the difficulty in tracking 

individual stones. A limited study of this type has been carried out with the Nîmes aqueduct, 

which showed that this type of reuse became widespread only in the twelfth century.38 

Interestingly, this study also showed that sinter was being chipped out and used for 

sarcophagus covers in the Visigothic or Frankish period. Similarly, deposits of this 

incrustation from Cologne were used as a marble substitute in buildings as far away as 

England and Scandinavia.39 Overall, given the number of aqueducts currently preserved and 

the number known to have been reused in other ways, it is safe to assume that the fate of most 

of these structures was complete or nearly complete spoliation.  

 

 

Figure 5.7: Aqueduct arches in Barcelona (photo: SBA73, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

 

                                                        
37 This also happened at Ostia. See Kuroda 2012. 
38 Fabre et al. 1991, 87. 
39 Grewe 1991; Hodge 1992, 231-2. 
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5.4.2 SPECTACLE BUILDINGS 

 

5.4.2.1 THEATERS 

There is good evidence from the across the West for the reuse of theaters, either 

through reoccupation or spoliation. By far the more frequent fate for theaters was to be 

reoccupied in part (Category 2), most often for housing. This is seen with the Carthage 

Theater, where houses, some of which had mosaic pavements, were built into the structure.40 

Occasionally theaters were reused for industrial installations, either lime or pottery kilns, 

olive presses or mills (at those theaters with cisterns from conversions to water spectacles). 

An example of this kind of reuse is the theater of Dougga (see Chapter 4.4.4.4), where oil 

presses were installed before the Vandal invasion.41 Finally, theaters were less frequently 

adapted to defensive purposes, seen at Ostia, where statue bases were placed in the openings 

to make a sort of fortress  (Fig. 5.8). This trend increased in the sixth century and beyond, as 

siege warfare became more frequent.  

Theaters were often taken apart for their decorations and stones (Categories 3 and 4). 

Sometimes these stones were used to redecorate another spectacle structure specifically, as at 

Tarragona (see Chapter 4.4.3.4). This instance of despoiling one entertainment structure to 

decorate another reinforces the fact that changing tastes influenced buildings (and likely the 

 

 

Figure 5.8: Statue base blocking theater entrance, Ostia (photo: author) 

                                                        
40 Ghaddhab 2008, 120. 
41 Ibid.  
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games they held) and that the destruction of one particular building did not mean the decline 

of spectacles in Roman cities across the board.42 More often however, theater buildings 

served generally as quarries for later buildings, including churches. This is seen in the textual 

evidence about the Arles Theater (see Chapter 4.4.2.4).43    

 

5.4.2.2 AMPHITHEATERS 

The reoccupation (Categories 1 and 2) of amphitheaters in late antiquity is well 

attested, including, most frequently, these structures being transformed into fortified places. 

There are a few early examples of amphitheaters being incorporated into city walls, either 

through using some portion of the standing structure as a part of the circuit wall, or, less 

commonly, through the reuse of the individual building stones. This latter is seen at Aquileia 

(see Chapter 4.4.1.4) with the amphitheater and the fourth century fortifications and also in 

several Byzantine cities.44 The total conversion of amphitheaters into fortresses was more 

common in the sixth century and later.  

Housing installed in the vaulting of amphitheaters was also common, as happened at 

Lucca, where the footprint of the amphitheater is still occupied by houses today (Fig. 5.9). 

However, most of this kind of reoccupation has not been well dated and may have taken place 

 

 

Figure 5.9: Photo-overlaid 3d model of the Piazza dell’Anfiteatro, Lucca (Image: Google Earth) 

                                                        
42 Supra Chapter 4.5. 
43 Loseby 1996, 62. 

 
44 Christie 2009, 227. 
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Figure 5.10: Spectacle building reuse in the West 
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after the period studied here. There is some limited evidence of Christian edifices inside 

arenas, seen for example at Arles and Nîmes, but these seem to have been built sometime in 

the middle ages.45 There is only one documented case of this conversion happening definitely 

before 600, at Tarragona. In a slightly different example, at Khoms, a room was found with 

Christian monograms of Constantinian type, suggesting it had been used for some religious 

purpose around the fourth century.46 Besides religious reoccupation, there is a single recorded 

instance of an industrial reuse of an amphitheater, at Cumae, where pottery kilns were found 

possibly as early as the fifth century.47 

 

5.4.2.3 CIRCUSES 

Because circuses were the least common type of spectacle building numerically, there 

is relatively little evidence for their late- and post-antique reuse.48 There are no instances of a 

structure being reused completely (Category 1) and only a few instances of partial 

reoccupation (Category 2). Where this kind of reuse happened, it was mostly domestic 

reoccupation, as with Tarragona Circus, where housing began to occupy the vaulting from the 

fifth century.49 In two cases, evidence points to Christian reoccupation of circuses, but these 

were generally later than the period under consideration here. Beyond these examples of 

reoccupation, there are two instances of spoliation, at Arles and Dougga; the stones of the 

latter were reused in the late antique or Byzantine fortification.  

 

5.4.2.4 SPECTACLE BUILDING OVERVIEW  

 

Figure 5.11: Spectacle building reuse (any kind) by century 
 

                                                        
45 Bomgardner 2000, 222. 
46 Leone 2007, 93. 
47 Basso 2003, 906. 
48 There is, of course, good information about their late continued use in some western cities and their growing 

importance in the Byzantine east. See supra ch. 4 n. 104.  
49 Dupré Raventós 2004, 65.  
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Figure 5.12: Spectacle building reuse by region and century 
 

 

Figure 5.13: Spectacle building reuse categories by century 
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The reuse of spectacle buildings was widespread across the late antique West (Fig. 

5.10). But this reuse is not strongly correlated to chronology of disuse for these buildings, as 

the peak of abandonment and reuse were not successive (Fig. 5.11). Overall, the fourth and 

fifth centuries show a slight increase in the number of examples of reuse before a large jump 

in the sixth. This is surprising, as the number of disused spectacle buildings did not increase 

across this period—in fact, it dropped considerably. The early uniformity may be a reflection 

of the relatively slow decline of spectacle buildings, as compared to other public monuments. 

Still, a slightly clearer picture comes from looking at the chronology broken down by region 

(Fig. 5.12). In Italy, the reuse of spectacle buildings was fairly evenly distributed over three 

centuries, with a preponderance in the sixth century. This seems to reflect the fact that  

spectacle buildings went out of use in Italy relatively slowly. In Gaul, reuse is largely 

confined to the fourth and fifth centuries. This is likely connected to the fact that most 

spectacle buildings in Gaul seem to have gone out of use in the fourth century. In Spain, the 

sixth century was the period of greatest reuse. This is somewhat unexpected at least in 

comparison with Italy and Gaul, as most spectacle buildings in Spain went out of use in the 

course of the fourth century, with only a few lasting until the fifth. Finally, in North Africa, 

the sixth century was the primary period of reuse of spectacle buildings, which must be 

connected to the Byzantine military presence.  

Considering the ways in which spectacle buildings were reused over time, several 

trends are apparent (Fig. 5.13). First, reuse in toto (Category 1) was never especially common 

in any period. It was rare in the fourth and fifth centuries, but increased in both quantity and 

as a percentage of all reuse in the sixth century. This trend can also be explained with the 

increase in the reuse of spectacle buildings in fortifications in this century. Reuse in parte 

(Category 2) is not recorded for the third century, but was roughly consistent in frequency in 

the fourth and fifth centuries and increased slightly in the sixth century. Overall, this type of 

reuse accounted for about half of the number of examples in each century. Similarly, 

spoliation in toto (Category 3) was present in each century, but was never particularly 

widespread. This shows, especially for large monumental spectacle buildings, how difficult it 

is to completely clear away a building of this scale. It may further indicate, considered along 

with the relatively small amount of spoliation in parte (Category 4), that the use of whole or 

part of buildings preserved the structures largely intact until beyond the scope of this study. 

Finally, the ways in which spectacle buildings were reused are dominated by domestic 

and defense purposes (Fig. 5.14). This latter was fairly logical reuse, as most spectacle 

buildings, especially theaters and amphitheaters, were built with strong vaulting around a 

central, mostly open space. Further, the exterior supporting walls of these structures were 

generally quite thick—as they were constructed to be loadbearing—which made for a robust 

fortress. 
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Figure 5.14: Spectacle building reuse purpose 
 

Domestic reoccupation of monumental buildings was a widespread phenomenon in late 

antiquity, similar to baths. The reuse of spectacle buildings as fortifications was fairly 

common, but was largely a sixth century tendency. The third most common reuse was for 

Christian occupation, with a number of churches and chapels built into the open spaces or 

vaulting of the buildings.50 A number of spectacle buildings were reused in a funerary 

capacity, occasionally alongside a domestic reuse. Finally, there were a few industrial 

installations installed in spectacle buildings. These were almost always reused in parte 

(Category 2), as they occupied only one small space.  

Chronologically, the reuse of spectacle buildings did not exactly align with their disuse, 

particularly in cases of the buildings being converted into fortresses some time after they were 

abandoned. We might attribute the major cause for this rise to the bellicose sixth century, with 
                                                        

50 These three most significant reuses, Christian, fortification and habitation, are echoed in Pinon (1990, 107), who 
derives 56%, 38% and 68%, respectively, within a group of 50 amphitheaters. 
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wars in Italy and the military occupation of North Africa, both regions with almost all the 

examples of spectacle building reuse. In North Africa alone, 17 buildings are known to have 

been reoccupied as forts in the sixth century. If we temporarily ignore these examples, the 

number of sixth and seventh century reuses drops to a similar number as the fourth and fifth 

centuries, suggesting an otherwise relatively constant amount of reuse of spectacle buildings 

through the period of 300-600. Still, the notable increase in reuse in the sixth century is 

interesting in light of the fact that the great majority of spectacle buildings were disused by 

the fifth century. So while the building supply existed from the fourth century, for some 

reason, there was no demand to reuse them, or such demand could not be fulfilled until later. 

Yet it seems strange that a perfectly useful building would not be reused in some capacity, 

which may suggest that these buildings were protected or reserved by civic authorities until 

they were really needed. This leads to issues of ownership and control of these buildings in 

the late antique city, which will be explored below. Less clear, however, is why there was an 

increase in the amount of reuse across Spain in the sixth century, where there was only 

limited Byzantine occupation.  

 

5.5 TRENDS  
 

The overall picture of reuse in the late antique Mediterranean West is complicated, with 

many kinds of reuse over a long period; nevertheless, several trends are apparent. First, the 

most common type of reuse in the period 300-600 was reoccupation in parte (Category 2) 

(Fig. 5.15). It is important to note that this kind of reuse does not continue over the longue 

durée. The significant majority of Roman buildings were eventually demolished or destroyed 

and likely reused in some capacity for their building materials, making reoccupation 

impossible, although this took many centuries in some cases. Reoccupation in toto (Category 

1) and partial spoliation (Category 4) were both equally represented, and complete spoliation 

(Category 3) was the least common. For this last trend, there are probably a variety of reasons 

why most structures were not obliterated before 600. Their accessibility and utility for reuse, 

before time and age contributed to their ruin, must have played a part. But additionally, large 

structures, like spectacle buildings, would have been difficult to fully destroy in a relatively 

short period, especially through the kind of piecemeal spoliation that was most common. For 

spoliation overall, building materials were reused in whatever new construction was occurring 

in the early medieval city, which was most often churches or city walls (Fig. 5.16). 
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Type of Reuse Number of Examples 

Reuse in toto (Cat. 1) 30 

Reuse in parte (Cat. 2) 89 

Spoliation in toto (Cat. 

3) 

14 

Spoliation in parte 

(Cat. 4) 

26 

Total 159 
Figure 5.15: Overall reuse numbers 

 

 
Figure 5.16: Reused decorative stones in late antique or Byzantine fortification at Dougga (photo: Institute for the Study of the 

Ancient World, flickr.com, used under CC BY 2.0 license) 
 

Second, while buildings overall were reused for many purposes, there was a slight, yet 

clear correlation between the type of structure and the secondary use. Baths were most 

frequently reused for industrial purposes and housing, and spectacle buildings for housing and 

fortifications. This was in large part a reflection of practical concerns. Baths had open spaces, 
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waterproof basins and, at least in theory, a regular supply of water.51 Spectacle buildings, as 

noted, had a combination of open spaces in the arenas or orchestra and strong wall and 

concrete vaulting that was useful as a foundation for other structures.52  

However, beyond this tailored reuse, there was a large amount of generalized 

reoccupation, often for housing and burials. For baths and spectacle buildings both, domestic 

and funerary reuse (both separate and mixed) accounts for essentially half of the instances. 

There seems to be no overarching pattern for the placement of houses and graves. In many 

cases houses reused the vaulting of the structures, but in some, they were placed on the arena 

floor. Further, in some situations, graves were inserted inside the building, like the circus at 

Arles, and sometimes around it, like the theater at Ventimiglia. No matter their position, the 

presence of graves was associated with the complete disuse of the structure in a way that the 

presence of housing was occasionally not, as at Tarragona. Generally isolated graves were 

more common in the fourth and fifth centuries, with whole buildings being used as 

necropoleis somewhat later.  

 

 
Figure 5.17: Overall reuse by region 

 

                                                        
51 This is an interesting point, given the lack of knowledge about the late antique aqueduct upkeep in most cities. If 

we assume that industrial operations, like fuller’s workshops or pottery kilns, were drawn to baths at least in 
part for the access to water, it is reasonable to conclude that aqueducts continued to flow for much of late 
antiquity. Conversely, it may be that such industrial operations were drawn for the spaces and watertight basins 
and that water was supplied only from rain collection and/or wells.  

52 Of course, there were still limitations and inconveniences for such conversions, like the lack of water in most 
spectacle buildings cum fortresses, the irregular surfaces (including pools and basins) and unstable 
superstructures of spectacle buildings and baths turned into domestic spaces. These were, fundamentally, still 
conversions of buildings. 
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Both elements of reuse are significant. Together, the reoccupation of previously public 

structures for domestic use and the appearance of burials within city boundaries reflect 

important shifts in urbanism that occurred only in late antiquity. The idea of intramural 

burials alone suggests a change in the legal and cultural standards of the civic authorities of 

the Roman city, but the fact that such burials often were inserted around or even within 

previously public buildings shows a significant change in the urban order. These examples of 

reuse reveal the transformations of urban control in late antiquity, where private interests 

overtook public authority. 

Finally, there was relatively little variation in geographical terms (Fig. 5.17). The main 

difference between Italy, Gaul, Spain and North Africa was the particular chronology of 

reuse, which was more a product of the histories of buildings in those individual regions. This 

was a reflection on both the different pace of urban development in the regions—especially in 

Africa—and, to a limited degree, the post-Roman political history of each, especially the 

ubiquity of conflicts focused on cities. Overall, there was no way in which one region reused 

buildings completely differently from another, which further shows that the reuse of a wide 

variety of buildings was a pan-Mediterranean practice and must have been a practical and 

perhaps unavoidable fix to the problem of unused monumental buildings.  

 

5.6 REUSE AND THE LATE ANTIQUE CITY 
 

5.6.1 PRESERVATION AND LAW 

Besides identifying the broad patterns of reuse in public monuments, this study can 

provide several insights into the development of the late antique city and its architecture. 

First, as noted, the reuse of public monuments is a reflection of the decline of civic order and 

law in late antique cities. Brenk argues that under imperial rule, “no one but the emperor had 

juridical authority to pull down dilapidated public buildings and to have their construction 

materials removed,” but that in late antiquity, “old structures in the provinces were more and 

more frequently pulled down or plundered by private individuals, the comes or the bishops.”53 

Unfortunately, he provides no evidence to substantiate claims about imperial permission, but 

it seems clear that control of the urban landscape was a matter of public concern and subject 

to public authority—either local or imperial—of some kind. The letters of Pliny to Trajan that 

deal with buildings in Bithynia give the indication that the emperor had at least some interest 

(although he rarely gave direct consent) in provincial building projects. The evidence of the 

mid-imperial Digest in the Corpus Iuris Civilis lends support to this. It reads: “it is stated by 

                                                        
53 Brenk 1987, 106. 
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the Imperial Constitutions that it is not lawful for a new work to be constructed at the public 

expense without the authority of the Emperor.”54  

Emperors in late antiquity continued to discourage the ruination of all types of 

monuments.55 They limited builders trying to reuse fragments taken from old public buildings 

(e.g. Cod. Theo. 15.1.19, issued in 376), demanded that the ornament of the cities be protected 

(Cod. Theo. 16.10.15, issued in 399), decreed that this care was the responsibility of city 

councilors (Cod. Theo. 15.1.37, issued in 398) and outlawed parasitic buildings attached to 

old structures (Cod. Theo. 15.1.25, issued in 389). The Digest collects some pronouncements 

that forbid taking building materials from private buildings (47.3), or forbidding the use of 

public space for private purposes (43.7-10), but these do not have the range of prohibitions 

found in the later imperial codes, suggesting the problem grew in scope in late antiquity.  

Interestingly, there are pronouncements that demand the repair of old buildings before 

the construction of new ones (Cod. Theo.15.1.17, issued in 365) and allow for buildings (at 

least in Rome) to be pulled down and reused for materials—with the emperors’ permission—

if the structures were beyond repair (NMaj 4.4). These two laws deal with a kind of reuse that 

is essentially reoccupation and spoliation, showing that there was some legal tolerance for 

these practices in the late empire. The latest decrees concerning reuse come from Ostrogothic 

Italy, where a formula from the Variae (7.44) transfers the ownership of buildings to those 

who would restore them to their former beauty. There are three specific grants of this kind 

recorded in the Variae, two from Rome (the Porticus Curva and a State Granary, which was 

noted to be given for free) and one from Spoleto.56 In all of these cases, decrepit structures 

were alienated from public ownership for the purposes of maintenance and basic preservation. 

The stated goal of all these pronouncements was to preserve the ornament of a city.57 

The fact that laws had to be made about spoliation in late antiquity, when there were 

previously few, and that they apparently did little to stop the practice, shows a change in the 

urban environment from the fourth century onwards. Repair was certainly encouraged and, 

judging from the Codex, reoccupation (with the transfer of ownership of the property) with 

the purpose of repair was sanctioned.  

 

5.6.2 REUSE AND AGENCY 

Despite these ambitions, little of the reoccupation that occurred in late antique 

buildings seemed to improve the structure in practice. Such a disconnect between theory and 

reality shows therefore that the reuse of buildings, especially in the context of spoliation, 

                                                        
54 Corpus Iuris Civilis 50.10.3 (Trans. S.P. Scott). 
55 Alchermes 1994. 
56 Cassiod. Var. 4.30, 3.29, 4.24. 
57 Ibid, 172. 
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repudiated the underlying motivation behind imperial law and instead advanced individual 

interests over the rule of law. This suggests that the civic authorities who had wielded power 

to prevent such privatization and ruination in the imperial period had clearly ceased to exist, 

or to practice their authority, by the fifth century in the West, and that the structures of power 

in the city had been upset. While there is relatively little direct evidence for the micro-level 

developments in terms of permission, we can reasonably assume a few agents—notably those 

who had ownership or at least nominal control over ruins and under whose care the ruins 

passed into their secondary use—involved in reuse at different points in the evolution of the 

late antique city. 

During the imperial period, and probably for the first century of the period covered 

here, civic authorities (or sometimes imperial within Rome) operated and controlled public 

monuments in cities.58 The curatores rei publicae in particular were responsible for looking 

into and rebuilding derelict buildings.59 As the disuse of buildings began to accelerate from 

the fourth century, we can reasonably imagine that these authorities had some interest in 

avoiding derelict buildings and would have explored mechanisms to preserve their civic 

heritage, or at least the basic structure of their cities. Jones argues that after 401, all urban 

sites and buildings were granted in perpetual lease to councils or guilds and that “it was 

enacted that if any petitioner asked for such a property, it should be conceded only if the 

council concurred that the property in question was a vacant lot which contributed nothing to 

the beauty or use of the city.”60 This suggests that the rules regarding ownership and access to 

vacant buildings changed significantly from the fifth century.  

The legal framework for public buildings outlined in the previous section gives another 

indication of the changing approaches to derelict buildings and it may be that a number of 

public buildings were passed into the control of an individual by the same process seen in the 

Variae. Perhaps the more significant instances of reuse, like the conversion of whole 

structures, were sanctioned by the city council, possibly with some form of remuneration 

attached. This may go some way to explain the prevalence of reuse in toto, at least for baths 

in the fourth and fifth centuries, when civic councils still held some authority over the disused 

buildings in their cities. Loseby goes so far as to suggest that the sorts of reoccupation that 

were seen in Arles in the fourth and fifth centuries could not have taken place without 

encouragement from civic authorities and that this process of reuse “does not amount to […] 

                                                        
58 This was certainly the case with spectacle buildings, although there were some smaller baths that were owned 

and operated by individuals for profit and not on behalf of the curia. 
59 Lomas 2003, 30. 
60 Jones 1973, 1:733. 
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chaos.”61 Another instance of this may be the Gerontius inscription on the Colosseum, which 

seems to indicate official permission for this vir spectabilis to spoliate the structure.62  

However, the gradual decline of the curiae and therefore the authority of the office 

from the fourth century meant that they would have slowly lost the ability (and likely the 

desire) to control and direct the reuse of buildings. The temporary weakening of authority in 

the city as a result of evolving power structures would have opened the door for other non-

state agents to take possession of vacant structures. In some cases, these were probably 

individuals who managed through whatever means to simply secure access to and control 

over a formerly public building. And the curiae, likely burdened with multiple abandoned 

buildings, may have simply turned a blind eye to this unsanctioned reoccupation. As Ward-

Perkins argues: 

“This, we might reasonably assume, was a purely pragmatic process, with individuals 

taking over buildings and encroaching onto public space, entirely for their own selfish 

advantage; and the public authorities either losing control of their property, or 

alienating it in return for political or monetary advantage”63 

Ellis suggests that this informal squatting could have been legitimized retroactively by a 

formal sale to the new occupier.64 This whole process, can be summed up as “a recognition of 

monumental redundancy, and, at least initially, an orderly relaxation, or redefinition, of the 

boundaries between public and private space.”65 

Finally, by the sixth century in most cities of the West, the curial and imperial 

administration had been replaced by a slightly more ad-hoc organization of the bishop, the 

king’s representatives and other powerful landholders. The control of the remains of Roman 

public buildings at this point would have been a process of negotiation between these 

competing interests, or whoever held the most power at a given moment. In some recorded 

episodes in the early middle ages, there seems to be a high degree of uncertainty over who 

actually held the property rights to various buildings.66 In some cities, like Rome by the 

seventh century, all monuments seem to have passed into the control of the popes.67 The 

quantity of marble that was reemployed in churches in this period helps confirm the role of 

the bishop in control over disused buildings. The fact that many spectacle buildings were 

fortified only in the sixth century, after a period of disuse, might suggest instead that they 

remained nominally in the control of civic authorities (the distinction between this group and 

                                                        
61 Loseby 1996, 54. 
62 Rea and Pani in Rea 2002, 153-60. 
63 Ward-Perkins 1999, 241. 
64 Ellis 1998, 237. 
65 Loseby 1996, 54. 
66 Kinney 1986, 389. 
67 Ward-Perkins 1984, 205. 
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ecclesiastical authorities, of course, was growing less clear), who choose to convert them to a 

defensive purpose when circumstances required it. The large number of spolia blocks that 

ended up in early medieval walls also supports this. Yet further complicating the issue is that 

many of these conversions were carried out under conquering armies (like the Byzantines in 

Africa and Italy), which is perhaps more indicative of the influence that came with an army 

than of any internal power negotiations. In sum, as much as amphitheaters were frequently 

used as fortresses, they were not universally used in this way (nor were any structures reused 

in universal patterns), meaning that each case must have been an individual response to local 

conditions and whatever authorities exercised the most influence (or failed to exercise 

influence) at a particular moment. 

Finally, we can also turn briefly to the other side of spoliation, to the people who 

reoccupied these alienated structures. Literary accounts of reuse often suggest that it was done to 

provide accommodation to refugees, from both war and famine.68 And this seems to be the 

standard line in much of the scholarship on the late antique city as well. While Ellis notes the 

danger in singling out “all cases of housing in public buildings,” he does advance the argument 

that much of this kind of reoccupation was done by local aristocrats to provide housing for newly 

arrived peasants in order to expand their client-base.69 Unfortunately, there is no direct evidence 

about the identities and origins of the occupiers of these structures. However, it would seem 

unusual that in a time of notable urban population decline, new city-dwellers would be pressed 

into reoccupying a formerly public building (unless it was a deliberate choice, or as Ellis 

suggests, an elite strategy). We might instead imagine this sort of reuse broadly as “a rational 

reapportionment of space in response to changing social frameworks in the population and in the 

function and priorities of a city.”70 Yet the evaluation of these kinds of changes to space is not 

suited to a macro-survey; it requires consideration of local conditions and circumstances. 

 

5.6.3 REUSE AND MEMORY 

The significance of reuse for the late antique city does not stop at the indication of the 

transitions to civic authority, but extends to the role that buildings played in urban society, 

particularly through the concept of memory. The way that reuse interacts with social memory 

has attracted considerable scholarly attention, most often in relation to prehistoric 

monuments, but also for Roman spolia.71 It has less frequently been applied to the reuse of 

whole buildings. Reuse generally can be placed on a continuum between a motivation that 

involves a message or meaning and a motivation that comes from basic need. So buildings 
                                                        

68 Ellis 1998, 237. 
69 Ibid, 238-9. 
70 Esmonde Cleary 2013, 413. 
71 Prehistoric monuments in Anglo-Saxon England: Williams 1998; Roman spolia in a Byzantine church: 

Papalexandrou 2003. 
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reused in the former capacity, with an explicit or implicit message, can be seen as having an 

obvious connection to memory in that their primary use has definitely influenced their 

secondary use. In this study, however, there were only a few examples with a reasonably 

obvious ideological charge, in which reuse was really reappropriation of a building. One 

example is the martyrial chapel on floor of the Tarragona amphitheater. This shows clearly 

the interaction of memory and structure since the chapel was built to commemorate the 

martyrs who died as a result of the primary function of the structure. But this kind of 

transformation is quite rare, as are other similar reoccupations like of temple to church 

conversions.72  

In the instances of reuse studied here, the great majority fall much closer to the 

practical end of the continuum. Yet, the memory of a monument does not have to stand 

completely in opposition to its practical reuse; buildings could be reused to fulfill a basic need 

and yet be recognized and remembered for their original purpose. The appropriation and reuse 

of the social memory of a structure could take many forms and serve both narrative and 

commemorative purposes.73 This diversity in memory reuse parallels the many forms of reuse 

of the building and its fragments.  

As Coates-Stephens argues, “The significant factor would seem to be more the 

despoilers’ (and the audience’s) knowledge or belief regarding the precise source of the re-

used materials, rather than such materials’ intrinsic worth or form.” The problem, of course, 

with attempting to understand how new occupants remembered and perceived ancient 

buildings is that there is little source material. Procopius reports that the Vandals passed their 

time enjoying themselves in baths, theaters and hippodromes, suggesting that they were quite 

clearly aware of the functions of the Roman buildings in the cities they conquered.74 

Similarly, in the Anglo-Saxon poem, “The Ruined City” the narrator is well aware of the 

activities that happened in the then-ruinous baths and the importance of the city wall for a 

Roman city. Most tellingly, perhaps, is an inscription from the baths at Guelma that records 

their conversion into a fortress. It reads:  

 

 

                                                        
72 Ward-Perkins (1999, 236) and Esmonde Cleary (2013, 121) both think that Christian reuse of temples is quite 

rare. Vaes (1989, 306), in contrast, notes that Christian reuse of public buildings in Italy is very common, 
although does not consider temples separately from other structures in his figures. The problem with this type 
of conversion is the difficulty in determining an active, religiously-motivated conversion from the practical 
reuse of abandoned buildings that seems to drive most other conversion. Esmonde Cleary (2013, 121) notes 
that most temple conversions in Gaul and Spain took place in the sixth century, which was likely some time 
after they went out of use. For further information on the destruction of temples by Christians, see Goodman 
2011 (for Gaul), Arce 2011 (for Spain) and Sears 2011 (for North Africa). 

73 For a good introduction to the concept of social memory and its applicability to archaeology see Van Dyke and 
Alcock 2003. 

74 Procop. Goth. 4.6.7. 
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una et bis senas turres crescebant in ordine totas. | 

mirabilem operam cito constructa videtur. 

posticius | sub termas balteo concluditur ferro,  

nu[ll]us malorum | poterit erigere man(us). 

Patrici Solomon(is) insti[tu]tion(em) nemo | expugnare valevit. defensio martir(um) 

tuet[u]r posticius ipse. | 

Clemens et Vincentius, martir(es), custod(iunt) in[t]roitum ipsum.75 

 

One and twice six towers rose up all in a line. 

The swift construction appears a marvellous work. 

The postern below the baths is surrounded with a belt of iron, 

No hand of the wicked will be able to be raised against it. 

Nobody shall prevail to take the fortification of the Patrician Solomon. 

The postern itself is watched over by the protection of the martyrs. Clemens and 

Vincentius, martyrs, guard the very entrance.  

 (Trans. Wilson 1997, 241) 

 

Together these seem to indicate that the original function of these structures was not 

immediately forgotten, even if it was considered secondary to the new use. Extrapolating 

from these limited examples, it stands to reason that the people who built wooden houses into 

the Bologna Theater, for example, had some conception of the structure they were reusing, 

even if their actions were driven by need for a solidly built foundation. If they recognized it as 

a theater, or simply as some monument of the past, is beyond our reach to understand. Surely 

the first generation who witnessed its disuse would have understood the purpose of the 

structure. But would the fourth generation after still understand? Folk memory can be a strong 

means of passing knowledge between generations. But its survival would depend on whether 

that knowledge was important enough in the first instance to be codified and passed down.  

Nevertheless, the impact that reused buildings and reused fragments had on the 

landscape of the late antique city should not be minimized. In a very clear sense, the remains, 

however ruinous or not, of most Roman public monuments could not be missed in the urban 

landscape, even if some had fundamentally lost their meaning in the post-Roman world.  As 

this study has observed, very few buildings were completely spoliated to the point of 

disappearing and must therefore have been bulks of masonry in the early medieval city. 

Exactly how these antique landmarks were viewed—from reminders of a classical past, to 

eyesores or dangerous, off-limits ruins—would depend on whether a building had been 
                                                        

75 IlAlg I.267 = CIL VIII.5352. 
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reoccupied (and to what degree) along with its visibility and state of preservation. But many 

of them at least served as a landmark for residents and, in the case of pilgrimage sites like 

Rome, for visitors. While slightly beyond the scope of this study, the eighth or ninth century 

Einsiedeln Itinerary notes a number of imperial-era monuments, like the Arch of Septimius 

Severus or the markets of Trajan that were still partially preserved and served as signposts for 

visitors. Perhaps more apt is Ammianus, who notes the amazement that Constantius II felt 

when viewing the Forum of Trajan, thinking that he would never be able to accomplish 

anything of that kind.76 In this way, the still-used monument was a memory of a grand, but 

definitively bygone, past. 

Rome generally has more evidence of this type than other cities; much of it points to 

the incorporation of classical monuments and even some façadism (i.e. keeping the exterior 

façade of a building while significantly reorganizing the interior), which indicate that many 

monuments continued to be viewed for their aesthetic qualities, or possibly even for a 

connection to (or appropriation of) a classical heritage.77 While the evidence is limited in 

terms of its role, reuse, both of materials and buildings, which was ubiquitous in cities across 

the Mediterranean from 300-600, must have provided a conceptual, memorial link between 

the monumental past of the imperial era and the late antique present.  

 

5.7 CONCLUSIONS 
 

Overall, this chapter has sought to answer two questions about late antique public 

monuments in the Western Mediterranean: when did it become acceptable to reuse a building, 

either in whole or for materials? And for what purposes could they be reused? In summary 

answer to the first question, there was considerable variation, depending on the type of 

building and the region. Buildings first had to go out of use before they could be reused, an 

process that varied chronologically across the West and by the type of structure. Additionally, 

there was generally not a direct connection between disuse and reuse. Nevertheless, the 

patterns of reuse are largely similar across the Mediterranean West. They show accelerating 

reuse over this period, for a variety of purposes. Private interests of different kinds 

encroached on public and communal spaces. This more strongly reflects a shift in power and 

values that reduced restraints on the residential, commercial, funerary, industrial actions of 

private individuals than any notion of appropriation. Perhaps there is some exception to this in 

the conversion of temples (which is not covered here), although that process is not as 

                                                        
76 Amm. Marc. 15. 
77 Goodson 2011. 
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straightforward as it may seem.78 The second question has a somewhat more diverse answer. 

Buildings could be reoccupied for a number of purposes. They were most often connected to 

the original function of the structure, but there was a significant amount of generalized reuse, 

for housing, burials and the like.  

Parts of buildings also could be reused for a variety of purposes, although this has not 

extensively been the focus of this thesis. The reuse of building elements is most closely tied to 

traditional spolia studies, of which there are many. Yet there is still a significant gap in our 

understanding of the mechanisms for the reuse of non-decorative building elements and how 

reuse was practiced outside late antique Rome. There has been no systematic attempt to track 

reuse beyond an individual site. Nor has there been any attempt to answer questions like what 

sorts of elements were the most often spoliated and conversely what was the most often left in 

situ, a notion which Lavan calls “differential spoliation.”79 Overall, to better understand the 

late antique city, more work is needed to reveal the full scope of reuse along with its limits. 

This can shed significant light on the changing values of urban monuments, both 

economically and ideologically.  

                                                        
78 Supra n. 72. 
79 Lavan 2013a, 80.  
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CHAPTER 6: ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Between the years 300 and 600 CE, the cities of the Western Mediterranean underwent 

a series of profound transformations. One of the clearest expressions of these shifts is in the 

history of public monuments, which were fundamental markers of an early imperial Roman 

city. Each of the building types studied here, baths, aqueducts and each of the spectacle 

buildings, has its own history of use, disuse and reuse; taken together, these histories show 

both the changing role of public monuments and some important aspects of the evolving late 

antique cityscape. This chapter will briefly outline the broad trends that have been 

established, before exploring in greater depth the clusters of factors—technology, finance, 

leadership, law and cultural change—that have been put forward as explanations for these 

changes. It will identify the most important elements in these factors and put forward a model 

explaining the end of use for these public monuments in late antique cities. 

One of the major trends that this study has revealed is that each particular kind of 

building had distinct histories and evolution. Most (but certainly not all) public monuments 

from the early empire were in use in 300; by 600, very few, if any, were still being used. But 

each type of monument covered in this study had a different path to this ultimate disuse. This 

is seen most clearly in baths, which largely went out of use before spectacle buildings. Yet 

even within spectacle buildings, circuses continued to be built and repaired and restored much 

longer than theaters. The reasons that each building type fell out of use at various rates are 

more related to the purposes for which they were used. Bathing practices and spectacle 

performances changed in late antiquity, which influenced how long some buildings remained 

in use over others. Further, the patterns of reuse for each type of building are slightly 

different, particularly in their secondary purpose, but also, to a degree, in their chronology. 

The second key trend is that the patterns for new construction, repairs, use, disuse and 

reuse for each building type do not vary significantly across regions. There are no major 

outliers in terms of the chronology of these phases, suggesting that these trends were a 

reflection of a changing, but integrated, political and economic situation across the 

Mediterranean West. However, there is some slight variation in this chronology that must be 

accounted for. Public monuments were built and went out of use marginally earlier in Spain 

and Gaul than elsewhere, which can be accounted for with their peripheral location relative to 

the center of power in the empire—evidenced in part in the breakaway movements there in 

the third century—as well as the proximity of Gaul to the northern limes which would have 

impacted developments in cities, either through destruction or disruption to the financial 

structures that underpinned urban development. In contrast, in North Africa, all patterns of 

public building were delayed roughly a century in comparison to the rest of the Western 
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Mediterranean. New building continued well into the fourth century and the widespread 

disuse of public monuments did not occur until the fifth century, roughly coincident with the 

arrival of the Vandals. The causes of this shifted chronology for Africa are complex and 

difficult to conclusively ascertain. Scholars have noted an increase in some monumental 

urban building there in the later second century (as opposed to the Julio-Claudian peak 

elsewhere), which have been explained in various ways, from an a boom in olive oil 

production increased the wealth of the region, to greater competitive euergetism among 

elites.1 The slightly later continuation of public building in Africa seems to be partially a 

result of the comparably late start of that practice and partially a result of the fact that region 

did not suffer the same level of warfare and invasions before the end of the fourth century that 

the other regions did, leading to more political stability and urban prosperity. Italy, in which 

the chronology of public building was closer to Africa, remained the center of imperial power 

and Roman culture through the mid-fifth century, which meant more access to imperial 

funding to repair classical monuments as well as more cultural demand for them. So while 

most public monuments in the late antique west were on roughly the same trajectory, there 

was some minor variation as a result of particular the political, economic and historical 

circumstances. 

Yet within this more-or-less consistent backdrop, this study has shown that public 

buildings at major centers of imperial or governmental activity had a considerably different 

history than other cities, even in the same region. This is seen throughout the data, with late 

baths at Aquileia and Ostia and late spectacle buildings at Arles and Carthage. The 

persistence of public building in these main cities was likely a combination of the funds, both 

private and public, that accompanied bureaucrats and governors and the more intangible 

conceptions of urban aesthetics and tradition that were often part of imperial ideology that 

filtered through them (explored further below). These two elements were necessarily 

interconnected: without funds, the idea of the traditional Roman city would have been 

ineffectual and without these guiding urban principles, funding could be used on other urban 

projects—which it eventually was—as with churches. While much of this patronage centered 

on seats of power faded away in the post-Roman period, some Gothic kings like Theoderic 

continued this tradition into the early years of sixth century. 

 

 

 

                                                        
1 Olive oil: Mattingly 1988; Euergetism: Quinn and Wilson 2013, 50. 
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6.1 EXPLANATIONS FOR THE END AND REUSE OF THIS GROUP OF PUBLIC 

MONUMENTS 
 

 This study has shown that there is no single pattern of decline for public monuments. 

As a consequence, the physical fabric of the late antique city generally cannot be considered 

to be declining as a monolithic entity. Some elements were changing, some declining and 

some growing. The causes behind these changes to public buildings in this period can be 

grouped into clusters relating to technology, finance, leadership, law and cultural changes. 

The explanations that were specifically relevant to particular buildings were explored in each 

chapter. The following discussion will survey these clusters more generally. Additionally, 

there are essentially two stories being told about monuments in late antiquity here: one 

follows the continued use, maintenance and end of use and the other looks at reuse. While 

these two are fundamentally related, they are different processes and do not stem from exactly 

the same causes and therefore cannot be explained in precisely the same terms. Accordingly, 

explanations for the lives of public monuments will be explored first and their afterlives 

second. Finally, while the factors outlined in this discussion are broadly applicable to many of 

the changes in the late antique city beyond water and spectacle buildings, this synthesis 

focuses primarily on the buildings studied in this work. 

  

6.1.1 TECHNOLOGY  

Most simply, the construction of a building requires four things: the desire or reason to 

build, supplies to build with, the skill to construct and cultural acceptability.2 The issue of 

technology relates to the building, maintenance and disuse of public monuments through the 

two most basic of these requirements—a loss of building technology or practice and the loss 

of the ability to produce materials. Without these two elements, the conceptual rationales 

behind building are impotent. The issue of technological simplification lurks in the 

background of a number of discussions of late antique buildings, urban development, or the 

general decline of the ancient world, as the technical ‘sophistication’ of the Romans 

‘decayed’ into the humbler constructions of the early middle ages.3 This decay encompasses 

both a reduction of the range of technical ability (i.e. the loss of the ability to build and to 

produce materials), as well the replacement of complex technologies with simpler ones.4 

Instances like the collapsed bridge in Rome in the 380s might, on the surface, suggest that the 

ability to construct substantial buildings was challenged in this period. However, this 
                                                        

2 Lancaster 2008, 287. These four are not always needed in equal quantities, however. Often cultural priorities 
impel the other factors. But still, all four are generally necessary.  

3 Ward-Perkins 1984, 121. 
4 Lavan 2007. 
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anecdotal evidence does not prove anything in particular, as there are similar examples of 

difficulty in finding skilled engineers from the early empire.5 

There has been relatively little work on the issue of technological change in late 

antiquity, particularly from an archaeological perspective, and most general surveys of 

ancient technology end in the third or occasionally fourth century.6 An important step in this 

direction was recently taken with a volume of Late Antique Archaeology, but considerable 

work remains to be done.7 Some aspects of technology are better understood for the period, 

like pottery production, or hydraulic technology.8 There are a few scholars who argue from 

the archaeology that the range of building techniques became more restricted in late 

antiquity.9 Yet building technology has not had the same period-focused syntheses, beyond 

Byzantine architecture of the East.10  

There appears to be no absolute loss of building technology or skills before 600 in the 

Mediterranean. There was certainly no loss in the East, where some of the most daring 

engineering projects of antiquity, like the aqueduct of Constantinople, Theodosian land walls, 

or Hagia Sophia, were undertaken in the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries, respectively. Even in 

the West, buildings (particularly churches and palaces) constructed at imperial capitals like 

Trier, Ravenna and Split from the tetrarchic era onwards show that significant building 

projects were still possible. The West and East were never so out of contact in this period that 

technical knowledge was completely inaccessible. Generally speaking, monumental buildings 

(perhaps fewer in number) were still built in brick-faced opus caementicium and decorated 

with marble and other stones and often vaulted.11  

So while there was no catastrophic loss of building technology, it would be unfair to 

say that architecture in the fifth century was on par with that of the second, taken in the 

aggregate. Lavan has suggested that the divide between the two arose because of scale; he 

argues there was likely a decrease in the number of skilled craftsmen in late antiquity 

compared to the principate, which was the result of decreasing civic revenues and declining 

civic patronage.12 This may have created a negative feedback loop wherein fewer grand 

engineering and building projects led to fewer craftsmen with those skills. Of course, tracing 

                                                        
5 Cuomo (2011) explores the case of the Saldae aqueduct tunnel for which an outside engineer, Nonius Datus, was 

summoned to carry it to completion. Or Pliny requests surveyors, engineers and architects from Trajan (10.17, 
10.37, 10.39, 10.41, 10.61), suggesting there were either not enough, or not enough adequately skilled 
engineers in Bithynia. Yet Trajan responds that there should be enough trained architects in every province 
(10.40). 

6 E.g. Humphrey 2006. 
7 Lavan 2007. 
8 E.g. for pottery, Reynolds 2010; Hayes 1972. For water technology: Wikander 2000; Crow 2008; Bruun and 

Saastamoinen 2003. 
9 E.g. Santangeli Valenzani 2007. 
10 Mango 1986.  
11 E.g. Fieni 2007, 426. 
12 Lavan 2007. 
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this process on the micro-level in antiquity, or estimating the numbers it affected, is difficult. 

But as a model, it helps to explain why large-scale civic building generally continued in 

centers of imperial and other governmental patronage—where there was some reasonable 

continuity of building and therefore of engineering skills and knowledge—after it had died 

out in smaller urban centers. So while there was no complete loss of architectural ability, 

there may have been, at least for the West, a marked decline in the number of individual 

engineers with knowledge, leading to a loss of local building ability. Two proclamations by 

Constantine in the Theodosian Code—one calling for students to study architecture and the 

other for exemptions for various trades including architects—seem to reflect that need.13 This 

may also be partly related to a demographic decline (see Chapter 2.3.1.1), where a small 

population could not support as much specialization in labor. Laws in the Code making 

professions hereditary might be a broader reflection of this sort of decline.14 

In terms of the availability of materials, there seems to be a mixed picture. In a similar 

way to engineering knowledge, the absolute ability to produce standard building materials 

was not lost before 600. Most of our knowledge about the late antique trade in building 

materials comes from Rome, thus our current understanding may be somewhat skewed 

towards a greater demand than the average city. Wilson has suggested that brick production 

ceased entirely north of the Alps by c. 400.15 While this may be possible, further research is 

needed to confirm his claim. For Rome, in any case, brick production seems to have 

continued until the eighth century, although perhaps not at the scale of the early empire.16 

Cassiodorus records orders of bricks for the repair of public buildings in Rome; a number of 

bricks with the stamp of Theoderic have indeed been found in those buildings.17  

Similarly, Cassiodorus reports that mortar was manufactured in Rome.18 But again, 

Rome is exceptional, precisely as a result of the imperial money being spent there. The 

persistence of the production of mortar in other regions is not well known. Preserved late 

antique buildings, specifically from Milan, show that mortar from this period was generally of 

a lower quality than earlier kinds, with more sand and non-pozzolana inclusions.19 The 

continuity of supply of other building materials, like non-marble building stone, has not been 

studied to the same degree.20 At the Bois des Lens quarry near Nîmes, a clear reduction in the 

amount of stone quarried, as well as the skill with which it was extracted, was detected for the 

                                                        
13 Cod. Theo. 13.4.1-2. See also supra n. 5, as a point of comparison, where Trajan notes the abundance of 

architects in every province. 
14 MacMullen (1964) does not think that such laws were especially effective. 
15 Wilson 2004, 146. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Wilson 2004, 146; Ward-Perkins 1984, 46. 
18 Cassiod. Var. 7.17. 
19 Fieni 2007, 423-4; Heres 1983, 132. 
20 See Bes (2007, 12) for a bibliography. Russell (2013a) has some good information on earlier stone, but very 

little on late antiquity. 
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end of the Roman period.21 The chronology is not particularly precise for these changes, but it 

is clear that while limestone was still taken from these quarries in the early middle ages, it 

was a more piecemeal, ad hoc operation. Metal production seems to have declined broadly 

after 300 or so, but specifics are difficult to come by.22 

Further, there was a notable decrease in the production and distribution of marble in 

late antiquity. Marble is slightly anomalous in regards to building technology, as it was not 

essential for building and it was generally traded over distances, in comparison to many other 

types of building stone that were quarried locally. Ward-Perkins has compiled a list of 32 

quarries for marble and other decorative stones used in antiquity.23 Of these, 27 were in use 

during the Roman period, but only 16 during the Late Roman period (roughly the fourth to 

sixth centuries).24 There were only ever six quarries in the West and, of those, only two, at 

Chemtou in Africa and St Girons in Gaul, continued to be used into the Late Roman period.25 

Yet, the black and white marble from St Girons was used in the construction of several sixth 

century Constantinopolitan buildings, including Saraçhane and Hagia Sophia.26 This speaks to 

the trade links, at least for large luxury goods, that continued between the East and West. 

Connected to this, evidence from shipwrecks (both their frequency and the cargo they carried) 

shows a decline in the quantity of marbles moving around the Mediterranean in the fourth and 

fifth centuries, before a slight increase in the sixth.27  The trend is substantially clearer in the 

West alone, where the number of shipwrecks with marble cargos fell significantly after 300, 

with only three datable to the fourth century and only a single example from later than 400.28 

This suggests that marbles almost completely stopped being imported into the West after the 

fourth century. 

In all, there seems to be a general reduction in the amount of raw materials available 

for construction in late antiquity (and conversely an increase in the amount of spolia 

available), although the degree of this reduction and its chronology varied considerably in 

different regions. Yet, as Fieni notes, fewer building supplies should not necessarily be taken 

to indicate a loss of technical ability to produce those materials.29 There is no particular 

technological reason why bricks could no longer be produced or stone quarried in late 

antiquity. Rather, these reductions should indicate a decline in demand for new bricks, marble 

and mortar that then governed the decreasing output of the industries that supplied them. 

                                                        
21 Bessac 1996, 299-300. 
22 de Callataÿ 2005. 
23 Ward-Perkins and Dodge 1992, 153-9. 
24 Ibid.  
25 Ibid. 
26 Sodini 2002, 132. 
27 Wilson 2009, 223-4. 
28 Russell 2013b, 348. 
29 Fieni 2007, 424. 
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There may be some element of feedback in this relationship, where the reduction of demand 

led to fewer available supplies which further depressed demand, and so on. Once demand 

dropped below a certain regular volume, it would have become difficult to maintain 

engineering or production capacity over time. But in sum, the two elements that can be 

theorized to have contributed to technological decline—the shortage of engineers and 

materials—can both be explained in terms of a reduction of demand. 

 

6.1.2 FINANCE 

However, explaining technological loss in terms of demand only pushes the issue one 

step back and the declining demand for building projects must then be explained. This drop 

can be attributed to either a reduced ability to pay for buildings, or a reduced need or desire 

for new buildings. The latter is largely a cultural shift and will be addressed below. The 

former, however, is a reflection on the wealth and status of the urban elite and is important for 

understanding urban economies. A decline in available capital, through financial or economic 

crises, contributed to the disappearance of new buildings and the decline of maintenance.  

Public monuments were expensive to build and reasonably expensive to run and 

maintain.30 In terms of new construction, for example, the baths at Corfinio cost 352,000 

sestertii to build (only 152,000 came from city funds), which seems to be about the average 

for Italy in this period.31 But larger baths could be considerably more expensive. The Baths of 

Neptune at Ostia, for example, are estimated to have cost upwards of two million to build.32 

Bomgardner has done some calculations to show that a small amphitheater, like that of Agbia, 

would cost a similar amount to the theater at M'Daourouch, which is known to be 375,000 

sestertii, as both were roughly the same size (934 m2 and 900 m2 respectively) and built into a 

hillside.33 Freestanding amphitheaters or theaters, even of a small size, would cost even more 

and large structures more again. Futrell, updating the figures of Duncan-Jones, who draws on 

a few surviving inscriptions, has estimated that amphitheaters in North Africa generally 

would cost somewhat more than 600,000 sestertii, but is not particularly clear on the size and 

scope of such projects.34 Elsewhere, there is evidence for the amphitheater in Lucca costing 

1,000,000 and a theater in Spain 400,000.35  

In the early imperial period, the cost of such buildings was paid by either councils, 

local wealthy elites, acting on behalf of the council or for themselves, or sometimes the 

emperor. It is difficult to examine closely the overall proportions of public building in the 

                                                        
30 For a view of the early imperial evidence from Africa, see Duncan-Jones 1985. 
31 Laurence et al. 2011, 210. 
32 Duncan-Jones 1982, 157. 
33 Unpublished thesis citied in Wilkins 1988, 218-9. 
34 Futrell 1997, 141. 
35 Ibid. 
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West that were financed publically or privately in this period. Firstly, they varied over time 

and space. But moreover, there are specific hindrances to our understanding: the amount of 

epigraphy varied from place to place and period to period; many of the inscriptions that we 

rely on for evidence were created specifically to recognize and reward individual benefaction, 

thereby over-representing private works; finally, sometimes inscriptions are not fully clear as 

to whether an individual was acting out of their own private goodwill, or simply carrying out 

the duties of their public office.36 In spite of these limitations, Patterson has concluded that for 

Italian cities during the first and second centuries, individual elite benefactors were more 

instrumental in the erecting of public buildings than civic funds.37 Lomas argues that elite 

benefaction declined in the second century, but that the resulting gap was filled by “non-elite 

groups or individuals such as collegia, or wealthy freedmen,” but also maintains that the ratio 

of public to private benefaction varied over time and place and type of building. 38 In late 

antiquity this situation changed substantially, which will be returned to below.  

For the discussion at hand, a crisis of finance could affect public buildings in several 

broad ways. First, the economic pressures of late antiquity, like the debasement of coinage 

and the accompanying inflation, would have restricted civic building by making it more 

expensive.39 However, these pressures were not uniform across late antiquity and so their 

effects would have been variable over time. They cannot have been significant factors in a 

long-term pattern. 

The second issue is the sorts of crises that would have reduced the wealth of the 

cities.40 Many studies of the Roman economy, largely historical in orientation, take the 

disappearance of public building as an indicator of economic decline.41 And some 

archaeological studies of building suggest that an economic downturn influenced a decline in 

building. There is an obvious risk of circularity in using one to argue the other that neither 

camp seems to recognize. The economic history of the Roman empire, even of late antiquity 

alone, is complicated and multifaceted, and the issue of a decline in overall economic output 

is contentious.42 The productivity of the late antique economy seems to have been negatively 

impacted by several long-standing institutional issues like taxation, along with wars, changes 

in climate and demographic decline in late antiquity. This does not need to be seen as an 

absolute decline in living standards; instead this may have been simply a re-adjustment to a 

                                                        
36 Longfellow 2011, 6. 
37 Patterson 2006, 182. 
38 Lomas 2003, 41. 
39 Duncan-Jones 2004, 43-7. 
40 Ward-Perkins 1984, 14. 
41 E.g. Duncan-Jones 2004, 35; Wilson 2011, 163-7. 
42 For a good overview of the issues, see Ward-Perkins 1998b; or more recently, Lavan 2013b. 
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more normal base line after several centuries of above-average economic performance.43  

Either way, there was still a decline in economic performance from the imperial period.  

A reduction in output is most noticeable in the trends of long-distance trade, 

particularly evidenced by the number of shipwrecks.44 These wrecks, which indicate the 

relative quantities of sea-going goods from pottery to foodstuffs, reached a peak around the 

end of the first century BCE or perhaps the first century CE and dropped off significantly 

after the third century.45 This should be seen as an indicator of the decline of inter-regional 

trade and therefore of the Roman macro-economy.46 Of course, the continued movement of 

pottery like ARS around the Mediterranean throughout this period means that not all trade 

disappeared, but in general quantities of these goods moving around did decline. Some of this 

dis-integration was more damaging to certain regions than to others. For example, Wickham 

suggests that Africa was worse hit by these changes than any other region because of its 

reliance on agrarian wealth and the conquest of the Vandals, which brought accelerated the 

ending of cities that were still rather classical in form.47  

We can avoid some of the entanglements of macro-scale economic performance by 

restricting ourselves to exploring the issue that directly impacted public buildings—civic 

finance. In a basic sense, economic decline in late antiquity could have either reduced wealth 

among the benefactor class and/or decreased tax revenues for the civic coffers, assuming for 

the moment that both types of benefactions continued equally.48 In the first case, while exact 

numbers and comparisons with other eras are difficult, the general impression is that there 

was no deficiency of wealth in late antiquity, even if much of that money now flowed directly 

or indirectly from the imperial administration.49 Of course, there may have been moments of 

greater or lesser economic stress on cities in certain regions, depending on the particular 

circumstances (of war, agricultural production, etc.) and overall the amount of tax revenue 

flowing into the imperial treasury would have decreased as territories were lost. Yet 

anecdotally, rich villas, spectacular mosaic art and great hoards of silver plate from late 

antiquity all speak to the continued wealth of the elite, at least through the fourth and fifth 
                                                        

43 This idea is advanced by Esmonde Cleary (2013) throughout his work. 
44 Esmonde Cleary (2013, 315) rightly makes the point that relying on the graphs of shipwrecks to directly reveal 

large-scale trade patterns misses the fact that ships may have traveled in the open seas and therefore would 
have sunk to a depth undetectable to scuba-divers. We may be missing a significant aspect of trade, so these 
figures should be taken only as rough indications of bigger trends. 

45 Wilson (2009, 223-4) applies a probabilistic analysis to Parker’s (1992) often-cited study, which shows some 
variation in the absolute peak between the first century BCE and first century CE depending on the period (half 
century, quarter century, or twenty year) that is selected for analysis. 

46 There are a variety of reasons for these shifting patterns of trade. They are well summarized and synthesized 
(with good archaeological data) in Esmonde Cleary 2013, ch. 7. 

47 Wickham 2005, 643; 711-3. However, this does not mean that productivity necessarily declined—since 
documentary evidence like the Albertini Tablets suggest did not before 500 at least—only that the trade 
structures that had existed for Africa under the empire began to fragment after the fifth century.  

48 Although there is considerable debate over how important trade was on wealth in the Roman empire. See Ward-
Perkins 1998b, 369. 

49 Brown 2012, ch. 1. 
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centuries.50 However, the general troubles of the period may have been a disincentive to 

spend. As Ward-Perkins notes, “Even though the military, political, and monetary problems 

of the third century did not ruin the fortunes of every aristocrat, they must none the less have 

severely dented the self-confidence and magnanimitas of the private spenders.”51 Further, as 

more elites entered the imperial service or clergy, both with certain tax exemptions, their 

wealth would have slipped beyond the reach of local councils.  

But the fact that different building types had different histories, and that these histories 

were generally common across the Western Mediterranean, suggests that issues of the broader 

economy and civic finance are not hugely relevant to understanding the history of late antique 

buildings. If all public building had stopped in unison, that may have indicated a collapse in 

the economy or civic finance. Yet as this study has shown, some public buildings in some 

places continued much longer than others, which indicates that economic explanations are not 

fully sufficient.  

The second issue is whether there were fewer tax-paying citizens in cities generally, as 

a result of a demographic decline. It seems to be generally accepted that from the fourth or 

fifth century, the population in the West (but not the East) was declining and by the sixth or 

seventh century—after the wars of the sixth century and the Justinianic plague—it had 

dropped precipitously (see Chapter 2.3.1.1).52 Although the relationship between demography 

and urban finances is not always straightforward, a demographic decline would have at 

minimum decreased the number of tax-paying citizens in cities and their surrounding 

regions.53 Less municipal income through taxes would further reduce already-strained 

municipal resources. And if the urban population declined, there would have been objectively 

less demand for the numerous and large public monuments seen in the second century (like 

baths), thereby reducing the pressure on local elites to build.  

Moreover, demographics touch on the issue of staffing and maintenance, which was 

particularly relevant for bath buildings. If there were a significant decline in the working 

population in cities, there would have been fewer individuals to operate or maintain public 

monuments. However, Harper has recently shown that while the institution and conception of 

slavery was in transition in this period, there seems to be no general decline in the numbers of 

                                                        
50 See Esmonde Cleary 2013, ch. 5. After the fifth century church begin to be built out of ever greater quantities of 

spolia, perhaps indicating a broader decline in elite wealth. 
51 Ward-Perkins 1984, 18. 
52 Ibid, 320-45. 
53 Duncan-Jones 2004, 23-6. Jones (1973, 1:732) outline the four sources of municipal income during the 

principate: the rent of civic lands, interest on endowments, local taxes and the contributions of magistrates. He 
goes on to argue that cities lost many of their extra- and intra- urban properties, that endowments would have 
been effectively destroyed by third century inflation and that their taxes were subject to a number of imperial 
confiscations under Constantine and Constantius II. The issue of summa honoraria is discussed below. While 
none of these problems were fixed over the period we are looking at here, nor likely to affect every city fully, 
they should give an indication on some of the stresses to civic finance in late antiquity.  
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slaves.54 Lenski has also found a continued use of servi publici at a more-or-less continuous 

level.55 Together these suggest that a decline in the slave population was not a direct factor in 

the decline of maintenance. 

Overall, it is clear that there were some pressures on the finances of cities in late 

antiquity, as a result of decreased tax revenues, that would have contributed towards reduced 

public building and maintenance. However, it is clear that these explanations are not fully 

sufficient, as some public buildings continued much longer than others and then church 

construction continued even later. But what this group of financial explanations does help 

explain is why monuments continued to be built, or at least maintained, for much longer in 

major cities like Arles, Mérida or Rome. Some cities, and their citizens, had more funds, 

either from more traditional forms (taxes, property and the like) or, more likely, from imperial 

and other governmental patrons—governors, prefects and the like.  

 

6.1.3 LEADERSHIP 

One of the most prevalent explanations for the changes in the late antique city is the 

disappearance of the curial class—the governing body of local decurions, or members of the 

town council and other local administrators. This group of generally wealthy, landowning 

elites had been the backbone of the Roman city in terms of governance and public 

munificence in the imperial period. The idea of their decline in late antiquity is long 

established, having been used since Jones, and more recently taken up and expanded by 

Liebeschuetz.56 The particulars of this model vary from scholar to scholar, but the general 

outline is clear: the situation for elites in cities across the empire began to change after the 

third century, when exemptions in civic duties given to members of the expanded imperial 

bureaucracy and to clergy led to fewer members of the urban elites staying in their positions 

(e.g. moving into the clergy or to an increasingly lucrative and important imperial office) or in 

their cities (e.g. moving to the countryside and building expansive villas).57 This resulted in 

the position of the curiales growing more onerous, especially in terms of the munera, or 

financial liturgies that were required by the office, as a growing share of wealth was 

concentrated in the hands of the imperial elites. As Whittow concisely notes, “The remaining 

curiales were left with the burden and declining status.”58 This decline was not an abrupt 

transition; city councils continued in a number of places into the seventh century, although 

                                                        
54 Harper 2011, 499ff. 
55 Lenski 2006. 
56 Jones 1973, 1:724-31; Liebeschuetz 2001, ch. 3; see also: Ward-Perkins 1984, ch. 2 
57 On the growth of exemptions, see Millar 1983; for a good summary of the more of this issue, see Garnsey 1998, 

ch. 1; Garnsey and Humfress 2001, 94-5. 
58 Whittow 1990, 10.  
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their function and influence had changed significantly.59 The flight of councilors was the 

subject of a significant number of edicts of the Theodosian Code and the opening quote of the 

prologue from Cassiodorus shows the same.60  

There are two elements at play in the decline of the curiales, depending on which 

conception of the city—the institutional or the physical—is held in mind. For the institutional 

and political city, the decline of the curiales in late antiquity certainly meant an end to the 

early imperial system of local governance. In place of the traditional councilors, a de facto 

government by the bishop and notables eventually emerged in most places by the sixth 

century. During this transitional phase, agents of the imperial government like regional 

governors and prefects, could also play a role in cities. These elites were generally based in 

capitals or other important cities and were important for keeping public buildings operating 

later there than elsewhere, as with the praefecti annonae at Ostia. Of course, these imperial 

officers only lasted until the end of the Roman political structure. By the time the government 

by notables was established, local leaders had less need or legal authority to manage the 

affairs of a city as the council had previously done, especially as any influences from the 

central government would have disappeared as that institution dissolved in the fifth century. 

Unfortunately, most of the direct evidence for this process of decline comes from the Eastern 

Empire, where there is somewhat more epigraphic material compared to the West, along with 

some papyri from Egypt and a few literary sources like Libanius. Wickham takes the idea of 

this decline even further, suggesting that, “the move from cities dominated by curiae to cities 

dominated by groups of notables to cities dominated by a couple of office-holders is a move 

from a world in which everyone who is politically important has to live in a city to a world in 

which, increasingly, they can choose whether to adopt an urban lifestyle or not.”61 In his 

view, the decline of the curial class actually meant a decline in the role and status of cities in 

society. They moved from the center of imperial administration under the empire to an option 

for the post-Roman elite. 

However, the disappearance of the curial class can also been framed in terms of the 

physical fabric of the late antique city. The growth of the bishops’ power in late antique cities 

is obviously connected to the Christianization of the city and development of churches 

outlined in Chapter 2. Bishops as civic leaders grew to have access to funds and had a degree 

of control over the physical space of the city (including ruinous public monuments), which 

allowed them to build more substantial ecclesiastical buildings closer to the urban core, often 

with reused stone. But these changes in ruling dynamics had further effects. Kennedy outlines 

the direct impact that the decline of traditional civic government authority, including the 
                                                        

59 Liebeschuetz 2001, 124-7.  
60 Cod. Theo. 12.1. 
61 Wickham 2005, 602. 
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curial class, had on the maintenance of Hippodamian street systems and the privatization of 

public colonnades.62 And, in regards to aqueducts, certain aspects of their maintenance and 

control began to be transferred from public servants to individual owners in the fourth century 

and again under Theoderic. The offloading of public services onto individuals not associated 

with government would have resulted in less maintenance, accelerating the decline of these 

structures in particular.  

Liebeschuetz suggests that the fewer numbers of curiales led directly to the end of 

public monuments through a weakening of the administration of cities and decline in 

funding.63 The exact relationship between civic financing, partially through the summa 

honoraria and public euergetism is not fully resolved.64 Garnsey notes that the introduction of 

an entry-fee for membership of this class in the East was coincidental with (although not 

causative of) extensive building programs, saying that “an entry-fee would serve the purpose 

of providing an additional, if modest, source of income at a time when ordinary revenues 

were severely taxed.”65 For North Africa, a steady increase in reliance on civic financing for 

the construction of public buildings between Trajan and Caracalla has been noted, up to a 

point where it accounted for a very slight majority of cases over private funding.66 Jouffroy 

notes the continued importance of public finance in Africa through the fourth century.67 And 

in Italy, public money for buildings seems to have increased in the fourth century after a 

century of decline.68 Still, it is important to note that summa honoraria were not the only 

means of supplying the civic coffers; there were also taxes, endowments and lands owned by 

the city, although there was pressure on all of these in late antiquity.69  

Declining civic benefaction alone does not give the full picture. First, it neglects the 

private domestic and religious buildings that elites continued to build throughout the early 

middle ages. Second, it implies that public spending was a choice that elites simply opted to 

neglect. While there must have been some element of choice in the matter, there were other 

factors like the increasing burdens on this class, the decline in their numbers and the overall 

weakening of civic government that must be considered as well. Thirdly, some of the 

benefaction that had been previously in the hands of the local elite was taken over by the 

imperial government, which was “the result of a seizure of most civic revenue by the imperial 

                                                        
62 Kennedy 1985, 18-21. 
63 Liebeschuetz 2001, 122. The evidence for a notable decline in public euergetism after the third century in is also 

noted in Asia Minor by Zuiderhoek (2009, 154-9). 
64 Adding to the confusion is that some scholars (e.g. Jouffroy) seem to take the summa honoraria as a private 

benefaction, since it originates with an individual. Others (e.g. Garnsey) take it as a source of public funding, 
as the money was required by the city as part of the office. 

65 Garnesy 1998, 14. 
66 Duncan-Jones 1985, 31-2. 
67 Jouffroy 1986, 462. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Duncan-Jones 1985, 29.  
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government and the transference of what was left to the provincial governors,” at least for the 

early part of the period covered here.70 This helps explain why public buildings lasted 

comparably longer in places with connections to the imperial government. The elites based in 

those cities, and with allegiances to the central government, had perhaps a greater 

concentration of wealth and the cultural desire to keep up the ‘classical’ city in a way that an 

average provincial town curia did not. 

 

6.1.4 LAW 

Changes in law in late antiquity, particularly the promulgation of the laws in the 

Theodosian Code, have also been cited as an element in the evolution of the city. Scholars 

have taken the various pronouncements of the Code as proof of the spoliation of buildings, or 

the breakdown of civic order.71 Much of this comes from the first title of the 15th book, de 

operibus publicis. These decrees cover a variety of issues about the financing, planning and 

control of public space. Many are repeats, or cover the same issue as another law in the same 

section.72 Besides legislation directly dealing with public building, the specter of a general 

decline in law has influenced the ways that historians have considered the functioning of the 

late antique city. The recent rejection of the idea of a simplified ‘vulgar’ form of justice in 

this period has allowed scholars to see a vibrant and flourishing legal system, which takes 

away one leg of the argument for the collapse of urban authority.73 Such laws are also 

important in what they can say about the goals and aspirations of the curial and imperial elite 

as a whole and how much control they actually had over the buildings in their city (see 

Chapter 5.6) in terms of their preservation and reuse.  

Janvier was one of the first scholars to focus exclusively on the issue of buildings and 

law, by compiling all of the late antique laws that address public building and providing 

commentary and something of an overall synthesis on their functioning.74 His study, however, 

does not attempt to look at the archaeology of the buildings that these laws ostensibly 

covered. Saradi classifies the laws of the 15th book based on their impact on the disintegration 

of public space, although again she does little to connect them to real-world examples.75 She 

groups pressures on public space as: the erection of private houses on public property, illegal 

appropriation of public buildings by state officers, private appropriation of public buildings 

through petition to the emperor, the spoliation of public buildings by provincial governors and 

                                                        
70 Ward-Perkins 1984, 21. 
71 E.g. Liebeschuetz 2001, 40. 
72 Yet as Harries (1999, ch.4) points out, there is no reason to take a repeated law as in any way reflective on its 

efficacy. She notes that the “repetition of laws, therefore, added strength to the law” (1999, 86). 
73 E.g. Honoré 2004; Garnsey and Humfress 2001, ch. 4. 
74 Janvier 1969. 
75 Saradi 1994. 
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closing off of porticoes for private use with wooden fences.76 Somewhat similarly, Phillips 

looks at legislation about the destruction of buildings, but only for the early empire.77 Baldini 

Lippolis charts the evolution of public and private space in cities, drawing from the 

Theodosian Code and the Corpus iuris civilis, but using archaeological evidence to inform her 

discussion.78 Kennedy makes a case for a difference in the conception of public and private in 

Roman and Islamic law, but this is not particularly applicable to urban change in the West.79 

In all, there have been no attempts to explain the late antique city solely in terms of the legal 

codes, but they have been important sources of evidence in this regard for many scholars.  

The impact of law on the construction, maintenance and disuse of this group of public 

buildings in the late antique city was quite minimal. This is due to the fact that the laws that 

explicitly deal with issues of public building seem to be largely reactive, rather than 

proactive. This is often true of law at all periods. But the Theodosian Code and the Novels, 

especially, were more concerned with responding to the spoliation of building materials and 

private reoccupation of public space, rather than trying to set any policy to direct urban 

development. This says nothing about whether these laws were actually effective in limiting 

spoliation, but only that they were set up in response to a perceived problem.80 So while the 

law was important for our understanding of the control and functioning of the city, it had no 

impact on the changes to the use and disuse of public building in the period 300-600.  

 

6.1.5 CULTURAL CHANGES 

A financial explanation is useful to explain transformations of public building in the 

late antique city. However, it falls short on some accounts, like why certain types of 

monuments lasted longer than others and why new buildings (i.e. churches) appear. There 

may have been fewer building patrons in the late antique west and possibly less money to go 

around, but the number of both does not drop to zero. The number of churches built over this 

period, besides the buildings in imperial and provincial capitals and sumptuous villas, shows 

that the ability to finance public and private buildings did not disappear altogether. Instead, 

the underlying cause of the financial decline for public monuments was a series of significant 

changes that led to a decline in euergetistic spending.  

Christianity also played a slight role in the history of the buildings.81 This can be seen 

in the evolution of bathing, where there was a shift in practice and architectural form away 

                                                        
76 Ibid. 
77 Phillips 1973. 
78 Baldini Lippolis 2005. 
79 Kennedy 1985, 21-22. 
80 On the efficacy of law, see Harries 1999, ch. 4. 
81 Saradi-Mendelovici (1990) has surveyed the evidence for Christian approaches to monuments more broadly than 

is suited to the present discussion.  
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from communal bathing partly as a result of the disapproval of certain aspects of the activity 

by Christian leaders. Or similarly, circuses remained popular through the sixth century in the 

West, and even longer in the East, but amphitheaters and theaters disappeared. This is 

partially related to Christianity, which seems to have influenced societal standards through the 

overt condemnation of certain activities like gladiator combats and theater dramas, while 

others, like chariot racing, were less criticized. In these ways, Christianity played a role, albeit 

small, in the evolution of public building in late antiquity. Christianity would have also added 

new foci in cities, and especially in the early period at least while churches were more 

peripheral, these would have changed the patterns of usage for cities. Public monuments were 

often concentrated in the city centers—although this was variable and baths and theaters were 

more often central compared to circuses and amphitheaters—and churches would have 

provided a new place for people to gather beyond the monumental core, perhaps hastening the 

abandonment certain structures. More importantly, Christianity also disrupted the ways in 

which benefaction worked in the Roman city. The civic largess that had been going to the 

building and maintenance of public monuments was turned in large part towards the church.82 

This further reduced the already-shrinking amount of money available for the non-Christian 

buildings in the city. 

As a result of the loss of the curiales to the imperial bureaucracy and church, a new 

aristocracy with new values and culture was established in late antique and early medieval 

cities.83 At first, these new aristocrats were part of the imperial bureaucracy and were thus 

exempt from local duties, making them less tied to individual communities. After the 

dissolution of the empire, aristocrats were loyal to the king and more focused on landholdings 

than cities.84 In both cases, their patterns of spending, influenced by the changing cultural 

concerns and political structures, had moved away from the civic-focused Roman ideal. 

As Brown notes: 

“Civic life itself had changed. Members of the inner circle of provincial society now 

felt that they no longer needed to cut a figure by showing love to their own city. The 

love of the emperor, gained at a distant court, meant more to them than did the 

acclaim of their fellow citizens at home. If they decorated cities at all, they did so 

from the top down. They restored their cities as imperial governors, making use of 

imperial funds.”85 

 

 

                                                        
82 Caillet 1993; Duval and Pietri 1997; Pietri 2002. 
83 Wickham 2005, ch. 4. 
84 This is obviously a very rough characterization. For a much fuller picture, see Wickham 2006, Ch. 4. 
85 Brown 2012, 65. 
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Similarly, Ward-Perkins summarizes: 

“Their status had nothing to do with local office and local munificence and, though it 

is certain that many of them did build on a grand scale to enhance their standing, they 

no longer produced the traditional buildings of public munificence, but more private 

ones: large town houses, villas, and churches. Though they might wish to impress their 

home town, they had little need to court it.”86  

This seems to be at the core of many of the explanations for the trends in public monuments 

discussed here. Cities with connections to imperial money, either capitals or cities with an 

imperial bureaucrat as patron, did not experience the same significant decline in civic 

euergetism as non-connected cities. In imperial capitals, either temporary like Arles, or more 

permanent, like Rome, money flowed directly from imperially sponsored projects, which 

were tied to a certain set of cultural values. In other connected cities, as Brown notes, wealthy 

imperial governors or prefects spent imperial funds on local projects with the same rationale. 

Yet, there are a few cites without imperial connections that maintained their public 

monuments. This may have been a result of money flowing in from other sources, like trade, 

although exactly why some cities maintained their economic strength is not always clear. 

This phenomenon starts in the fourth century, where the largest new projects, like the 

imperial baths, started to be confined to capital cities only.87 By the fifth century, the only 

cities still building public monuments were well-connected, or at least economically 

important ones. By the sixth century, essentially only Theoderic and Justinian undertook any 

major civic construction projects.88 This is also seen with churches, since those outside of 

imperial capitals tended to be relatively small, or not architecturally ambitious for this period, 

further showing the importance of the funding that continued in those cities.89 

The relative amounts of individual or civic benefactions for building in late antiquity is 

not especially clear (at least in comparison with the early empire), partially as a result of the 

decline in building inscriptions. However, Ward-Perkins argues that for much of the West 

(although not Africa), private munificence had largely died by the end of the fourth century 

and was completely gone by the sixth.90 The latest examples of euergetism from Italy, some 

euergetism continued until the sack of Rome in 410. In Africa, which has been well 

documented in this regard, civic benefactions continued—albeit in a reduced number 

                                                        
86 Ward-Perkins 1984, 17. 
87 Lewin (2001, 30) argues from the epigraphic evidence that in the early fourth century, there was very little curial 

building, except in Africa. Instead, work was largely undertaken by governors and emperors. 
88 There is the case noted in Cassiod. Var. 3.49, where the possessores, defensores and curiales of Catania 

requested to repair their ruinous walls. This suggests that curiae were still active in some projects at least. It is 
important to note that much of our information regarding benefaction in this period comes from Cassiodorus, 
which slightly skews the picture. 

89 Bowes 2008, 586-93. 
90 Ward-Perkins 1998a, 378; Ward-Perkins 1984, 14. 
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compared to the second century—until the Vandal invasion in 429, at which point they 

disappear entirely.91 But after the mid-fifth century, there is no further indication that local 

elites are spending on local civic works. There are a few reasons for this change, including the 

advent of Christianity that gave an alternative path for munificence and the disappearance of 

the traditional curial class that had previously invested in cities. 

This fundamental change in euergetism is seen clearly in a group of inscriptions that 

record bath benefactions in the West (Appendix 1). There are 135 inscriptions from the 

provinces covered in this study (plus a further 20 for Rome, which not included in these 

numbers), 17 of which were ascribed directly to the emperor, or the emperor through an 

intermediary (generally a prefect of some variety), and another 21 to someone in the imperial 

administration (as opposed to local civic administration or private individuals).92 

Geographically, these inscriptions were predominantly from Italy and Africa, the two regions 

with the best epigraphic record. In terms of each century, imperial euergetism counted for 

20.5% of second century works, 19.3% of third century works and 48.7% of fourth century 

works.93 The trend is quite clear, as the percentage of imperial benefactions greatly increased 

in the fourth century. These imperial inscriptions, at least those outside of Rome, largely 

come from cities without any major political importance (there is one example from 

Tarragona, one from Carthage and six from Ostia). Rome, of course, was an exception to the 

rule, with 20 bath benefactions, all of which were imperial in origin. Interestingly, the amount 

of benefactions by local administrators, which provided nearly half of the projects throughout 

the imperial period, decreased very little over time. The increase in imperial donatives was 

offset by the decline in private individuals. The fifth century is problematic for this epigraphic 

study, as there are only three examples that are firmly dated to this century, precluding fair 

analysis. Overall, this suggests the growth of patronage at the hands of the emperor, while 

local private patronage largely disappears and local administration only slightly declines.  

Beyond the benefactors of urban building, it seems that the very nature of the city—

what elements were required for it and how people expected to live in it—changed during this 

period.94 Exactly what caused this shift is difficult to pin down. But in this new urbanism, 

which was quite distinct from the idea of the imperial Roman city, walls were essential, 

communal baths were disused, aqueducts were optional, only a few spectacle buildings were 

                                                        
91 Ward-Perkins 1998a, 380. 
92 These figures come, edited and amended here, from Fagan 1999 (128-175) who in turn draws from Thomas and 

Witschel 1992.  
93 It is worth noting that a significant number of the inscriptions are without date, 12 for local administration and 

11 from private individuals. These, if properly dated, could affect the trends outlined here. But as they are not, 
at present, they must be excluded from a chronological analysis. 

94 Esmonde Cleary (2013, 104) takes this one step further, arguing that cities are machines for creating citizens and 
a significant change in the urban landscape was reflected in a significant change in what it meant to be a city-
dwelling Roman.  
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in use and anything that was out of use was a prime candidate for reoccupation or conversion. 

This cultural ideal would have influenced the ways that benefactors chose to spend their 

money in cities. Of course, there were always local variables, economic factors and some 

degree of cultural inertia that influenced the continuation of a more traditional, imperial 

cityscape. As a case-in-point, we can see an example of this new conceptualization in the 

actions of the fifth century Gallic aristocrat Sidonius Apollinaris (c. 430-489). Despite his 

prominence, connections to the imperial apparatus and clear knowledge of classical culture, 

he did not provide the public euergetism that would have been expected of an aristocrat of the 

second century.95  

 

6.1.6 REUSE 

This study has revealed several major trends about the reuse of public monuments in 

late antique cities. First, patterns of reuse were not static. There was change in how buildings 

were reoccupied and spoliated over time, depending on the type of building and the historical 

circumstances. Second, there was little geographical difference to the way buildings were 

reused. This is very similar to the broader story about the use and disuse of public buildings. 

Finally, much of the reuse in the West was generalized for housing or graves and not specific 

to the building that was reused. There was some specialization to the way buildings were 

reoccupied, which was generally a result of the physical characteristics of the structure, like 

the pools in baths or the vaults in spectacle buildings. This suggests that the reuse of public 

monuments in late antiquity was largely motivated not by appropriation of any particular 

cultural identity, but by pragmatism. Buildings were reused as the circumstances allowed and 

the needs of the urban populace dictated. Sometimes they were converted while parts of them 

were still used and sometimes there were clear periods of disuse between first and second 

uses, during which the control of the structure presumably remained with whatever civic 

authority currently held sway. 

The explanation for these trends in the reuse of public monuments in late antiquity is 

closely related to the explanations for their use and disuse, but is also distinct (Fig. 7.1). All of 

the factors that influenced the history of a public monument were important to its reuse, but 

they were not directly causal. At the most fundamental level, there were three major causes 

for reuse. First, there was a growing shortage of bricks, mortar and especially decorative 

stones in much of the West between the fourth and sixth centuries, as discussed above. A 

shortage of building materials would lead to an increase in spoliation and reoccupation of 
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these materials for new building projects, often churches and walls.96 Of course, walls and 

churches were not the only buildings to be constructed with Roman spolia, but a more 

extensive survey of reused blocks is not possible here.97 Connected to this is the breakdown of 

traditional curial authority and its replacement with a new type of governance by notables in 

the cities would have facilitated private encroachment on public property. Civic leaders with 

little authority, or little interest, either turned a blind eye to reoccupation, or alienated it for 

their own advantage.98 

Finally, there is a distinct shift in the legal codes towards favoring private interests over 

public. The Novels began to allow the reuse of building materials from ruined buildings and 

the Variae allowed for the transfer of public property to private individuals on the condition 

of repair or restoration. While these were neither explicit nor extensive occurrences of private 

interests taking precedence to public ownership, they do hint at a subtle change in the control 

of space. Further, according to the Edictum Theoderici 12, “Anyone who is proven to be in 

possession of any property without interruption for thirty years shall be subject to no judicial 

challenge at all, whether on the part of a private party or the state.”99 This is on the surface an 

attempt to protect Gothic land holdings in Italy again Roman lawsuits.100 But it suggests that 

anyone holding a property, no matter public or private, for that 30-year threshold, was the 

legal owner. Although there are no recorded instances of this law in action, it does show the 

diminishing importance of public property in post-Roman Italy. 

 

6.2 PUBLIC MONUMENTS AND THE LATE ANTIQUE CITY 
 

Overall, it is apparent that the history of public monuments in the late antique city is 

complex. It cannot be explained by one explanation or even one cluster of explanations. Some 

aspects of each of the technical, financial, legal and cultural explanations are necessary to 

understand this multifaceted phenomenon. Still, there are primary causes in this chain of 

explanations from which all the others largely stem (Fig. 6.1). Fundamentally, changes in the 

patterns of euergetism led to a crisis of finance for public building that, in turn, led to a 

decline in demand for the technical skills. Euergetism was influenced in turn by a few factors, 

most significantly a changing conception of the city and the end of the curial system in late 

antiquity, but also the rise of Christianity and the growth of the imperial bureaucracy. There 

were, of course, other factors that contributed to these shifts. But, in a way, these factors— 

                                                        
96 We might also imagine a situation where an increase in spoliation reduced the profitability of the stone trade, 

which then declined, fueling more spoliation. 
97 Greenhalgh (2009) is a good source for this sort of study. 
98 Ward-Perkins 1999, 241. 
99 Lafferty 2010, 355. 
100 Ibid. 
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Figure 6.1: Cause and effect chart for the decline and reuse of public monuments in late antiquity 
 

like war, demographic decline, debased coinage, the dissolution of the Roman tax system and 

a decline in trade—acted as accelerants for already-occurring changes. They simply added 

fuel to the fire that was already burning. Imperial capital helped maintain local euergetism 

and those cities with access to it kept their classical buildings much longer than those without. 

It seems that (likely reduced) building funds moved away from public monuments—an 

artifact of the imperial city—to other projects, like Christian churches, the markers of a new 

urbanism. These two shifts were fundamental for explaining the history of public monuments 

in late antiquity.  

There are several further conclusions that can be drawn from this analysis. First, most 

of the trends seen in late antique public monuments are related to longer-term trends in public 

building. This is especially clear with new buildings, which begin to decline after a peak in 

the second century.101 This study, which starts in the year 300, truncates much of this early 

history and instead only focuses on the tail end. But overall, viewed in the longue durée, these 

trends might be a manifestation of the above-average economic performance of the Roman 
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empire; cities were simply undergoing a degree of ‘creative destruction’ back to a more 

sustainable, base-line condition.  

Second, it is important to note that some buildings had periods of less and more 

investment over time. While there are relatively few examples of this known 

archaeologically, in large part because of the difficulty in tracking it, the Colosseum is one 

important example.102 This same may be seen in a forum at Ostia, which was started at one 

point and not finished until decades later.103 Periods of decline and periods of reinvestment 

could even occur within the same cities and structures. The history of public monuments in 

late antiquity is not necessarily a linear process of decline and reuse. It was a varied, complex 

process, many elements of which are, unfortunately, difficult to detect in the archaeology. 

Finally, the successor kingdoms of Western Europe in the fifth and sixth centuries had 

very little direct impact on any of the trends noted here. They inherited cities that were 

already in the middle of a clear evolution and in which very little of the classical past was still 

being used. Perhaps the one exception to this is with the Vandals in Africa, who found a 

region still living in largely ‘classical’ cities and under whom much of the Roman urban 

infrastructure is thought to have largely decayed before being partially restored by the 

Byzantines. But in the rest of the West, there is little direct impact on the evolution of these 

monuments at the point where successor kingdoms came into power. This is especially 

interesting in light of the cultural changes, like those in the ideology of the city. There was no 

widespread adoption of ‘Germanic’ or distinctly non-Roman urban systems, even though 

these groups controlled much of the Western empire in the later fifth century.104 Instead, they 

simply adopted the already existing structures, in some cases even trying to emulate the 

Roman past by living in palaces and using circuses for horse races. Theoderic especially, 

seems to have actively worked to maintain something of the ‘Roman,’ or at least something 

suited for an emperor, in his cities across Italy, a model likely influenced by his years of 

living in Constantinople.105 

We may imagine that the imposition of these kingdoms accelerated the changes to the 

city by bringing armed conflicts and economic challenges, but there is nothing to show that 

they had much of an influence on the evolution of the concept of urbanism in late antiquity. 

The situation is analogous to the way the successor kingdoms adopted the economic 

structures of the Western empire:  

“In the West […] the various successor-states entered upon a species of economic 

half-life, in the sense that they emitted Roman-ness in various aspects of their fiscal 
                                                        

102 Christie 2009, 224. 
103 Lavan 2012b, 671. 
104 Arguably, there was no Germanic urban system that was on par with Roman urbanism, but the point still holds 

that there was little typically associated with Germanic settlements adopted into Mediterranean cities. 
105 See especially Amory 1997, ch. 4. 
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organization and patterns of exchange until the later seventh century, but in steadily 

diminishing quantities.”106 

In this way, the various successor kingdoms across the West simply assumed an urbanism that 

was already changing significantly. There is no room here to attribute the end of the Roman 

city, or at least its public monuments, to any barbarian invaders. 

                                                        
106 Loseby 2012, 334. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS 
 

This study has endeavored to explore the histories of several kinds of urban public 

monuments in the Western Mediterranean over the period between 300 and 600. Through the 

collection of a broad database of evidence for constructions, repairs and restorations, 

abandonments and reuses of buildings across the Western Mediterranean—Italy, Gaul (south 

of the Loire), Spain (southeast of the Sistema Central) and North Africa (west of the Gulf of 

Sidra)—and the subsequent analysis of this material, this study has examined one critical 

element of the late antique city across a broad geographical range. This has revealed several 

novel trends of urban development in this period, showing especially that different types of 

buildings have distinctly divergent histories and that regional distinctions are not particularly 

critical for understanding the history of these urban monuments. Among these divergent 

histories, it was noted that some public buildings, like circuses, were built and maintained for 

longer than others, like aqueducts. While this is not a novel finding, it has been reinforced 

with the data currently available and put into the context of other public monuments.  

A further level of variation was shown within individual classes of buildings, as, for 

example, the way that circuses continued in use longer than other spectacle buildings. This 

examination also confirmed that patterns of reuse were not monolithic either, that the 

purposes and chronology of reoccupation varied depending on the type of structure. Further, 

this study has shown that this phenomenon demands to be studied at the large scale and that 

very local explanations will be incomplete. And finally, it has been established that cities with 

access to imperial or other governmental patronage had a closer connection to the traditional 

public monuments. In the early empire, it is comparably (although not always absolutely) 

easy to trace who was paying for public buildings through inscriptions. Yet in late antiquity, 

in part because of the preservation of buildings, but especially because of the decline in 

epigraphy, detailed information about patronage is difficult establish. Where it can be seen, 

there is an increase in the amount of governmental patronage, through emperors or officials 

like governors and prefects, which was more often at capitals and other important cities, 

which helps account for the later preservation of buildings there. 

It is important to note that this study has focused exclusively on the West. The trends 

that it has revealed are not particularly applicable, for example, to the projection of patterns 

for the eastern half of the empire. While there is no reason to believe that they all moved in 

unison, in general, many cities in the East lasted longer in a ‘classical’ mode and there was 

considerable urban revival under Justinian. Many of the public monuments of the East lasted 

a century or more longer, especially certain spectacle buildings, like circuses, which assumed 
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a prominent cultural position and became associated with imperial ceremony. Similarly, urban 

trajectories were different in the northern reaches of the Roman empire and Britain.1 

It is also important to note here that there were many other concurrent developments 

in the late antique city, both east and west, beyond that of public buildings. There is much to 

be said about the transformations in private housing, imperial and gubernatorial residences 

and the Christianization of the city. Temples, which had been such a critical element of 

Roman imperial urbanism, have an interesting history in late antiquity. While imperial 

legislation outlawed sacrifice at temples in the fourth century, the archaeological evidence 

suggests a rather long process of disuse, destruction and some limited reoccupation in the 

period from the third to sixth centuries, a history more akin to that of some of the public 

monuments studied here.2 There is even evidence for continued maintenance of some temples 

in major centers like Rome in the fourth century and continued use in the fifth. Further, at the 

same time that many public monuments were disappearing, or at least being reoccupied, a 

new range of Christian structures, and in some places imperial buildings, were being built. 

Cities in late antiquity did not evolve in a uniform manner, and there was certainly no linear, 

across-the-board decline. The ability to construct buildings never fully disappeared (even if 

there was a loss of some skills), but as the idea of a city changed, buildings changed to fit new 

cultural needs.  

There are a number of lacunae in our knowledge of urban development in this period 

that stand in the way of further understanding. This is seen in the rather uneven primary and 

secondary data across different regions (and sub-regions). Some of these are simply 

limitations of the historical and archaeological record and will never be surmounted. For 

example, it will be difficult or impossible to reconstruct the phases of abandonment and reuse 

at many sites excavated before modern sensitivities and methodologies were developed. 

Nevertheless, there are a number of future directions for research that have been revealed in 

this study. Besides the general necessity of good quality archaeological work across urban 

sites and improved chronology for many of these later phases—which has improved greatly 

over the past 30 or so years—specific gaps can be addressed. In particular, the entire late 

antique history of aqueducts is still largely unknown. There is much work to be done on the 

topic of reuse, from the quantity of reuse during the principate to how non-decorative building 

elements were reused in a variety of late antique cities. Acknowledging these open questions, 

this study has nevertheless set out to gather a broad range of data and to analyze it in such a 

way as to draw some new conclusions about this set of public buildings.  

                                                        
1 See Esmonde Cleary 2013, ch. 2. 
2 See the essays in Lavan and Mulryan 2011. 
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There is a fundamental tension between explanations for the decline of the Roman 

city and the decline of urban buildings. The city as a political and social institution is distinct 

from the city of buildings and objects. While changes to both types of city in late antiquity 

have significant overlap (e.g. in the effects of the decline of the curial system), they are two 

separate phenomena that must be examined separately. Recognizing which city we are talking 

about—the physical or institutional—is essential for understanding the state of urban 

evolution. Further, in light of these monuments’ widely varying histories, I have demonstrated 

that the city of buildings is not a singular object that rises and falls in unison. Within one city, 

some public buildings were being maintained, while others were being abandoned or 

reoccupied and still others being built anew. The city was a dynamically changing space, 

where space and buildings were used and reused as the citizens required. There was therefore 

no rise and fall of the ancient city as an entity. This means that a conception of the Roman 

city as being comprised of one particular and necessary set of elements that arises, grows and 

declines in unison cannot be sustained. Even at the level of individual structures, there are a 

few examples that show that buildings could be periodically built, repaired or restored and 

converted to new uses, intermixed with stretches of abandonment. I have demonstrated that 

urban evolution was complicated and non-linear, but not merely local. It was influenced by a 

host of factors—most critically a changing pattern of civic finance brought on by the 

disintegration of traditional leadership structures and a changing ideology of what constituted 

a city in the late antique west. Therefore, instead of reifying the city and a singular pattern of 

transformation, the findings here suggest that we should move to a more multifaceted view of 

urbanism in late antiquity, which can help us advance beyond the old debate of decline versus 

transformation, within which cities are defined as uniform entities in a state of either rise or 

fall.  
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APPENDIX I 
TIMELINE OF DATES AND EVENTS 

 

 Date Empire-Wide Italy Gaul Spain North Africa 

 

235-84 Crisis of the Third century     

250 

c. 254-280  Germanic Invasions Germanic Invasions   

275 

284-305 Diocletian     

 

286 Division of Empire     

300 

306-37 Constantine     

 

312 Battle of the Milvian Bridge     

 308-11     Domitius Alexander sets 
himself up as Emperor in 
Carthage 

 313 Edict of Milan     

325 

330 Constantinople (re)founded     

350 

354-430     Augustine 

 360s     Austoriani raids in 
Tripolitania 
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 Date Empire-Wide Italy Gaul Spain North Africa 

 

361-3 Julian     

375  

373-5     Usurper Firmus  

 

378 Battle of Adrianople     

 379-95 Theodosius I     

 380 Edict of Thessalonica     

 382 Gratian legislates against 
paganism 

Altar of Victory 
Controversy 

   

 383-7 Magnus Maximus usurps 
power in the West, starting 
in Britain 

    

 391 Pagan worship outlawed by 
Theodosius 

    

 395-423 Honorius     

400 

402  Alaric raids Northern Italy, 
held back at Pollentia and 
Verona 

   

 402  Capital moves to Ravenna    

 405  Radagaisus invades Italy, 
defeated at Florence 

   

 406-7 Vandals, Sueves and Alans 
cross Rhine 
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408  Magister militum Stilicho 
killed by the troops 

   

 410 Withdrawal of 
Administration from Britain 

Rome sacked by Alaric and 
the Visigoths 

   

 411    Alans, Vandals and Sueves 
divide peninsula  

 

 413     Heraclian rebels 

 419   Visigoths settled in 
Aquitania 

  

425 

425     Rebellions by Libyan tribes 

 

429     Vandals cross Straights of 
Gibraltar 

 438 Theodosian Code issued     

 439     Vandals capture Carthage 

 443   Burgundians settled in 
Savoy 

  

450 

451  Huns defeated at 
Catalaunian fields 

   

 452  Attila turned away from 
Rome 

   

 453 Death of Attila     
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 Date Empire-Wide Italy Gaul Spain North Africa 

 

455  Vandals sack Rome    

 456    Theoderic II defeats 
Rechiar, King of the Suebi 

 

 c. 457-81   Childeric, King of Franks   

 466-84   Euric   

 468     Battle of Cap Bon 

475 

476  Romulus Augustulus 
deposed 

   

 476-93  Odoacer    

 470s    Code of Euric  

 480-511   Reign of Clovis   

 485/90-
c.580 

 Cassiodorus    

 488  Ostrogoths set out for Italy    

 489  Victory of Theoderic over 
Odoacer 

   

 493-526  Theoderic, King of 
Ostrogoths 
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 Date Empire-Wide Italy Gaul Spain North Africa 

 

496   Conversion of Clovis   

500 

506    Breviary of Alaric  

 

507   Battle of Vouillé-Franks 
conquer Visigoths 

  

 509   Clovis becomes King of all 
Franks 

  

 500s   Lex Burgundionum   

525 

527-65 Justinian     

 533-4     Vandalic War led by 
Belisarius 

 533-554  Gothic War    

 534 Codex Justinianus     

 534   Franks conquer Burgundy   

    Franks conquer Provence   

 537-8  First Siege of Rome    

 c. 540-94   Gregory of Tours   
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 Date Empire-Wide Italy Gaul Spain North Africa 

 

551    Byzantine control in 
southwest 

 

 543-6 Plague in the East     

550 

552  Gothic King Totila defeated 
by Narses at Busta 
Gallorum 

   

 

552  Last Gothic King Teias 
defeated by Narses at Mons 
Lactarius 

   

 554  Pragmatic Sanction Issued    

 554  Battle of the Volturnus    

 c. 560-636    Isidore of Seville  

 562  Verona, last Ostrogothic 
stronghold, falls 

   

 563   Plague in the Auvergne   

 568-774  Lombard Kingdom    

 568-586    Leovigild King of Visigoths  

575 

570  Plague Plague Plague  

 590-604  Pope Gregory the Great    
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APPENDIX II 
BATH BENEFACTION IN ITALY 
 

Century Imperial within 

Rome (not counted 

for overall 

percentage) 

Imperial, 

outside Rome 

(number) 

Imperial 

(percent of 

whole) 

Local Official 

(number) 

Local Official 

(percent of 

whole) 

Private 

(number) 

Private (percentage 

of whole) 

Overall (by 

century) 

1st 2 2 11.2% 9 50% 7 38.8% 18 

2nd 3 9 20.5% 22 50% 13 29.5% 44 

3rd  7 6 19.3% 15 48.4% 10 32.3% 31 

4th  6 19 48.7% 18 46.2% 2 5.1% 39 

5th 2 0 0% 3 100% 0 0% 3 

Overall (by 

benefactor) 

20 36 26.7% 67 49.6% 32 23.7% 135 

 

 

APPENDIX III 
 

The tables in this appendix present the data collected in this thesis studying the lives and afterlives of Roman public monuments. This data are broken 

down into building type (Tables 1-16 cover baths, 17-20 aqueducts, 21-34 spectacle buildings), region (Italy, Gaul, Spain and North Africa), and finally 

building phase (new, works, in use and disuse). Tables 35-36 present the collected instances of reuse, divided by building type. Each table provides at least 

the name of the structure, the city, the century and date (if the date is not specified beyond late antique, ‘LA’ will be noted), a note and the source of the 
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information, both ancient and modern. Tables that present new building have the size of the building, and both new building and repairs add the patron of the 

works and his title (if known).  

 

TABLE 1: NEW BATHS IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
 

Building  City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Baths of the 

Philosopher 

Ostia Second half of the 3rd 

(maybe 4th) 

 660 m2 Baths were built up against a wall from c. 

250, providing t.p.q. Date is provided by 

the masonry, which is fairly regular, with 

little reused material and good mortar. 

Poccardi 2006, 177; 

Boersma 1985, 46 

Hercules Baths Milan 3rd-4th  

286-305 

Maximian 14,500 m2 Large bath complex in the eastern section 

of the city, called the Hercules baths by 

Ausonius (Ordo nob. urb. 5.41). 

Jouffroy 1986, 167 

Baths of Diocletian Rome First half of 4th  

298-305/6 

Diocletian 140,600 m2 

(38,750 w/o 

palaestra) 

Only partly preserved. Known from 

drawings by Anonymus Destailleur. 

CIL VI.1130 = 31242; 

SHA Prob. 2.1; Chron 

a. 354 1.148M; 

Notitia Reg. VI 

Baths of Constantine Rome First half of 4th 

315  

Constantine 18-19,000 m2 

(9,000 w/o 

palaestra) 

Almost nothing preserved, known from 

drawings by Palladio. 

Notitia Reg. VI; 

Nielsen 1990, 2:4 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

 Grandi Termi or 

Constantinian Baths 

Aquileia First half of 4th  

306-337 

Constantine 20,000 m2 ? Size comes from Rubinich 2011. Some 

excavations on the site throughout the 20th 

c. Unclear if this is an ex novo 

construction or simply a major 

reconstruction. Constantine is noted as the 

patron in an inscription (AE 1996, 694; AE 

2001, 1008 or see Reiß 2001). 

Rubinich 2011; Reiß 

2001; Rubinich 2012 

Valesio Baths Torchiarolo First half of 4th   632 m2 Ceramic evidence provides the date. Boersma 1995, 123 

Baths in the Imperial 

Villa 

Piazza 

Armerina 

First half of 4th 

320-340  

 1,100 m2 Likely private. Nielsen 1990, 2:10 

Constantinian Baths  Treglia First half of 4th  Constantine ?   Inscription is fragmentary, but refers to the 

baths from the time of Constantine. 

CIL X.4559; Fagan 

1999, 275 

Baths in Horreum Ostia 4th ?  c. 100-200 m2 Very small baths installed into a Hadrianic 

horreum. Dated on masonry (opus 

vittatum) characteristics. 

Poccardi 2006, 178 

Asola Baths Asola Second half of 4th  

376 

Valentius 

Baebianus 

Junior 

 An inscription notes "balneum a solo 

fecit," but no significant remains of baths 

are known from there. 

AE 1972.202; Fagan 

1999, 298 

Terme dell’Indirizzo Catania 4th-5th   Currently 

preserved 

sections: c. 400 

m2 

Only 10 rooms remain, incorporated into 

S. Maria dell'Indirizzo convent. 

Wilson 1990, 93 



 

 297 

Building  City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Baths in Domus dei 

Dioscuri 

Ostia 4th-5th   c. 250 m2 Built into a corner of a 2nd c. house. 

Poccardi suggests they were private, 

because they could only be accessed 

through the house. 

Poccardi 2006, 178 

Byzantine Baths Ostia 4th-5th  

390-425 

 1000-1200 m2 Built on an earlier domus. Dated on 

masonry style. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:6; 

Heres 1983, 511-515 

Terme di via della 

Foce (Small Baths) 

Ostia Second half of 5th  

450-500 

 200 m2 Smallest public baths at Ostia. Dated on 

masonry style. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:6; 

Heres 1983, 434 

 

TABLE 2: BATH WORKS IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
 

Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Baths at Venosa Venosa 3rd-4th   New mosaics laid. Nielsen 1990, 2:8 

Double Baths Fossombrone 3rd-4th   Minor rebuilding. Nielsen 1990, 2:9 

Baths in Region 

IV 

Tindari 3rd-4th   Small baths (530 m2) were installed in a larger insula in 

2nd century. Restored in this era, but no details provided. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11; Coarelli and 

Torelli 1984, 388 

Cinquecento Baths Rome 3rd-4th   Blocked doorways, which suggest a change in layout or 

function. 

Hubert 2007, 130; Meneghini and 

Santangeli Valenzani 1996, 59-60 

Lavinium Baths Practica di 

Mare 

3rd-4th  Constantine Emperor named in unedited inscription. Jouffroy 1986, 165 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Severan Baths Castelporziano First half of 4th   Several retaining walls were put in to support the vault. 

The large hot-water pool was removed and replaced with 

two smaller basins. 

Claridge 1985, 71ff  

Baths of Agrippa Rome First half of 4th  Constantius and 

Constans 

Inscription notes restoration. Very little of the building is 

preserved, so little is known about its phases. 

CIL VI.1165 

Central Baths 

(Terme del 

"Palazzo di Re 

Barbaro") 

Porto Torres First half of 4th   Poorly preserved. Nielsen 1990, 2:18 

Baths of Neptune Ostia First half of 4th  

 

 Significant reconstruction. New caldarium installed 

inside a previous frigidarium, reusing elements of the 

previous heating system. New rooms added to the back 

of the complex. These works are dated from 

Constantinian-era brickstamps in the suspensurae of the 

new heated room. 

Poccardi 2006, 171; Heres 1978, 

103 

Amiternum Baths Amiternum First half of 4th  

325 

Anonymous 

patronus 

Restored after a long period of disuse at the expense of 

the patronus of the town. 

AE 1937.119; Ward-Perkins 

1984, 20 

Oriculum Winter 

Baths 

Otricoli First half of 4th  

341 

C. Cluvius 

Martinus and M. 

Caesolius 

Saturninus 

Restored by two local magistrates. CIL XI.4095 = ILS 5696; CIL 

XI.4096; Ward-Perkins 1984, 20 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Unnamed Baths Ostia First half of 4th  

340-350 

Constantius and 

Constans 

 Inscription notes that restoration took place for 

“[therm]as incuria longi temporis destituta[s].” 

CIL XIV.135 

Baths of Mithras Ostia First half of 4th   Major rebuilding and redecorating, including two new 

apses, door-blockings and reconfigured walls. Dated on 

masonry style. 

Poccardi 2006, 170; Heres 1983, 

437-33 

Liternum Baths Lago Patria First half of 4th ? 

Before 383 

Virius 

Audentius 

Aemilianus; 

supervised by 

Tannonius 

Chrysantius 

Inscription relates to the movement of a statue from a 

hidden place to the "thronged Severan baths." 

CIL X.3714 

Baths of Caracalla Rome 4th    Redecorated. Chron. a. 354 1.148; Nielsen 

1990, 2:3 

Small Baths Nora Nora 4th    New mosaics laid. Nielsen 1990, 2:18 

Baths of Venus 

Liternum  

Lago Patria 4th (probably 

second half) 

Domitius 

Severianus; 

carried out by 

Sentius Marsus 

Inscription notes that the governor of Campania rebuilt 

the baths damaged by age, and that the work was carried 

out by the curator of Capua, Liternum and Cumae. 

ILS 5693; Fagan 1999, 245 

Interamna Lirenas 

Baths 

Pignataro 

Interamna 

4th ? Marcus Sentius 

Crispinus 

Inscription to commemorate this local magistrate and 

benefactor, who restored the baths. 

CIL X.5348; Ward-Perkins 1984, 

20 

Gioiosa Ionica 

Baths 

Gioiosa Ionica 4th ?  Jouffroy notes a repair and that vestiges of a late bath 

have been discovered.  

Jouffroy 1986, 166 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Thermae Silvani Sepino Second half of 

4th  

352-357 

Fabius 

Maximus, rector 

provinciae 

Inscription notes restoration of the baths from the 

benefactor’s own funds. 

CIL IX.2447; Fagan 1999, 242 

Baths at Telesia Telese Terme Second half of 

4th  

352-357 

Fabius 

Maximus, rector 

provinciae 

Inscription notes the restoration of the baths “curante 

ordine splendidissimo Telesinorum.” 

CIL IX.2212 = ILS 5690; Fagan 

1999, 241-2 

Hercules Baths Alife Second half of 

4th  

352-357 

Fabius 

Maximus, rector 

provinciae 

Inscription notes that baths were restored “a 

fundamentis” after an earthquake. 

CIL IX.2338 = ILS 5691; Fagan 

1999, 242 

Spoletium Baths Spoleto Second half of 

4th  

355-360 

Constantius and 

Julian 

Inscription records that the emperors restored baths 

destroyed by fire. 

CIL XI.4781; Fagan 1999, 237 

Regium Iulium 

Baths 

Regium Iulium Second half of 

4th 

374  

Valens, Gratian 

and Valentinian 

 Inscription notes the emperors “returned the baths, 

which had collapsed through old age and an earthquake 

to their own people, the Rhegians; they improved the 

baths’ refinements and appearance.” 

AE 1913 n.227; Fagan 1999, 237 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Maritime 

Baths/Porta 

Marina Baths 

Ostia Second half of 

4th  

375-378 

Proculus 

Gregorius, 

praefectus 

annonae on 

behalf of 

Valens, Gratian 

and Valentinian 

III 

 Inscription notes works carried out on the thermae 

maritimae. There has always been some confusion about 

this because it was found out of place and other baths at 

Ostia are frequently called the Maritime baths. Poccardi 

firmly states that this must have come from the Porta 

Marina baths (which, given the imperial involvement, 

makes sense) and relates to the period when new 

mosaics and marble veneers were installed. 

CIL XIV.137 = ILS 5694; 

Poccardi 2006, 174 

Forum Baths Ostia Second half of 

4th  

385-389 

Ragonius 

Vincentius 

Celsus, 

praefectus 

annonae 

Often ascribed to the prefect. Works involved altering 

the connections between a few rooms and disconnecting 

one room from the heating elements. Poccardi also notes 

the addition of an apse to a pool, but Heres (1983, 401) 

claims this is early 4th century. 

CIL XIV.4718; RA 1955 no. 28; 

Poccardi 2006, 171; on the 

praefectus: Boin 2013, 148 

Baths at Anzio Anzio Second half of 

4th 

379-382  

Anicius 

Auchenius 

Bassus, 

proconsul 

Campaniae 

 Governor restored the baths. CIL X.6656 = ILS 5702; Fagan 

1999, 244 

Terracina Baths Terracina Second half of 

4th  

After 378 

Avianus 

Vindicianus 

 Inscription records that the baths were restored. CIL X.6312; Fagan 1999, 243 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Siena Baths Siena Second half of 

4th  

Anonymous 

patronus 

 Inscription noting the repair of the baths was found on a 

statue base in Rome. 

CIL VI.1793; Ward-Perkins 

1984, 20 

Baths of Novianus 

(or Novius) 

Cassino Second half of 

4th  

C. Paccius 

Felix, curator 

rei publicae 

 Inscription notes a restoration for baths that had been 

out of use for some years. 

CIL X.5200; Fagan 1999, 275 

Constantinian 

Baths Trebula 

Treglia Second half of 

4th  

L. Alfius 

Fannius Primus 

So[…] 

Inscription is fragmentary but notes a bath repair. CIL X.4559; Fagan 1999, 275 

Susa Baths Susa Second half of 

4th  

Anonymous 

mag[…] 

Work by anonymous mag(ister) or mag(istratus) noting 

giving pipes, leading water as well as other necessary 

gifts. 

CIL V.7250 = ILS 5701; Fagan 

1999, 281 

Pentascienses 

Baths 

Taranto Second half of 

4th  

Furius Togius 

Quintillus 

 Inscription notes the restoration of the water supply, 

which had been cut off by an earthquake, thereby 

restoring their use. 

ILS 5700; Fagan 1999, 312 

Baths of the 

Philosopher 

Ostia Second half of 

4th  

 Addition of a new apsidal pool. Date based on masonry 

style, including many reused pieces. 

Boersma 1985, 45-6 

Ocriculum Winter 

Baths 

Otricoli 4th-5th 

 

C. Volusius 

Victor 

 Inscription notes that baths were restored to their 

original glory. 

CIL XI.4094; Fagan 1999, 281 

Isola Sacra Baths Ostia 4th-5th    The baths went through a substantial phase of 

reconstruction around this time, but this has not been 

fully examined. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:4; Pavolini 2006, 

279 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Baths at Pozzuoli Pozzuoli 4th – 5th  

 

Septimius 

Rusticus, 

consularis 

Campaniae 

The governor is called a “restorer of baths.” CIL X.1707 = ILS 5692; Fagan 

1999, 245-6 

Baths (San 

Gaetano di Vada) 

Rosignano 

Marittimo 

4th-5th   Two new praefurnia built, two rooms exchanged 

functions and possibly an apse was built.  

Nielsen 1990, 2:10; Pasquinucci 

and Alessi 1987, 127 

Baths of Tuscianus Bolsena 4th-5th  Maecius 

Paternus, 

curator et 

patrono civitatis 

Noted as restorer of baths on funerary inscription. CIL XI.7298; Fagan 1999, 281 

Baths at 

Grumentum 

Grumento 

Nova 

4th-5th  Rullus Festus, 

corrector 

Lucaniae et 

Brittiorum 

An inscription notes ornamentum were put together for 

the baths. The baths are very poorly preserved. 

CIL X.212; Fagan 1999, 246 

Beneventum Baths Benevento 4th-5th  Anonymus 

patronus 

Inscription dated by Nielsen to the 4th or 5th centuries, 

Fagan notes that although unlikely, it could be 6th 

century.  The inscription does note that the baths (and 

much of the rest of the city) were restored after the 

enemy burned nearly everything. 

CIL IX.1596 = ILS 5511; Fagan 

1999, 299 

Baths of Trajan Rome 4th-5th  Julius Felix 

Campanianus, 

praefectus urbi 

Inscription notes the addition of statues to the baths. CIL VI.1670; Nielsen 1990, 2:3 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Severan Baths Castelporziano 5th   Further reinforcements to the vaults. The baths overall 

were reduced by a fifth in size. Dating comes from 

masonry style, which features reused brick in opus 

vittatum. 

Claridge 1985, 75 

Aquileia Baths 

(Grandi Termi) 

Aquileia 5th 

After 452 ?  

 A new mosaic was laid down in one room during this 

period, dated from ceramics sealed beneath it. Rubinich 

(2011, k2) notes that the baths saw “the recovery of 

Aquileia after the plunder of Attila the Hun” although 

the connection to the year 452 is tenuous. 

Rubinich 2011; Rubinich 2012, 

625 

Baths of Sura Rome First half of 5th  Caecina Decius 

Aginatius 

Albinus, 

praefectus urbi 

This is the repair of the damage caused by Alaric’s sack. 

These baths are only known from the Severan marble 

plan. 

CIL VI.1703; Nielsen 1990, 2:3 

Interamna Lirenas 

Baths 

Pignataro 

Interamna 

First half of 5th  

408 

Marcus Sentius 

Redemptus 

An inscription on a statue base for local benefactor notes 

his work on the baths. 

CIL X.5349; Ward-Perkins 1984, 

20 

Baths of Invidioso Ostia First half of 5th  

400-425 

 A number of new walls installed that reorganized the 

space. Dated on masonry style.  

Heres 1983, 549-53  

Baths of Achilles Catania First half of 5th 

c. 434 

Sicilia Flavius 

Felix Eumathius 

Baths are below the Cathedral. An inscription speaks of 

the restoration. 

IG X.455; Coarelli and Torelli 

1984 

Aquileia Baths Aquileia Second half of 

5th 

452 

 A new mosaic was laid in the fifth century.  Rubinich 2011; Rubinich 2012, 

625 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Baths of 

Constantine 

Rome Second half of 

5th  

Petronius 

Perpenna 

Magnus 

Quadratianus, 

praefectus urbi 

Inscription notes a repair (reportedly small, being limited 

by meager public funds) after a fire and earthquake. 

CIL VI.1750; Nielsen 1990, 2:4 

"Daphne" Baths Syracuse 6th   The excavator argues for a Byzantine-era reconstruction 

based on the presence of several ‘late’ features like a 

badly-sorted opus sectile floor and the reuse of tubuli in 

the construction. No more solid dating information 

given. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:10; Cultrera 

1954, 115 

Baths of Caracalla Rome First half of 6th   Brickstamps of Theoderic suggest works. Only one of 

these was contexted, and was found in a stair to the 

lower level in a caldarium pier. 

CIL XV.1665a; 1669; DeLaine 

1997, 256 

Baths of 

Constantine 

Rome First half of 6th    Brickstamps of Theoderic suggest works, although the 

extent is unclear. 

CIL XV.1665,2; Nielsen 1990, 

2:4 

Porta Marina 

Baths 

Ostia First half of 6th   Poccardi notes brickstamps of Theoderic and refers to 

CIL XV 1664; 1669; However, in the CIL volumes, 

Ostia is not explicitly listed among the find spots for 

Theoderican bricks.  

 Poccardi 2006, 174 

Small Baths Ostia Second half of 

6th 

490-550 

 Several new rooms added as well as a secondary 

doorway. Date from masonry style.  

Heres 1983, 434 
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TABLE 3: BATHS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Cividale del Friuli Baths Cividale del Friuli First half of 4th  Coins of Constantine found in the building. Nielsen 1990, 2:15; Stucchi 

1951, 60 

Baths of Trajan Rome 4th Referenced in the Calendar of 354. Nielsen 1990, 2:2-3 

Baths (San Gaetano di Vada) 

 

Rosignano Marittimo 4th-5th  Ceramics through this point indicate that the 

building remained in use. 

Pasquinucci and Alessi 1987, 

121 

Baths of Agrippa Rome First half of 5th  In use as a "luxury establishment." Yegül 2010, 199 

Baths at Venosa Venosa First half of 5th  Likely in use. Nielsen 1990, 2:8 

Civitavecchia Baths Civitavecchia First half of 5th  Noted in Rutilius Namatianus’ poem. Koehler 2007, 124 

Baths of Diocletian Rome Second half of 5th 

470  

Mentioned in Sid. Apoll. Carm. 23.495. Nielsen 1990, 2:4 

Baths of Nero Rome First half of 6th  Mentioned in several textual sources: Notitia Reg. 

VIII, Chron. a. 354 1.147, Aurel. Vict. Caes. 24. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:2 

Isola Sacra Baths (Matidia) Ostia First half of 6th  Simply noted to be in use to the mid-6th c., 

although they might have been coopted for the 

nearby Basilica of Saint Hippolitus. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:4; Pavolini 

2006, 279 

Spoletium Baths Spoleto First half of 6th  

 

Theoderic Provides free bathing. Cassiod. Var. 2.37 

Baths at Pozzuoli Pozzuoli Second half of 6th ? Said by Benjamin of Tudela to still be in use by 

the Lombards. 

DeLaine 2007, 32  
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TABLE 4: BATH DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
 

Building City Century-Date Notes Reference 

Baptisterium Baths Rome First half of 4th  Lateran Baptistery built on top. Thayer 2012, 7 

The "Balneum" of the Arval 

Brethren at La Magliana 

Rome First half of 4th 

340  

Archaeological investigations show coins and 

ceramics up to the 330s, and then a century or so 

of disuse. 

Broise and Scheid 1987, 173 

Baths in Region IV Tindari Second half of 4th  Possibly damaged in an earthquake. Reuse is 

marked by “misere costruzioni.” 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11; Coarelli and 

Torelli 1984, 389 

Valesio Baths Torchiarolo First half of 5th  Ceramic evidence. Boersma 1995, 124 

Cinquecento Baths Rome Second half of 5th-6th  Excavation shows a change in the use of the space 

through several new walls, probably meant to 

convert this building to domestic uses. 

Hubert 2007, 130; Meneghini 

and Santangeli Valenzani 1996, 

63-9 

Baths of Titus Rome 6th  Probably disused before 6th c. No further 

information given. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:2 

Baths of Trajan Rome 6th  Probably disused in the 6th c. No further 

information given. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:3 

Baths (San Gaetano di Vada) Rosignano Marittimo 6th  Pillars in the exedra destroyed, doorways in 

service area closed and a “circular structure” built 

inside one of the rooms. Also burials “alla 

cappuccina" found. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:10; Pasquinucci 

and Alessi 1987, 127 
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Building City Century-Date Notes Reference 

Baths of Caracalla Rome First half of 6th  

c. 537 

Disused when aqueduct was cut. Nielsen 1990, 2:3 

Baths of Diocletian Rome First half of 6th  

c. 537 

Disused when aqueduct was cut. Nielsen 1990, 2:4 

Maritime Baths Ostia LA Late antique lime kilns and infant burials in 

amphorae, not securely dated. 

Veloccia Rinaldi 1969-1970, 

565 

 

TABLE 5: NEW BATHS IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
 

Building City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Ilôt Chabrefy Baths Angoulême 3rd-4th     66 m2 (preserved 

portion only, three 

rooms) 

 The presence of a hypocaust system has 

led to the identification of this as a bath, 

but Bouet notes that the lack of any basins 

discovered in the preserved portion may 

suggest a habitation instead. 

Bouet 2003b, 633 

North Baths 

(Constantinian Baths) 

Arles First half of 4th   Constantine ?  3,570 m2 No direct evidence to associate this with 

Constantine. Two sondages have revealed 

pottery no later than a late 3rd/early 4th 

century date. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11-

12; Heijmans 2004, 

175 
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Building City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Les Thermes de la 

Place Saint-Étienne 

(A) 

Toulouse First half of 4th     c. 35 m2 Situated in the eastern part of the city, near 

to the early imperial wall. Partially 

destroyed by the second building on the 

site. Three small room, one with an apse. 

Heijmans 2006b, 35; 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11-

12; Bouet 2003a, 

2:305-6 

Apt (Place Jean 

Jaurès) Baths 

Apt Second half of 4th-

5th  

   13.25 m2 

(preserved section) 

Excavated in 1981 in clearance project. A 

small room with a hypocaust and access to 

water was found in the ruins of a 1st 

century public building. The rest of the 

structure is unknown. 

Bouet 2003a, 2:34 

Les Thermes de la 

Place Saint-Étienne 

(B) 

Toulouse Second half of 4th     280 m2 Situated in the eastern part of the city, near 

to the early imperial wall. New building 

after (A) was destroyed. 

Heijmans 2006b, 35; 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11-

12; Bouet 2003a, 

2:305-6 

Hôtel de Sade Baths, 

Building A 

Saint-Remy-

de-Provence 

4th     330 m2 Partially known beneath the Hôtel de 

Sade, along with three other possible bath 

suites (which are thought to be private). 

Dating is not fully certain, but this was in 

Saint-Remy, not Glanum—which was 

destroyed in the 3rd century—providing a 

t.p.q. Bouet also notes similarities to the 

Baths of Maxentius in Rome. 

Heijmans 2006b, 35; 

Bouet 2003a, 2:239-

41 
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Building City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Place Suarès Baths Arles 4th ?  c. 100 m2 (preserve 

section) 

Small bath built on a 3rd century 

abandonment layer. Possibly a private 

structure. 

Bouet 2003a, 2:41 

Peribole Baths Saint-

Bertrand-de-

Comminges 

5th    under 300 m2 A small bath suite composed of a variety 

of building materials. Built in the 

peribolos (enclosure) of the temple 

precinct, adjacent to the old baths which 

were destroyed in the late 4th century. 

Heijmans 2006b, 35; 

Bouet 2003b, 568 

Montferrand Baths Montferrand 5th ?    62 m2 Only partially preserved. Dating is 

uncertain, but Bouet (2003a 1:177) 

proposes that it was contemporaneous with 

the church that was 20 m or so south. 

Bouet 2003a, 2:177; 

Bouet 2003b, 598 

 

TABLE 6: BATH REPAIRS IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
 

Building Name City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Les Thermes de l'Esplanade Arles 3rd-4th  This is the second phase of baths on this site after the first was 

destroyed in a fire in the late 3rd century. There were a number 

of structural changes, including a new piscine and new 

doorways installed, between the two phases. 

Bedon 2001, 82; 

Bouet 2003a, 2:37 
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Building Name City Century—Date Notes Reference 

North Baths  Saint-Bertrand-de-

Comminges 

4th  One portico was divided into three small rooms and a small 

heated room was installed in a service corridor. Access to the 

frigidarium was limited around this time, possibly in the same 

works. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11; 

Bouet 2003b, 577 

Cimiez East Baths  Nice 4th  A women’s section was added. Nielsen 1990, 2:11 

Forum Baths St Bertrand Saint-Bertrand-de-

Comminges 

First half of 4th  West wall of the caldarium rebuilt along with a new heated 

room. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:12; 

Bouet 2003b, 574 

Forum Baths St Bertrand Saint-Bertrand-de-

Comminges 

Second half of 4th  Baths expanded with two new rooms to the north and the 

palaestra was divided into two spaces, one of which may have 

been occupied by a marble workshop. 

Badie et al. 1994, 

62–8; Bouet 2003b, 

574 

 

TABLE 7: BATHS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Les Thermes de la place 

Villeneuve-Bargemont 

Marseille 4th  Said to be still in use, despite some re-arrangement at the end of 

the 4th century. 

Heijmans 2006b, 35 

Mérande Baths Arbin 4th  Coins from 4th century found. Bouet 2003b, 590 
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TABLE 8: BATH DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
 

Building  City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Parking du Calvaire Baths Poitiers 4th  No details given. Bouet 2003b, 565 

Les Thermes de l'Esplanade Arles Mid-4th  Before spoliation began in the 380s. Bedon 2001, 82; 

Bouet 2003a, 2:37 

Les Thermes de la Place 

Saint-Étienne (A) 

Toulouse Second half of 4th  Destroyed, and a new bath building built on top of it. Heijmans 2006b, 

35; Bouet 2003a, 

2:306 

Les Thermes de la place 

Villeneuve-Bargemont 

Marseille Second half of 4th  No details given. Heijmans 2006b, 35 

Longeas Baths Chassenon Second half of 4th-5th  Thermal uses of the building stop then and it is given over to 

housing. 

Bouet 2003b, 622 

Thermes de la Rue du 

Languedoc 

Toulouse 4th-5th  A drain was filled with 4th century pottery. Bouet 2003a, 2:307 

Arc de Diane Baths Cahors 4th-5th  Building seems to be abandoned by this point, given that the 

latest coin found there was a nummus if Licinius (315-317).  

Labrousse 1963, 

222; Bouet 2003b, 

558 

North Baths  Saint-Bertrand-

de-Comminges 

First half of 5th  Access to the frigidarium was already limited in the 4th century, 

perhaps because it was hazardous. Completely disused by the 5th 

century. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:12; 

Bouet 2003b, 577 



 

 313 

Building  City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Forum Baths St Bertrand Saint-Bertrand-

de-Comminges 

Late 4th-5th  The excavation did not reveal a precise date of abandonment. 

The latest coins found contexted were from c. 348, and some 

were found out of context from 395. One of these may provide 

the date of disuse, but without firm stratigraphy, they can only 

suggest the chronology. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:11-

12; Guyon et al. 

1991, 99; Aupert et 

al. 2001, 97 

Peribole Baths Saint-Bertrand-

de-Comminges 

Second half of 5th  Ceramics provide at t.a.q. of the 5th century for abandonment. Nielsen 1990, 2:12; 

Aupert et al. 2001, 

98 

Les Thermes de la Place 

Saint-Étienne (B) 

Toulouse 5th-First half of 6th  This was the second building on the site. Evidence for 

destruction comes from lead heating elements found in the wells 

of a neighboring space in 5th-6th century layers. 

Heijmans 2006b, 

35; Bouet 2003a, 

2:306 

Constantinian Baths Arles Second half of 6th  Excavation shows abandonment layers that date from the end of 

the 6th century. 

Heijmans 2004, 219 

 

TABLE 9: NEW BATHS IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
 

Building City Century—Date Size Notes Reference 

Castulo Late 

Baths 

Linares Second half of the 

3rd-4th  

 Very little has been uncovered. The pool of the frigidarium has 

been dated to the late 3rd or early 4th century. 

Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 

23 



 

 314 

Building City Century—Date Size Notes Reference 

Complutum 

South Forum 

Baths 

Alcalá de Henares 3rd-4th  c. 225 m2 Built in the central complex of the town to replace the earlier baths 

that were built into the basilica. 

Rascón Marqués 2000, 

238 

Calle John 

Lennon Baths 

Mérida 4th 85 m2 Small bath building built from reused materials in the western part 

of the forum coloniae. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 

266 

Plaça del Rei 

Baths 

Barcelona 5th-6th   Size of pool suggests that these were public baths. The building is 

poorly preserved. Possibly operated by episcopal authorities. Dating 

based on the levels of the surrounding streets. 

Beltrán de Heredia 

Bercero 2002, 103 

Mérida 

Suburban Baths 

Mérida 6th -7th   In the suburbs. Ceramics provide the date, but the chronology of the 

forms is not precise enough to move beyond this two century range. 

Kulikowski 2004, 302 

 

TABLE 10: BATH WORKS IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
 

Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Carteia Baths San Roque 3rd-4th Publius Pertillius  A reinforcement or retaining wall installed, commemorated in an 

inscription. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 

102 

Thermae 

Montanarum 

Tarragona 4th  M. Aurelius 

Vicentius, vir 

perfectissimus and 

curator 

reipublicae 

Sometimes identified with the Carrer de Sant Miquel baths, but not 

conclusively shown. Inscription notes that he restored the baths. 

RIT 155; CIL II.4112 

= ILER 1306 
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Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Sant Miquel 

Baths 

Barcelona 4th  This work involved closing off some of the rooms of the bath 

complex. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 

72 

Castulo Late 

Baths 

Linares 4th ?  Restoration of pavement. Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 

2001, 23 

Segobriga Baths Saelices 4th -5th   Based on the typology of a new floor mosaic in the tepidarium. Kulikowski 2004, 

100 

La Calle Honda 

Baths 

Cartagena 4th-5th  Major phase of reconstruction for the whole structure and possibly 

the hypocaust. Works use a high degree of spolia, which suggests to 

Diarte Blasco a later (i.e. 5th century) date.  

Diarte Blasco 2012, 

108 

 

TABLE 11: BATHS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Segobriga Baths 

(Cabeza de Griego) 

Saelices 4th  

 

No details provided. Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 

2001, 22 

Carrer de Sant 

Miquel Baths 

Tarragona 5th A small amount of pottery dated to early fifth century, and two late 4th century 

coins found there. 

Macias Solé 2004, 

203 

Ebora Baths Évora 5th  

 

No details provided. Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 

2001, 26 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Residential Baths 

North 

Barcelona 6th  

 

Shows signs of occupation and use until 8th century, but it is unclear in what 

capacity. 

Ripoll López 2002, 

36 

 

TABLE 12: BATH DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

North Baths Alcalá de Henares Second half of the 

3rd-4th  

Converted into a civil basilica, which reused parts of the hypocaust system. Rascón Marqués 2000, 238 

Calle John Lennon 

Baths 

Mérida 4th  Date from ceramics (mostly lamps). Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 25 

Baelo Claudia Baths  Bolonia First half of 4th  The date of construction for these baths is disputed and are throught to be 

either 2nd or 3rd/4th century. There was a late stage of the building where some 

doorways were closed and several flimsy walls installed in the rooms. This 

might be connected to the domestic occupation (indicated through ceramics) 

that was happening from the middle of the 4th century. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:15; Diarte 

Blasco 2012, 67 

Toledo Extra Mural 

Baths 

Toledo 4th  The large natatio was filled in and residential buildings built over it. Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 22 

Carteia Baths San Roque 4th  Shortly after (or contemporaneously with) repairs, there were signs of 

domestic reoccupation in parts of the bath, notably organic remains and 

domestic-type pottery. This seems to remain until the 6th century, when the 

building was partially destroyed and graves installed. 

Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 28; 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 103 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Forum Baths Clunia Peñalba de Castro 4th-5th  The area outside the baths was being used as a dump from the 2nd to the 4th 

century at least. The first reoccupation within the baths was domestic, as well 

as several burials in the apodyterium in the late 4th or early 5th century. 

Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 21; 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 118 

South Forum Baths Alcalá de Henares 4th-5th ? Baths built in the early 4th century are disused. Kulikowski 2004, 100 

La Calle Honda 

Baths 

Cartagena 5th ? A large amount of pottery from the 6th and 7th centuries, along with animal 

bones, was found in the bath. Some have taken this to mean that it continued 

to be used for bathing, while others interpret it as belonging to a reoccupation 

phase (likely domestic). 

Férnandez Ochoa and 

Zarzalejos Prieto 2001, 22; 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 108 

Double Baths Santiago do 

Cacém 

5th ? Ceramic finds from 5th c. suggest it had gone out of use, but Kulikowski 

suggests that the ceramics may have been washed from the hill beside it. 

Kulikoski 2004, 101 

 

TABLE 13: NEW BATHS IN LATE ANTIQUE NORTH AFRICA 
 

Building  City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Cap Bon Baths Cap Bon 3rd-4th   290 m2 Small bath, dated on the style of the mosaics, 

which featured panels set within geometric sets. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:27; 

Courtois 1954, 202 

Large Baths, "Palais 

du Legat" 

Tazoult 3rd-4th   920 m2 Assigned a late date because of generous use of 

spolia in construction. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:30; 

Gsell 1901, 220 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Early/Unfinished 

Baths 

Khoms 4th   3,300 m2 Unfinished imperial-type bath project. Date is 

uncertain, but certainly after 265, and possibly 

not long before the Austurian invasions and an 

earthquake in the 360s, which possibly could 

have impacted on this not being finished. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:27; 

Goodchild 1965 

Baths North West of 

Theater 

Jendouba 4th   800 m2 No excavation, but date has been assumed on the 

architecture and mosaic styles. 

Thébert 2003, 134-5 

Timgad Northwest 

Baths 

Timgad 4th ?  875 m2 Nielsen says this is a late building, possibly from 

the 4th century. Thébert says that there is no 

indication of the date from the surviving 

structure. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:31; 

Thébert 2003, 237 

Baths at Rusguniae Tametfoust 4th ?  900 m2 Nielsen says this is a late building, possibly from 

the 4th century. Thébert says that it must be later 

than the Severan period (bricks) but before 

Constantius II, whose coin was found in a 

hypocaust pillar. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:29; 

Thébert 2003, 221 

Small North Baths Timgad 4th ?  300 m2 Dated on the style of the mosaic. Nielsen 1990, 2:31; 

Thébert 2003, 229 
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Building  City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Forum Novum Baths Khamissa Second half of 

4th  

 2,100 m2 Nielsen says this is a late building, from before 

360-70. Thébert says there is no preserved dating 

information, and that the mosaic which often is 

used to date the structure can only indicate a 

repair. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:31; 

Thébert 2003, 225 

Triomphe de Venus 

Baths 

Sétif 4th-5th   2,000 m2 Dated on the style of the mosaic, which was 

confirmed by stratigraphy. 

Sears 2007, 87; 

Thébert 2003, 223 

Baths of Thrasamund Carthage 5th-6th  

493-526 

King 

Thrasamund 

 Only known through literary texts. Said to be 

built in the suburban region of Alianae. This 

might only be a reconstruction.  

Bockmann 2013, 55-6 

Baths of Gebamund Carthage First half of 6th 

530-533 

Prince 

Gebamund 

 Only known through literary texts. Might be a 

reconstruction. 

CIL VIII.25362; 

Leone 2013, 95 n.63; 

Bockmann 2013, 56-7 

Priests' Baths Sbeitla First half of 6th   590 m2 Very little preserved, but the construction style 

and mosaic in the frigidarium suggest (for 

Thébert) a 5th or 6th century construction. Nielsen 

notes the year 500. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:28; 

Thébert 2003, 157 

Small Northeast Baths Timgad 6th ?  650 m2 Capitals in the baths were dated stylistically by 

the excavator to the Byzantine period. 

Thébert 2003, 234-5 
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TABLE 14: BATH WORKS IN NORTH AFRICA 
 

Building  City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Winter Baths Sbeitla 4th   The fragmentary text reads “piscinalem thermarum hiemalium 

squallentem.” Seems to be related to another fragment that is 

tetrarchic in date. 

ILAfr 141; Thébert 2003, 

493-4 

Small East Baths Timgad 4th   Nielsen claims the building was rebuilt. Thébert notes two 

inscriptions from the 3rd century that end up reused in a 

staircase in a service corridor, but otherwise does not discuss 

repair phases. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:30; 

Thébert 2003, 231-2 

Proconsular Baths Carthage 4th Flavius Dardanius Possibly a new work, but more likely a restoration. ILT 1093; Rossiter 2009, 

180 

Aïn Doura Baths Dougga 4th  Enlarged with a new room and new mosaics added. Dated on 

the mosaics. 

Leone 2007, 91 

Baths of the Months Henchir-Thina First half of 4th  Dated on a coin hoard (coins between 297 and 311) found on a 

new mosaic floor. 

Thébert 2003, 161-2 

Sensensium Baths Henchir-

Haouli 

First half of 4th  Baths restored and a porch and cella solaris added. AE 1934.133 = ILT 622; 

Leone 2007, 91 
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Building  City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Thubursicum Baths Khamissa First half of 4th 

322-333 

 Fagan notes that although the text does not mention a 

restoration per se, it is clear (saying “ther]mas et ce[tera rui]na 

dilap[sa aedificia] …”) that that is what is being 

commemorated. He further notes that it is unclear which of the 

two baths this refers to, the Forum Novum Baths or the Baths 

Northwest of the Forum Novum. Thébert does not mention the 

second bath at all, but given that the Forum Novum Baths 

were likely only constructed in the first part of the 4th century, 

a repair is unlikely. Unless, of course, Fagan’s reading of the 

restoration is incorrect. 

CIL VIII.4878 = ILS 

2943; Fagan 1999, 298 

West Baths Thydrus El Djem First half of 4th 

323-333 

 Fragmentary inscription notes the emperors but does not 

specifically say anything about restoring the baths. It was 

found in a cistern of the palaestra of the baths, and so is 

generally assumed to relate to the baths. 

CIL VIII.22853; Thébert 

2003, 497 

Forum Baths at 

Belalis Maior 

Henchir el-

Faouar 

First half of 4th  

326-331 

M. Caeionius 

Julianus, proconsul 

Inscription noting works done by the proconsul. Also, in the 

4th century, a wall was closed off between the baths and a few 

annex building built to the southwest of the caladarium. 

AE 1978, 864; Stirling et 

al. 2001, 70; Mahjoubi 

1978, 209 

Capitol Baths Henchir 

Kasbat 

First half of 4th  The baths were repaired a number of times in late antiquity, 

but little can be given a solid date, besides one new mosaic 

from the beginning of the 4th century. 

Thébert 2003, 173 
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Building  City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Memmia Baths Jendouba Second half of 

4th 

c.360 

 Large works which reorganized space in the western part of 

the baths. Dated on excavation evidence. 

Thébert 2003, 133-4 

Region VII Baths Sabratha Second half of 

4th  

378 

Flavius Vivus 

Benedictus, vir 

perfectissimus 

Honorary inscription noting that when the baths had fallen 

down, he restored them at his own expense. 

IRT 103; Thébert 2003, 

111; Nielsen 1990, 2:28 

Antonine Baths Carthage Second half of 

4th  

388-392 

Proconusul of 

Africa, Polemius 

Works are not specified, but the inscription refers to ‘decora.’ 

Found in the baths, carved on an architrave already 

commemorating work in the 2nd century (AE 1949 no. 27). 

AE 1949 no. 28; Thébert 

2003, 141-3 

Winter Baths Henchir 

Kasbat 

Second half of 

4th  

 

G. Optatianus, 

flamen perpetuus, 

curator rei publicae 

Inscription noting the work done rebuilding and strengthening 

the cella solaris and its pools, and adding a new pool. 

ILAfr 285; Fagan 1999, 

281 

Summer Baths Henchir 

Kasbat 

Second half of 

4th 

361  

Annius Namptoius , 

flamen perpetuus, 

curator reipublicae 

Inscription that celebrates the repair of the baths. Some 

changes to the physical structure, like the reconstruction of the 

caladarium to have a trefoil plan, have been hypothesized for 

this repair. 

ILAfr 273; Thébert 2003, 

166-7; Fagan 1999, 275 

Large Summer Baths M’Daourouch Second half of 

4th  

364 

Caecilius Pontilius 

Paulinus, flamen 

perpetuus 

Inscription in two pieces (found in the forum and north of the 

theater) referring to the Summer baths, which are generally 

thought to be the large baths.  It notes the restoration of the 

baths that were once very splendid and had fallen into ruin. 

ILAlg I.2101; Thébert 

2003, 512; Fagan 1999, 

277 
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Building  City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Large Summer Baths M’Daourouch Second half of 

4th  

366-367 

Anonymous In inscription found reemployed in a late wall at the baths 

refers to works. This is often seen as a second major 

restoration, but Thébert argues that it might not even be about 

the baths at all. 

ILAlg I.2102; Thébert 

2003, 512 

Small Winter (?) 

Baths 

M’Daourouch Second half of 

4th  

361-363 

 Inscription notes that the baths underwent repairs at public 

expense, and Fagan connects the use of the passive to the 

work being carried out by the council. Inscription was found 

in the large baths, but is thought to refer to work in the small 

baths. 

ILAlg I.2100; Thébert 

2003, 512; Fagan 1999, 

277 

Guelma Baths Guelma Second half of 

4th  

366-68 

Q. Basilius 

Flaccianus, flamen 

perpetuus, augur et 

curator rei publicae 

Inscription notes that a pool and a cistern were rebuilt and 

brought back to proper functioning. 

CIL VIII.5335 = ILS 

5730 = ILAlg I.256; 

Fagan 1999, 278 

Abbir Maius Baths Henchir en-

Naam 

Second half of 

4th  

368-370 

Local Council and 

Flavianus Leontius, 

curator rei publicae 

Inscription notes that the oceanum had been started from its 

roots and completed and that the soliaris, which had collapsed, 

was restored, as well as new entrances and statues for the 

complex. 

AE 1975.873; Fagan 

1999, 279 

Licinian Baths Dougga Second half of 

4th  

367-83 

[…]dius 

Honorati(a)nus, 

flamen perpetuus 

Inscription notes that the atrium had been started earlier, but 

was of poor quality, and it was restored and improved. 

ILAfr 573; ILT1500; 

Lepelley 1981, 221; 

Fagan 1999, 279 
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Building  City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Northwest Byrsa 

Baths 

Carthage Second half of 

4th  

 Rebuilt and expanded in the late 4th century, according to the 

interpretations of the excavators. Dating was largely based on 

stylistic comparisons of a mosaic in this phase of the complex, 

which has parallels from the late 4th century, as well as the 

presence of a particular grey mortar that only seems to have 

come into use after the earthquake of 365. 

Sears 2007, 87; Gerner-

Hansen 2002, 117 

Municipium 

Tubernuc Baths 

Aïn 

Tébournouk 

Second half of 

4th 

364-375  

 Inscription notes that a new, better water supply was brought 

to the baths. 

CIL VIII.948; Fagan 

1999, 311 

Mustis Baths Mest Henchir/ 

Henchir Bu 

Auya 

Second half of 

4th  

371-3 or 375-

378 

Town Council ? Inscription notes (in the passive possibly referring to the 

actions of the town council) that the balneae were restored. 

CIL VIII.16400; Fagan 

1999, 280 

Baths of the 

Labyrinth 

Henchir 

Kasbat 

5th   A coin dated to 410-439 was found in a blockage in the foyer 

of the caladarium. 

Sears 2007, 87; Thébert 

2003, 172. 

Central Baths Sitifis Sétif 5th   3rd century baths that were destroyed in the early fifth century 

(Fentress suggests a possible earthquake). The baths were 

rebuilt in the first quarter of the fifth century (t.p.q of 410 

from coins and pottery). 

Sears 2007, 87; Fentress 

1989 

Baths of the Stars Henchir 

Kasbat 

5th  Unpublished, but excavated. The baths were enlarged and 

embellished in the course of the fifth century. 

Thébert 2003, 419 
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Building  City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Winter Baths Henchir 

Kasbat 

First half of 5th 

395-408 

Gabinius Salvianus 

Edilicius, patronus 

Inscription noting the work done on the building by Gabinius 

Salvianus, principalis of Carthage. 

ILAfr 276; Fagan 1999, 

281 

Large Summer Baths M’Daourouch First half of 5th  

407-408 

Cl. Sisena 

Germanianus, 

curator rei publicae 

Inscription notes that he restored the baths that were long in 

ruin out of his own expenses. 

ILAlg I.2108; Fagan 

1999, 282 

Membressa Baths Membressa First half of 5th  

412-414 

M. Aurelius 

Restitutus, curator 

rei publicae 

Inscription notes statues and ornaments were put up in the 

baths. 

ILS 5731; CIL 

VIII.25837; Fagan 1999, 

282 

Antonine Baths Carthage 6th   Small section returned to working order, probably in the 530s, 

based on masonry. 

CRAI 1956, 425-30; 
Thébert 2003, 141 

 

TABLE 15: BATHS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE NORTH AFRICA 
 

Building  City Century—

Date 

Notes Reference 

Forum Baths at Belalis Maior Henchir el-Faouar 5th  Minor works to the building from the 4th and 5th centuries 

imply continued use. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 70; 

Mahjoubi 1978, 207 

Memmia Baths Jendouba 5th-6th Excavation shows continued usage until the late fifth century 

or even into the Byzantine era. 

Thébert 2003, 134 

Baths of the Months Henchir-Thina 6th Stratigraphy suggests that it was in use until the Arab 

conquest. 

Thébert 2003, 161 
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TABLE 16: BATH DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE NORTH AFRICA 
 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Hunting Baths Khoms 4th ? 

363 ? 

Ward-Perkins and Toynbee suggest the date for disuse from the raids 

of the Austoriani in 363 and the construction of the city wall (which 

was pre-363) that left the baths outside.  

Nielsen 1990, 2:27; 

Ward-Perkins and 

Toynbee 1949, 19 

Bir el Jebbana Baths Carthage 4th  Reused for burials from the 4th century, indicated from a number of late 

3rd century coins found in earliest burials. Further, pottery from the rest 

of the burials was uniformly mid-4th to early 5th centuries. 

Sears 2007, 87; Rossiter 

1998, 112 

Baths at Rusguniae Tametfoust 4th  Also called the Southeast Baths. Abandoned at some point before 5th c., 

(dated on coins from reoccupation layers) before the tiled roof 

collapsed. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 70 

Region VII Baths Sabratha 4th  Two rooms have signs of major damage, which the excavators 

connected to an earthquake in 365. Even if such a precise date is 

suspicious, pottery from those rooms (African terra sigillata D, forms 

67, 68 and 71A) are dated to the last quarter of the 4th century. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:28; 

Brecciaroli Taborelli 

1974-75, 142-5 

Large West Baths Cherchel 4th ? 

371 ? 

Nielsen provides this date, although Thébert says nothing of their 

destruction in the 4th century. Rather, he points out the large number 

(50 or so) statues found in the excavations (which are thought to have 

been moved from temples and other places after the late 4th century) 

suggest that the baths stayed open and probably continued to function 

past this point. 

Nielsen 1990, 2:29; 

Thébert 2003, 191-2 
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Antonine Baths Carthage 5th 

After 425 

The building was partial abandoned when the caldarium and 

frigidarium roofs collapsed, sealing in a coin deposit that closes in 425. 

Lézine 1968, 71-2 

Large East Baths Maktar 5th – 6th  

t.a.q. of 

Byzantine 

period 

 

In the 4th century, and possibly even after 400, the baths were 

reconfigured and downsized in order to accommodate a limited water 

supply. They were incorporated into a Byzantine fortress, which 

provides the date by which they were abandoned. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 70; 

Thébert 2003, 144-5 

Belalis Maior Baths Henchir el-Faouar 5th-6th  Some pools were filled in, and new rubble partition walls were built 

across rooms. This suggests a reoccupation, possibly for domestic or 

industrial purposes. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 70; 

Mahjoubi 1978, 209 

Odeon Baths Carthage 5th-6th  Pottery from the fill that covered much of the building is mostly from 

the early 6th century, suggesting the building was out of use by then. 

Garrison et al. 1993, 260 

East Baths at Leptiminus Lamta 6th  The first sign of disuse was the robbing of the hypocaust tiles, which 

caused the mosaic floor to collapse. Pottery kilns were installed, which 

produced Keay type 61-61 amphorae (5th-7th centuries) and 8A 

(possibly 7th century only). A coin of Heraclius (610-641) was found 

immediately above dumping areas for these kilns. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 67 
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TABLE 17: LATE ANTIQUE AQUEDUCTS IN ITALY  
 

Name Phase Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Aqua Augusta 

(Naples) 

Repair First half of 4th  Constantine Inscription notes the restoration of the aqueduct that was “longa incuria et vetustate 

conruptum.” 

AE 

1939.151;Arthu

r 2002, 44 

Amiternum 

Aqueduct 

Repair First half of 4th  

325 

Sallius 

Pompeianus 

Sofronius 

Restored by the patronus at the same time as he restored the baths. AE 1937, n. 

119; Ward-

Perkins 1984, 

20 

Paestum Aqueduct Repair First half of 4th  [...]vius 

Bassus 

Inscription notes that the aqueduct was repaired. Mello and Voza 

1968, n. 110 

Siena Aqueduct Repair Second half of 4th  

394 

Anonymous 

patronus 

Aqueduct restored at the expense of an anonymous patronus of the city. The inscription 

was on a statue base in Rome. 

CIL VI.1793; 

Ward-Perkins 

1984, 20 

Aqua Claudia 

(Rome) 

Repair 4th  Brick repairs have been noted in section just north of the Porta Furba on the joint line 

with the Anio Novus. 

Mancioli et al. 

1995 

Aqua Anio Novus 

(Rome) 

Repair 4th  Section reconfigured to join with Claudia just north of Porta Furba. Mancioli et al. 

1995 

Aqua Marcia 

(Rome) 

Repair 4th -5th  

400-410 ? 

Honorius Restored by Honorius, no further information given. Lançon 2000, 

13 
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Name Phase Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Nola Aqueduct New First half of 5th  

400 

 Only new late antique aqueduct in Italy. It ran 9.5 km to St. Felix's basilica.  Paulinus of 

Nola, Carmina 

21, 27, 28; 

Squatriti 1998, 

13 

Aqua Marcia 

(Rome) 

Repair Second half of 5th  

460s 

Two 'Counts 

of the 

Aqueducts' 

Restored by two 'Counts of the Aqueducts'. Lançon 2000, 

13 

Ravenna 

Aqueduct 

Repair First half of 6th  

503 

Theoderic Theoderic orders the aqueduct repaired. Two fragments of pipes with Theoderic’s name 

have been found in Ravenna, lending some credence to his claims, although there are no 

known repairs from the rest of the aqueduct. 

Cassiod. Var 

5.38; AE 1941, 

94; Deliyannis 

2010, 122 

Verona Aqueduct Repair First half of 6th  Theoderic Theoderic is said to have repaired this aqueduct.  Anon. Vales. 

2.71 

Parma Aqueduct Repair First half of 6th  Theoderic Theoderic is said to have repaired this aqueduct. Cassiod. Var. 

8.29-30 

Aqua Augusta 

(Naples) 

Destroy First half of 6th  

536 

 Procopius reports that Belisarius cut the aqueduct. Procop. Goth. 

5.8.45; Arthur 

2002, 44 

Aqua Traiana 

(Rome) 

Destroy First half of 6th 

537 

 Procopius reports that the Belisarius blocked the aqueducts of Rome so that troops could 

not enter through them. Mills on the Janiculum hill have show good confirmation of this 

blocking activity, which is confirmed to be 6th century by ceramics. 

Wilson 2000, 

233 
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Name Phase Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Aqua Augusta 

(Naples) 

Restore Second half of 6th  

Before 598 

 Pope Gregory ordered the bishop to return the aqueduct to the civic authorities in 598. 

This should be seen as a t.a.q. for the repair of the aqueduct cut by Belisarius. 

Arthur 2002, 44 

Aqua Claudia 

(Rome) 

Repair 6th  

Byzantine ? 

 A few sections of the numerous repairs to the masonry identified as 6th century based on 

opus vittatum use. This masonry is difficult to date with precision.  

Coates-Stephens 

2003b, 87; 

Coates-Stephens 

1998. 

Aqua Alexandrina 

(Rome) 

Repair 6th ? 

Byzantine ? 

 A few sections of the numerous repairs to the masonry identified as 6th century based on 

opus vittatum use. This masonry is difficult to date with precision.  

Lançon 2000, 

13 

Ravenna 

Aqueduct 

Repair 6th-7th 

c. 700 

Maurice 

Tiberius 

An inscription noting the repair of the aqueduct has Emperor Maurice Tiberius in the 

nominative case and the governor in the accusative. 

CIL XI.11 = 

ILS 836; Ward-

Perkins 1984, 

132 

 

TABLE 18: LATE ANTIQUE AQUEDUCTS IN GAUL 
 

Name Phase Century—Date Notes Reference 

Périgueux Aqueduct New 4th  A small stretch of aqueduct was discovered inside the city in 1961. It does not 

seem to be connected to the earlier aqueducts at the city, as it does not match 

their levels, so the source is unknown. The date is assumed because of its 

relationship with the late antique wall. 

Leveau 1992, 276 

Argenton Saint-Marcel 

Aqueduct  

Disuse 4th  No further information provided. Leveau 1992, 267 
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Name Phase Century—Date Notes Reference 

Nîmes Aqueduct In Use 3-4th  

399 ? 

Esperandieu calculated that 399 was the last time the channel was cleared of 

sinter. Fabre et al. suggest that this was earlier than the 4th century. 

Hauck 1988, 171-2; 

Fabre et al. 1990, 

85-7 

Nîmes Aqueduct Repair 4th-5th ? A few small-scale repair projects discovered along the channel. Fabre et al. 1990, 

85-7 

Nîmes Aqueduct Disuse 9th 

800 

Esperandieu calculated that by this date, the flow was reduced to a quarter of 

its original capacity, making it essentially out of use. 

Hauck 1988, 171-2 

 
TABLE 19: LATE ANTIQUE AQUEDUCTS IN SPAIN 

 

Name Phase Century—Date Notes Reference 

Córdoba Aqueduct  Expand Late 3rd -Early 4th  One aqueduct diverted to serve Circadilla complex. Kulikowski 2004, 

119 

Córdoba Aqueduct (Aqua 

Vetus) 

Disuse 4th Excavations of the physical remains show that it was collapsed or cracked in 

the 4th century, in addition to being cut by the other Córdoba aqueduct. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 27 

Bolonia Aqueduct 1 and 2 Disuse 4th ? This aqueduct seems to have been put of out use by an earthquake, which 

Leather reports was in the middle of the 4th century.  

Leather 2002, 72 

Los Bañales Aqueduct Disuse 4th  The aqueduct has been reasonably documented, but there is little evidence 

given for its disuse. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2011, 128 

Andelos Aqueduct Disuse 4th  Dating comes from the ceramics next to a regulator tank, which stop after the 

4th century. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2011, 128; 

Mezquíriz 2004, 304 
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Name Phase Century—Date Notes Reference 

Santiponce Aqueduct Disuse 4th ? The aqueduct has been well documented, but there is little evidence given for 

its disuse. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2011, 128 

Toledo Aqueduct Disuse 4th Ceramic evidence points to portions of the aqueduct already being reused in 

the 4th century. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2011, 128; Aranda et 

al. 1997, 334-6 

Segovia Aqueduct In Use 4th-5th ? The aqueduct may have remained in use until Visigothic period. Martínez Jiménez 

2011, 128 

Mérida Aqueduct Disuse 5th Out of use in this century because of a lack of repairs. Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 31 

Barcelona Aqueduct In Use 5th-6th  The aqueduct was standing, and probably functioning until the 10th century, 

when it was pulled down. In the 5th and 6th centuries, functioning baths at the 

domus of Bisbe Caçador and Pati d’en Llimona. in addition to the new small 

baths. suggest that the aqueduct still functioned in some capacity.  

Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 33 

Tarragona Aqueduct Repair 6th   A branch of the aqueduct that brought water to the upper city was still 

functioning in the 6th century, indicated by several new cisterns installed near 

the terminus. These are thought to mean that the water supply was 

intermittent. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 35 

Mérida Aqueduct Repair 6th ? Late antique masonry on repairs to the aqueduct that Martínez Jiménez argues 

date from the 6th century. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 35 

Valencia Aqueduct In Use 6th  The aqueduct is not particulary well-known, but excavations at the specus at 

Calle Quart and Calle Cavallers have shown that the aqueduct channel 

remained functioning until the 11th century. 

Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 33 
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Name Phase Century—Date Notes Reference 

Córdoba Aqueduct In use 6th  Excavations have revealed that a distribution tank that served the north-west 

suburbs, as well as the branch that served the Circadilla complex, continued to 

be used through this period. This is also confirmed in two sources from the 

Islamic period. 

Martínez Jiménez, 

2012, 37-8 

Recopolis Aqueduct New Second half of 6th  

578 

Very little known about this aqueduct, but remains have been found outside 

the urban area. Martínez Jiménez reports that it was currently (2012) being 

studied. 

Velázquez and 

Ripoll 2012, 161; 

Martínez Jiménez 

2012, 31 

 

TABLE 20: LATE ANTIQUE AQUEDUCTS IN NORTH AFRICA 
 

Name Phase Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Constantine 

Aqueduct  

New Second half of 4th 

388-392  

Caecina Decius Albinus 

Junior, senator, and of 

consular rank 

Inscription notes that water was brought through a pipe to the city. ILAlg II.619 

= ILS 5789 = 

ClL 

VIII.7034 

Zaghouan Aqueduct 

(Carthage) 

In Use 6th   In use in Vandal period, cut and then restored in the Byzantine. Sears 2007, 

38; Wilson 

1998, 93-7 
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TABLE 21: NEW SPECTACLE BUILDINGS IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Patron Size Notes Reference 

Circus of Maxentius Rome First half of 4th 

306-312 

Maxentius 520 m x 92 m Located between 2nd and 3rd milestones on the Via 

Appia, connected to the Imperial Villa, and thus 

likely semi- or fully private. Humphrey suggests 

that it would have primarily been used for the 

imperial court, servants and the nobility. Date is 

known from inscriptions referring to Maxentius.  

Humphrey 1986, 601 

Milan Circus Milan First half of 4th 

Before 305 

Maximian c. 460 m x 67-68 

m 

Known through a few toponyms as well as 

sporadic excavation in basements of buildings in 

the area. The date has not been discovered 

archaeologically, but good circumstantial 

evidence points to Maximian, starting in the 290s. 

Humphrey 1986, 619 

Aquileia Circus Aquileia First half of 4th 

c. 305 

Maximian ? 450 m x 85 m Built in the northwest quarter of the city, and 

known through several excavations. The date has 

not been confirmed, but must be before 425, and 

probably before the mid-4th century. Humphrey 

connects this circus to that of Milan and argues 

for Maximian as the constructor.  

Humphrey 1986, 625 
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Ravenna Circus Ravenna 5th ? 

Before 450? 

  Humphrey suggests that this might date to when 

the imperial court moved there, 402. Has to be 

before 450, when a race was mentioned. There is 

some toponymic evidence that it was in the 

southeast, but nothing has ever been uncovered of 

it. 

Humphrey 1986, 633 

Ravenna Theater Ravenna 5th ? 

402? 

  No remains found, and the date is uncertain. 

Malineau suggests this was maybe constructed 

around 402 when the city became capital. 

Malineau 2006, 195 

 

TABLE 22: SPECTACLE BUILDING WORKS IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Circus 

Maximus 

Rome Second half of 3rd-4th   Diocletian (or 

Maximian) 

Rebuilt after a collapse. Maximian renovated the imperial palace façade 

onto the circus, probably a bit later. 

Humphrey 1986, 127 

Ostia Theater Ostia Second half of 3rd-4th Diocletian and 

Maximian 

Fragmentary inscription found at the theater suggesting a restoration. CIL XIV.129; Sear 

2006, 129 

Milan Circus Milan Second half of 3rd-4th    Basso argues that the curved side was englobed in the wall of Maximian, 

but Humphrey notes there was a gap between the two. 

Basso 2003, 907; 

Humphrey 1986, 613-8 

Colosseum Rome First half of 4th  

320 

   Lighting striking the building is reported in the Theodosian Code 

(16.10), and Rea says that the damage was light. 

 Rea 2001, 179 
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Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Circus 

Maximus 

Rome First half of 4th  Constantine Contemporary sources say that Constantine elaborately decorated the 

structure, which Humphrey suggests meant work on the barrier and a 

portico, the foundations of which have been discovered. 

Humphrey 1986, 129 

Circus 

Maximus 

Rome First half of 4th  

341-342 

Aurelius 

Celsinus, 

praefectus 

urbi 

The prefect set up a statue in the circus, the base of which was 

subsequently erased and re-dedicated by another prefect, Turcius 

Apronianus, in 363/4. 

Humphrey 1986, 129 

Circus 

Maximus 

Rome First half of 4th  

357 

Constantius II A second obelisk set up on the spina. Humphrey 1986, 129 

Circus 

Maximus 

Rome 4th  Constantius II 

or Julian 

Reconstructed the whole right side from starting gates to the piscina 

publica, possibly due to threat of collapse. 

Humphrey 1986, 129 

Acerra 

Theater 

Acerra 4th    Unspecified restorations. Sear 2006, 119 

Ferento 

Theater 

Ferento 4th    Minor restoration of hyposcaenium in opus vittatum. Sear 2006, 167 

Sepino 

Theater  

Sepino 4th    Cavea expanded, scene building restored and porticus post scaenam 

built. 

Sear 2006, 154; 

Malineau 2006, 196 

Grumentum 

Theater 

Grumento 

Nova 

4th    Excavators note several (unspecified) repairs in the early 4th century, and 

the date seems to come from stratified African lamps. 

Sear 2006, 146; 

Adamesteanu 1967, 44 

Venafro 

Theater 

Venafro 4th ? 

Before 346 

  Added water elements (kolymbethra and a cistern) sometime before 

earthquake which damaged the theater. 

Berlan-Bajard 2006, 

506 
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Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Velletri 

Amphitheater 

Velletri Second half of 4th  

364-375 

Lol(lius?) 

Cyrius, 

principalis 

curiae 

Inscription refers to the restoration of the amphitheater, which had 

collapsed due to age, with his own money. 

CIL X.6565; Ward-

Perkins 1984, 95 

Ostia Theater Ostia Second half of 4th  Ragonius 

Vincentius 

Celsus, 

praefectus 

annonae 

Inscription refers to the building being restored and new statues put up. CIL XIV.4621, 4716 = 

AE 1910, 195, 196  

Syracuse 

Theater 

Syracuse Second half of 4th -5th  

412? 

Neratius 

Palmatus 

Restored the scanae frons, recorded in a now-lost inscription. Wilson 1990, 60 

Syracuse 

Theater 

Syracuse Second half of 4th ?   Added water elements (kolymbethra and a cistern). Wilson 1990, 63; 

Berlan-Bajard 2006, 

504 

Spoleto 

Theater 

Spoleto 4th-5th    Added water elements (kolymbethra and a cistern), but this date is not 

especially solid. 

Berlan-Bajard 2006, 

494 

Ostia Theater Ostia 4th-5th  

Before 455, After 289 

  Installation of kolymbethra. Also cisterns under the cavea. Berlan-Bajard 2006, 

491 

Catania 

Theater 

Catania 4th -5th    Added water elements (kolymbethra and a cistern). Wilson 1990, 70 
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Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Catania 

Theater 

Catania First half of 5th  

Before 550 

Merulus, 

consularis 

provinciae 

siciliae 

Restoration of the statues, said to have been damaged by the enemy 

(Vandals?).  

AE 1956, 259; Wilson 

1990, 332 

Colosseum Rome First half of 5th  

417-423 

Iunius 

Valerius 

Bellicius, 

praefectus 

urbi 

This is a long inscription that ran around the amphitheater in a single 

line, repeated twice. It was partially erased, but has been reconstructed to 

refer to the restoration by the prefect as well as Honorius and 

Theodosius. Rea suggests that these were repairs following the sack of 

Alaric. 

CIL VI.32085; Rea 

2001, 183 

Colosseum Rome First half of 5th  

425-427 

Anicius 

Acilius 

Glabrio 

Faustus, 

praefectus 

urbi 

 

Fragmentary inscription refers to some work done to the building. 

Orlandi is sceptical of inscription as evidence for any work, as the 

provenance of the piece is not clear.  

CIL VI.32090; Orlandi 

1999, 252 

Colosseum Rome First half of 5th  

425-450 

Flavius 

Paulus, 

praefectus 

urbi 

Inscription carved on the same blocks as inscription CIL VI.32085. It 

notes Theodosius and Placidus Valentinian  (pro felicitate dominorum 

nostrorum Theodosii et Placidi Valentiniani), and so may date from 425-

450. It may have been put up after an earthquake in 429 of 443, although 

Rea and Orlandi both note some problems with the chronology for all of 

these 5th century repairs. 

CIL VI.32086-32087; 

Dugast 2007, 17; Rea 

2001, 185; Orlandi 

1999, 259 



 

 339 

Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Colosseum Rome First half of 5th  

429-450 

Rufius 

Caecina Felix 

Lampadius, 

praefectus 

urbi 

Another repair after another earthquake, possibly in 422 or 443. This 

inscription notes that Lampadius rebuilt the arena and restored the steps 

where spectators sat. 

Dugast 2007, 17; Rea 

2001, 187-8 

Colosseum Rome First half of 5th  

444 ? 

 Another long inscription, which may note the vicennalia of Valentinian, 

which was celebrated in 444. 

CIL VI.32088 = 1763; 

Orlandi 1999, 258 

Theater of 

Balbus 

Rome First half of 5th  

408-423 ? 

  Sear claims that it was possibly restored in this period, although no 

evidence is provided, and generally little is known about the theater.  

Sear 2006, 136 

Theater of 

Marcellus 

Rome First half of 5th  

420-421 

Petronius 

Maximus, 

praefectus 

urbi 

Set up statues in the theater. CIL VI.1660; Dugast 

2007, 17 

Theater of 

Pompey 

Rome 5th  Arcadius and 

Honorius 

Inscription notes restoration by emperors. CIL VI.1191; Sear 

2006, 133 

Colosseum Rome Second half of 5th  

470s 

Messius 

Phoebus 

Severus, 

praefectus 

urbi 

 

Restoration by another prefect, reportedly after a long time of 

destruction. 

CIL VI.32091‑2, 

32188‑9; Dugast 2007, 

17 



 

 340 

Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Colosseum Rome Second half of 5th  

476-480 

Odoacer Inscription from the gladiator barracks records that Odoacer restored the 

steps (novi gradus). 

Dugast 2007, 17; Rea 

2001, 190 

Colosseum Rome Second half of 5th  

-First half of 6th  

484 or 508 

Decius Marius 

Venantius 

Basilius, 

praefectus 

urbi 

Three Statue bases noting that he restored the arena and the podium at 

his own expense after an earthquake. It is unclear which Basilius (one 

was consul in 484 and the other in 508) this refers to. 

CIL VI.32094 = 1716; 

Dugast 2007, 17; Rea 

2001, 189-90 

Colosseum Rome First half of 6th  

520 

  Archaeological work in the 1980s showed that the epigraphic record 

continues for senatorial inscriptions until the second decade of the 6th 

century. 

Christie 2009, 224; 

Priuli in Rea 2002, 141 

Verona 

Amphitheater 

Verona First half of 6th  

498-526 

Theoderic Theoderic is said to have built an amphitheater here along with other 

urban monuments. Christie notes archaeological evidence, but provides 

no further evidence or citation. 

Anon. Vales, 2.71; 

Christie 2009, 223 

Pavia 

Ampthitheater 

Pavia First half of 6th  Theoderic The word fecit is used in this passage, which can either mean built or 

restored (see Ward-Perkins). It seems unlikely that Theoderic could have 

built an amphitheater ex novo in this period, but it is not impossible. 

Anon. Vales, 2.71; CIL 

V.6418; Ward-Perkins 

1984, 115 n. 80 

Theater of 

Pompey 

Rome First half of 6th  

507-511 

Symmachus  Theoderic writes the Patrician Symmachus to “Commends him […] for 

his restoration of the massive ruins of past days, chiefly the theatre of 

Pompeius.” (trans. Hodgkin). 

Cassiod.. Var. 4.51; 

Christie 2009, 229 
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TABLE 23: SPECTACLE BUILDINGS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Amiternum Theater Amiternum First half of 4th 

325 

Games given in the theater. AE 1937, 119; Jouffroy 1986, 

169  

Spello Theater Spello First half of 4th  Inscription which mentions C. Matrinius Aurelius as “praecipuae laetitiae 

theatralis editori.”  

CIL XI.5283; Sear 2006, 160 

Spello Amphitheater Spello First half of 4th  

330s 

Very long inscription of Constantinian date mentions ‘ludos schenicos’ 

and that the town was given permission to host the games. 

CIL XI.5265 

Circus of Maxentius Rome First half of 4th  

312-337 

Statue of Claudius Gothicus, supposed ancestor of Constantine, found on 

the barrier, suggesting Constantine added this and continued to use it. 

Humphrey 1986, 601 

Circus of Maxentius Rome First half of 4th  

337-340 

Statue of Constantine II found in the palace indicates that the Villa, and 

presumably the Circus, continued to be used. 

Humphrey 1986, 601 

Syracuse Circus Syracuse 4th The Expositio Totius Mundi says circus games (spectaclum circensium) 

were held. 

Humphrey 1986, 575-6 

Catania Circus Catania 4th The Expositio Totius Mundi says circus games (spectaclum circensium) 

were held. 

Humphrey 1986, 575-6 

Palermo Circus Palermo 4th An alternate version of the Expositio Totius Mundi adds Palermo to the list 

(with Syracuse and Catania) where circus games were held. 

Pisani Sartorio 2008, 76; 

Humphrey 1986, 575-6 

Cividate Camuno 

Theater 

Cividate 

Camuno 

4th  Two passages for transporting animals were still being used in the 4th 

century, noted from excavation, suggesting the whole structure was in use. 

Mariotti 2004, 77 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Theater of Balbus Rome 4th  Ausonius notes the building among the other theaters in Rome (which 

were being repaired), suggesting it was still in use. It also appears in the 

regionary catalogues. 

Ausonius Lud. septem sap. 40 

Aquileia Circus Aquileia Second half of 4th  

350-352 

Julian (Or. 1.32) notes a hippodromos in the city. Jouffroy 1986, 169 

Milan Circus Milan Second half of 4th Ausonius mentions the circus. Auson. Ordo nob. urb. 7.5 

Milan Amphitheater Milan Second half of 4th Paulinus records an incident where a rejoicing mass of soldiers returned to 

the amphitheater. 

Paul the Deacon, Vita 

Ambrosii 34; Jouffroy 1986, 

169 

Milan Theater Milan Second half of 4th Ausonius mentions the wedge-shaped mass of the theater. Auson. Ordo nob. urb. 7.5; 

Malineau 2006, 195 

Colosseum Rome First half of 5th 

403 

The emperor Honorius is mentioned giving games in Prudentius’ Contra 

Symmachum. 

Prud. Contra Symm. 2.1065; 

Rea in Rea 2002, 133 

Aquileia Circus Aquileia First half of 5th  

c. 425 

Procopius notes that Valentinian II had the usurper John paraded through 

the circus. 

Procop. Goth. 3.3.9; Pisani 

Sartorio 2008, 76; Humphrey 

1986, 625 

Catania (or Syracuse) 

Circus 

Catania 5th  In 401 Sicilian charioteers were in demand in Rome, which may indicate 

that the building where they would have trained or exhibited was still in 

use. 

Wilson 1990, 333 

Milan Circus Milan 5th  Ausonius mentions the circus as part of the defining features of the city. Auson. Ordo nob. urb. 5.39 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Circus Maximus Rome First half of 6th  

549 

The last games were put on here by Totila. The circus was certainly in use 

under Theoderic, as it was noted in Cassiodorus and the Anonymous 

Valesianus says “exhibens ludos circensium et amphitheatrum, ut etiam a 

Romanis Traianus vel Valentinianus, quorum tempora sectatus est, 

appellaretur.” 

Christie 2009, 229; Cassiod. 

Var. 1.27, 3.51; Anon. Vales. 

2.58 

Colosseum Rome First half of 6th  

523 

Cassiodorus records a letter in which animal hunts are criticized by 

Theoderic. Anon. Vales. (see above) notes games at the same time. These 

are the recorded games. 

Cassiod. Var. 5.42; Anon. 

Vales. 2.58; Orlandi 1999, 251 

Milan Theater Milan First half of 6th  

523-6h 

Malineau thinks that Theoderic’s appointment of a tribunus voluptatum 

indicates that this was still being used. 

Cassiod. Var 7.10; Malineau 

2006, 195 

Ravenna Theater Ravenna First half of 6th   Malineau argues that the evidence of the Variae (although she cites no 

particular letter) suggests this was still used. 

Cassiod. Var. 5.25; Malineau 

2006, 195  

Ravenna Circus Ravenna 6th ? Humphrey claims vaguely that races at Ravenna are mentioned in the 

Anonymous Valesianus, but this is not able to be confirmed. 

Humphrey 1986, 633 

 

TABLE 24: SPECTACLE BUILDING DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE ITALY 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Venafro Theater Venafro First half of 4th  

346 

Large earthquake that greatly damaged the building and was abandoned 

throughout the 4th century before being reused in the 5th. 

Berlan-Bajard 2006, 506 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Spoleto Amphitheater Spoleto 4th  Closure in the 4th century due in part to a collapse in the walls, caused by 

an earthquake. 

Christie 2009, 225 

Turin Theater Turin 4th  The disuse of this building is suggested by the fact that it is only a few 

meters from a 4th century church, which would be an unusual arrangement, 

if the theater was still in use. 

Christie 2009, 224 

Tindari Theater Tindari 4th  Collapsed in earthquake sometime before the 4th century, after a 2nd-3rd 

century conversion to host gladiatorial combats and possibly venationes. 

Wilson 1990, 60 

Catania Amphitheater Catania 4th ? 

Before early 5th 

Already closed and in disrepair by the time the theater was restored. Wilson 1990, 333 

Aquileia Amphitheater Aquileia 4th ? 

Before 395 

Presumably out of function by the time elements of it were spoliated into 

wall, although Bertacchi does not directly note any elements of the 

amphitheater in the late antique fortifications. 

Christie 2009, 227; Bertacchi 

1994, 166 

Crypta Balbi Rome Second half of 4th  Layer of soil, possibly deposited by a flood, built up across the portico, 

indicating that it had been disused. The site has a long history of 

reoccupation following this period. There is no indication of what was 

happening at the adjacent theater. 

Manacorda 2001, 42 

Asolo Theater Asolo Second half of 4th -

5th  

Burnt timbers were found, suggesting a destructive fire. The date is based 

on ceramics found on the paving of the cryptoporticus. 

Basso in Rosato 2000, 137 

Palazzolo Acreide 

Theater 

Palazzolo 

Acreide 

 Before 5th By the late Roman period, buildings encroached on the eastern side of the 

cavea and there were grain stores where the scene building had been. 

Wilson 1990, 57 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Theater of Balbus Rome First half of 5th ? Very little information about how the theater went out of use. It was still 

listed in the fifth century next to the other theaters in Rome, which may 

suggest continued use. And yet, the neighboring crypta was disused by this 

period. Malineau thinks it was abandoned by the early fifth century. 

Manacorda 2001, 49; 

Malineau 2006, 195 

Ventimiglia Theater Ventimiglia 5th  

Before 450 

Christie notes that burials were set around the theater by around this date. 

In reality, there were intramural burials, but they were in a neighboring (c. 

100 m east) building. While this may indicate the state of the city at this 

period, it is not necessarily indicative of the theater. 

Christie 2009, 225 

Aquileia Circus Aquileia 6th  Left outside reduced walls, maybe disused. Christie suggests this happened 

in the 5th century (c. 420). 

Christie 2009, 227 

Colosseum Rome First half of 6th 

Before 523  

 The inscribed name of Gerontius, vir spectabilis, on top of a pillar in the 

earthquake-damaged southwest section, shows that he had the right to 

quarry there. Nothing further is know about his activities on the building. 

Rea and Pani in Rea 2002, 

153-60 

 

TABLE 25: SPECTACLE BUILDINGS WORKS IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
Green=Circus 

 

Building City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Arles Circus Arles First half 4th  

 

Constantine ? The complex was augmented in the late 3rd or early 4th century with the erection of 

an obelisk along the central spina. This is generally though to be tetrarchic or 

Constantinian, although no firm date has been established. 

Sintès 1994, 192; 

Loseby 1996, 54 
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TABLE 26: SPECTACLE BUILDINGS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Arles 

Circus 

Arles Second half of 4th  Private housing and shops were being built into the outer buttresses, but it was almost 

certainly still in use. 

Sintès 1994, 192; Loseby 

1996, 54 

Vienne 

Circus 

Vienne Early 5th Coin evidence from the circus suggests use until the first half of the 5th century. Humphrey 1986, 40 

Arles 

Circus 

Arles Second half of 5th  

Before 461 

 Sidonius relates a tale about going to games with a number of notable figures. Sid. Apoll. Ep. 1.11.10 

Arles 

Theater 

Arles 6th  There are indications that the theater may have lost some of its decoration by this point and 

some archaeological evidence points towards industrial reoccupation at the beginning of the 

5th century. Yet, Saint Caesarius reproached his flock for attending the theater specifically 

over church. 

Loseby 1996, 57; St 

Casearius Sermons 12.3, 

31.2, 61.3, 89.5 

Arles 

Circus 

Arles 6th  

c. 541 

Procopius notes that the Franks enjoyed chariot racing at Arles and this likely occurred in the 

circus. Archaeological work only shows abandonment after mid-6th century. 

Procop. Goth. 7.33.5; 

Loseby 1996, 53; Sintès 

1994, 185 

 

TABLE 27: SPECTACLE BUILDING DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE GAUL 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Saint-Marcel 

Second 

Theater 

Saint-

Marcel 

Second half of 

3rd -4th  

 Ceramics from the abandonment layers excavated at the theater date from 260-350.  Sear 2006, 200; Dumasy 

1989, 68 

Vendeuvre-

du-Poitou 

Theater 

Vendeuvre

-du-Poitou 

4th  Sear says it was abandoned in the 4th century, but no further evidence is provided. Sear 2006, 206 

Béziers 

Amphitheater 

Béziers 4th  

300 

 Excavations have shown abandonment in the early 4th century with little activity after 

besides spoliation. 

Christie 2009, 222 

Bordeaux 

Amphitheater 

Bordeaux  4th ? 

 

The amphitheater, which was over 500 m from late antique wall, was damaged by fire, 

likely in the later 3rd century. Heijmans and Golvin report a layer of ash found in 

excavations in the 1950s and 60s, which was assumed to be associated with barbarian 

invasions. The structure was built in the early 3rd century, and so the fire may well be from 

the later 3rd. The structure was probably never repaired after this, as spoliation seems to 

have begun in the 4th century. 

Christie 2009, 226; 

Heijmans 2006b, 39; Golvin 

1988, 214 

Agen 

Amphitheater 

Agen Second half of 

4th  

The amphitheater was abandoned sometime in the second half of the 4th century, indicated 

by the two latest coins found there, both from the first half of the 4th century. There was 

some random spoliation and in the medieval period the whole arena and much of the cavea 

was filled with a rich organic soil.  

Heijmans 2006b, 38; Bizot 

and Fincker 1992, 64 

Toulouse 

Amphitheater 

Toulouse Second half of 

4th  

Excavators note that stratigraphic analysis has suggested this date. Fincker et al. 1987, 46 

Arles 

Amphitheater 

Arles 5th Pottery and coins found (uncontexted) around the building, possibly indicating disuse by 

this point. 

Heijmans 2004, 37 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Arles Theater Arles 5th Recent excavations point to industrial buildings inserted in cavea and orchestra in early 5th 

century, but textual sources suggest it may have been in use until the 6th century. 

Heijmans 2013, 94 

Arles Circus Arles Second half of 

6th  

The circus was abandoned and stripped of much of its fabric. At the same time, the 

occupation around the structure was completely deserted. 

Sintès 1994, 192; Loseby 

1996, 54 

 

TABLE 28: SPECTACLE BUILDING WORKS IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Mérida Amphitheater Mérida Second half of 

the 3rd -4th  

  NE vomitoria closed, perhaps under tetrarchy, likely in connection 

with the rebuilding of the adjacent city wall.  

Durán Cabello et al. 2009, 

20; Durán Cabello 2004, 

118 

Zaragoza Theater Zaragoza Second half of 

the 3rd-4th  

  Orchestra repaved with opus sectile and first two rows of the imma 

cavea taken out, along with evidence for layers of sand, suggesting it 

was converted to use for gladiator games. 

Kulikowski 2004, 95 

Tarraco 

Amphitheater 

Tarragona First half of 4th  Constantine  Fragmentary inscription found in theater that notes Constantine, but 

has no further information. 

RIT 98-99; Kulikowski 

2004, 95 

Mérida Circus Mérida First half of 4th  

337-340 

Constantine Inscription on a marble plaque commemorating this repair. Nogales Basarrate 2008, 

190 
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Building City Century Patron Notes Reference 

Mérida Theater Mérida First half of 4th 

333-335  

Constantine Durán Cabello argues that this has to be in this date range, before the 

death of Constatntine but after the appointment of his youngest son. 

Substantial rebuilding project, with a renovation of the scaenae frons 

and the repaving the street around the theater. 

Sear 2006, 264; Durán 

Cabello 1998, 158 

Valencia Circus Valencia 4th    Kulikowski notes that the circus was possibly repaired, but the 

primary reports note nothing about such a phase. 

Kulikowski 2004, 96; 

Ribera i Lacomba 1998 

Mérida Theater Mérida Second half of 

4th   

After 357 

  The versurae were built after 357, based on dates of consulships, 

which completely reorganized the circulation system of the building. 

The building was disused not long after, so it is not clear why this 

change was made. 

Durán Cabello 1998, 169 

Zaragoza Theater Zaragoza First half of 6th    Excavations in the 1980s found terracing with sand for (likely) 

gladiatorial games up to the fifth row of seats, along with ARS (Hayes 

61B, 84, 87, 99, 110), which provides a date of after the early 6th 

century. 

Kulikowski 2006, 95; 

Beltrán Lloris 1993, 106 

 

TABLE 29: SPECTACLE BUILDINGS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
Green=Circus 

 

Building City Century Notes Reference 

Toledo Circus Toledo Second half of 4th  Coin finds suggests this was still in use. García Moreno 2001, 

14 
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Building City Century Notes Reference 

Toledo Circus Toledo 5th  Kulikowski suggests that this was still used through the 5th century, but Nogales Basarrate 

(2008, 162) suggests that the archaeological material only points to occupation through the 

beginning of the century.  

Kulikowski 2004, 96 

Zaragoza Circus Zaragoza First half of 6th  

504 

Reports of circus games in a chronicle suggest that the circus was still functioning. Arce 

(2001, 279) raises some doubts about this interpretation and suggests the games may have 

taken place in a temporary structure. 

Liebeschuetz 2001, 91; 

Jiménez Sáchez 2006 

Tarraco Circus Tarragona 7th  

612-621 

King Sisebut admonished Eusebius for spending too much time at the games. Theater and 

amphitheater were out of use by this point. Archaeology has shown that major 

amortization of the track surface did not take place until much later. 

Keay 1996, 36; Dupré 

Raventós 2004, 65; 

 FHA VIII.251 

 

TABLE 30: SPECTACLE BUILDING DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE SPAIN 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century Notes Reference 

Segobriga 

Amphitheater 

Saelices 3rd-4th  Abandoned by the 3rd or 4th centuries. This is one of the few instances 

in Spain where this has been well demonstrated with archaeology 

(date from ceramics). 

Kulikowski 2004, 95 (n. 45) 

Bolonia Theater Bolonia 4th  A grave dated to the 4th century was found in the fosa of the scaenae, 

which provides a t.a.q. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 67 

Casas de Reina 

Theater 

Casas de Reina 4th  

Mid-century 

Dated on ceramic evidence. Sear 2006, 263 
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Building City Century Notes Reference 

Tarraco Theater Tarragona 4th Ceramic evidence found around the orchestra points to elements of 

the building being dismantled by the mid-4th century, providing a 

t.a.q. for its disuse. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 215 

Córdoba Amphitheater Córdoba 4th   Dated to the 4th century on ceramics found in layers associated with 

spoliation (Hayes 61A, which dates from 325-420). Another region, 

which seems to have been used for habitation, has a destruction layer 

(with an end-of 4th century lamp) that overlays a collapsed section of 

the building. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 136 

Valencia Circus Valencia 4th -5th  Nogales Basarrate suggests this might be as late as 6th century. Ribera 

i Lacomba did the excavation, and says that the abandonment layer is 

sometime in the 5th century and lasts until the 6th century. 

Christie 2009, 222; Ribera i 

Lacomba 1998, 336; Nogales 

Basarrate 2008, 62 

Mérida Amphitheater Mérida 4th- 5th  The amphitheater might have been disused slightly earlier than the 5th 

century—the point at which the building was reoccupied—since there 

was some robbing of both decorative and eventually structural stone 

before this point. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 58 

Sagunto Theater Sagunto 4th-5th  The date of abandonment is not well-established, but has been 

suggested to have been in the 5th century. The latest repairs on the 

building likely took place in the 3rd century based on ceramic 

evidence, but there is little indication of the continued use after this 

point. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 199 

Tarraco Amphitheater Tarragona First half of 5th  The terra sigillata Africana D, particularly Hayes 76, 81 and 99, 

found in fossae. Dated to early 5th century. 

Dupré Raventós 1994, 84 
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Building City Century Notes Reference 

Mérida Theater Mérida 5th   Abandoned sometime after the major renovations at the end of the 4th 

century. Stratified signs of occupation from the 5th century provide a 

t.a.q. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 59 

Santiponce Theater Santiponce 5th-6th The presence of late, irregular paving suggests that it was in use in 

late antiquity. The latest ceramic evidence from the site suggests 

roughly that it was disused sometime in the Visigothic period. 

Diarte Blasco 2012, 167 

Tarraco Circus Tarragona 5th  In the third quarter of the 5th century, one of the towers that allowed 

access to the circus and forum was turned into an ash pit, which 

blocked it completely. Around the same time, near the end of the 5th  

century, houses were installed in the vaults beneath the circus. 

Dupré Raventós 2004, 65 

Zaragoza Theater Zaragoza 6th  

540-560 

Dating evidence for the disuse of this building seems to come 

between the last sand floors that were laid in the 5th or 6th century and 

the domestic reoccupation that occurred in the 6th. 

Ceballos Hornero 2007, 445 

 

TABLE 31: NEW SPECTACLE BUILDINGS IN LATE ANTIQUE NORTH AFRICA 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Size Notes Reference 

Sétif Circus Sétif 4th   450-500 m x 77 

m 

Might be a bit later than the tetrarchic amphitheater. Sears 

suggests 4th century, and the excavators suggested the 

second half of the 4th century. 

Humphrey 1986, 314; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128; 

Sears 2007, 89 
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Building City Century—Date Size Notes Reference 

Tipaza Amphitheater Tipaza 4th ? 

After 3rd 

 57 m x 35 m Not before the 3rd century, based on the reused blocks that 

it employed.  

Golvin 1988, 139-140; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128 

 

TABLE 32: SPECTACLE BUILDING WORKS IN LATE ANTIQUE NORTH AFRICA 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Name City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Tébessa Amphitheater Tébessa Second half of the 3rd -

4th  

  The amphitheater was enlarged and monumentalized at a 

date that is not before the mid-3rd century and then restored 

in the era of the tetrarchs. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128 

Tébessa Theater Tébessa Second half of the 3rd -

4th  

  Restored in the tetrarchic era. Leone 2007, 86; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128 

Bulla Regia Theater Jendouba 3rd -4th   Ghaddhab notes that the theater was restored and 

redecorated in late antiquity, but cites only Augustine as a 

source for these works. Leone notes that the orchestra floor 

was repaved along with some further repairs. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 127; 

Leone 2007, 90 

Thuburbo Maius 

Amphitheater 

Thuburbo 

Maius 

4th  

337-340 

  Works undertaken around the time of Constantine II. 

Dedications and archaeological evidence suggests a major 

rebuilding in this period. 

Sears 2007, 89; Leone 

2007, 91 

Oudna Amphitheater Oudna 4th    Sections of the building were restored in this period and 

the names of local duoviri continued to be inscribed. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128 
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Name City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Carthage Theater Carthage First half of 4th  Pullaenius, 

proconsul 

 Restoration of the theater, likely in the reign of 

Constantine. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128 

Lepcis Magna Theater Khoms First half of 4th  Constanius 

II and 

Constans 

A fragmentary inscription records the repair of the 

structure damaged by age. 

IRT 470; Sear 2006, 

282 

Sbeitla Theater Sbeitla First half of 4th  

 

Volusianus, 

consul 

provinciae 

CIL VIII.11334 is a series of fragments of epistyles found 

in the theater, which probably are connected to CIL 

VIIII.23218 a,b, and which probably come from a frieze 

on the scaenae frons. They record the name of Volusianus, 

who served in a number of imperial offices. Lepelley 

argues that this dates from before 354.  

CIL VIII.11334; ILAfr, 

116; CIL VIIII.23218 

a,b; Ghaddhab 2008, 

128; Lepelley 1981, 

309-10 

Aïn Tonga Amphitheater Aïn Tonga First half of 4th  

306-312 

  The building was altered in this period with the closure of 

several access points and the installation of a wall with 

waterproof mortar as well as several basins, suggesting 

some kind of water installation. 

Lachaux 1979, 125 

Carthage Amphitheater Carthage Second half of 4th  

373-374 

Quintus 

Aurelius 

Symmachus, 

proconsul 

Inscription from statue bases found in amphitheater noting 

that the proconsul set them up. 

CIL VIII.24584; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128; 

Lepelley 1981, 15 
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Name City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Carthage Theater Carthage Second half of 4th  

379-383 

Proconsul 

Virius 

Audentius 

Aemilianus 

Inscription noting that the proconsul repaired the statues in 

the theater.  

CIL VIII.24588 and 

24589; Ghaddhab 

2008, 128 

Chemtou Theater Chemtou Second half of 4th  

376-377 

Proconsul 

Decimus 

Hilarianus 

Hesperius 

A fragmentary inscription found in the ruins of the theater 

noting Gratian and Valentinian III, along with the 

proconsul. While not explicit, this may indicate a 

restoration of the building where it was found. 

CIL VIII.22630; Leone 

2007, 91; Lepelley 

1981, 164 

Djémila Theater Djémila Second half of 4th  

367-375 

   An inscription found in the theater with the names of 

Valentinian I, Valens and Gratian. No specific works are 

mentioned, but it may indicate a restoration of the building 

where it was found. 

CIL VIII 20157=10896; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128 

Guelma Theater Guelma Second half of 4th  

383 

Julius 

Rusticius 

Vesper 

Inscription noting the restoration of the theater. ILAlg I.260; Ghaddhab 

2008, 128 

Haïdra Theater Haïdra Second half of 4th  

355-362 

Julian Inscription noting the restoration of the theater.	    CIL VIII.310; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 117 

M'Daourouch Theater M’Daourouch Second half of 4th 

399-400  

Apollodorus, 

proconsul 

Inscription noting that the proscenium, walls and roof were 

restored, as part of a larger civic works project including 

improvements in the forum. 

ILAlg. I.2107; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128; 

Lepelley 1981, 131 
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Name City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Carthage Theater Carthage Second half of 4th-5th  Reinforcement walls put up after an earthquake (which 

was between c. 350-439). Probably at the same time, the 

floor of the stage was rebuilt at a lower level and paved 

with marble, and new capitals were installed in the scaenae 

frons. 

Ros 1996, 482 

Sétif Amphitheater Sétif Second half of 4th     A fragmentary inscription notes the restoration of the 

amphitheater at the time of Julian. 

AE 1928, 39; CIL 

VIII.8482; Sears 2007, 

64; Lepelley 1981, 499 

Tébessa Amphitheater Tébessa 4th ?   The amphitheater, which was built originally in the 1st 

century CE, was gradually enlarged and embellished, 

going through at least four phases. Archaeological studies 

of the building suggest a significant restoration or even 

partial reconstruction in the 3rd or 4th centuries (a third 

phase), which seems to be confirmed with an inscription 

noting restoration. 

AE 1967, 550; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128; 

Lepelley 1981, 188 

Cherchel Theater Cherchel 4th ?   Converted to a theater-amphitheater by removing the 

pulpitum, but keeping the scaenae frons. The date for this 

conversion is uncertain, but has been suggested to be in the 

second half of the 4th century.  

Jouffroy 1986, 309 
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Name City Century—Date Patron Notes Reference 

Tébessa Amphitheater Tébessa 4th ? 

After 3rd 

  The third phase (3rd-4th centuries) provides a t.p.q. for the 

last phase. Inscriptions were found on the lintels of the 

doorways that opened onto the arena that note 

Honoratinanii and Victorinianii, likely patrons for this 

work. The date is uncertain, but Wilkins suggests the 4th 

century. 

Golvin 1988, 85-6; 

Ghaddhab 2008, 128; 

Wilkins 1988, 217 

 

TABLE 33: SPECTACLE BUILDINGS IN USE IN LATE ANTIQUE AFRICA 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Lepcis Magna Circus Khoms 4th century Lead curse tablet dated to the 4th century was found near the starting 

gates, indicating a continued use of the structure. 

Humphrey 1986, 641 n.1 

Annaba Theater Annaba Second half of 4th  Spectacles noted by Augustine here. Ghaddhab 2008, 128 

Bulla Regia Theater Jendouba Second half of 4th  Spectacles noted by Augustine here. Leone 2007, 136 

Nabil (Nabeul) 

Amphitheater 

Nabil First half of 5th  

400-401 

Inscription noting that games were given in that year. CIL VIII.969; Ghaddhab 

2008, 128 
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Building City Century—Date Notes Reference 

Carthage Theater Carthage First half of 5th  Destruction by the Vandals presents a definite end to the building, yet 

the fact that the statues were repaired in 379/83 suggests that it 

continued to be used until close to its end. Salvian bemoans the fact 

that as the Vandals clashed up against the city walls, the Christian 

populace continued to visit the circuses and theaters in Carthage and 

Constantine. 

Sear 2006, 278; Salvian, 

De gubernatione Dei 6.69-

71 

Constantine Circus Constantine Second half of 5th 

455  

Salvian bemoans the fact that as the Vandals clashed up against the 

city walls, the Christian populace continued to visit the circuses and 

theaters in Carthage and Constantine. 

Salvian, De gubernatione 

Dei 6.69-71; Ghaddhab 

2008, 128 

El Djem Circus El Djem 5th  

439-534 

Leone notes evidence that points to this building being in use during 

Vandal period, but provides no further details. 

Leone 2007, 140 

Carthage Amphitheater Carthage First half of 6th  Literary evidence (the epigrams of Luxorius) notes the continuing 

popularity of amphitheater spectacles under the Vandal kings. 

Clover 1993, VI.9; 

Bomgardner 2000, 146 

Carthage Circus Carthage First half of 6th  Literary evidence (poems of the Latin Anthology) notes the 

continuing use of the circus in the Vandal period. This seems to be 

supported by the archaeology since the earliest tomb on the site is 

dated to the end of the 6th century. 

Clover 1993, VI.9; Leone 

2007, 140 
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TABLE 34: SPECTACLE BUILDING DISUSE IN LATE ANTIQUE NORTH AFRICA 
Blue=Amphitheater, Green=Circus, Beige=Theater 

 

Building City Century Notes Reference 

Lepcis Magna Theater Khoms 4th  

365 

By the first part of the 5th century, the building was in disrepair and being 

reoccupied. Leone connects this to an earthquake in 365. 

Leone 2007, 138 

Chemtou Theater Chemtou Second half of 4th  Ghaddhab argues that the city was incapable of organizing spectacles by the 

end of the 4th century, but is not explicit on the reasons. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 110 

Lepcis Magna 

Amphitheater 

Khoms Second half of 4th  

360 

The amphitheater was abandoned in the 360s, which has been connected to 

either an earthquake in 365 or the raids of the Austoriani. This is supported 

with archaeology, which has been dated with lamps. The amphitheater was 

left outside of the late wall, and likely turned into a fortification itself. 

Sears 2007, 89 

Oudna Theater Oudna 4th ? 

Before 5th 

Archaeological evidence (coins as well as a decorative element reused in the 

amphitheater) suggest that the building was disused the by 5th century. 

Landes and Ben Hassen suggest that it  maybe it had been out of use for a 

while. 

Landes and Ben Hassen 

2007, 157 

Dougga Theater Dougga 4th-5th ? 

 

 There is no direct evidence about the disuse of the structure, but Vandal-era 

reuse provides a t.a.q. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 117 

El Djem Amphitheater El Djem 5th   Leone suggests that the building remained in use until the 5th century, but 

provides no further information. It was reused as a fortification in the 

Byzantine era. 

Leone 2007, 271 

Oudna Amphitheater Oudna 5th ? Possibly abandoned by the 5th century, as it was  Leone 2007, 143 
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Building City Century Notes Reference 

Carthage Theater Carthage First half of 5th 

439  

Victor of Vita reports that the Vandals destroyed the theater and odeon when 

they took the city in 439.  

Sear 2006, 278; Victor of 

Vita, Historia 

Persecutionis, 1.8 

Annaba Theater Annaba 5th-6th ? During the Byzantine period, only five rows of seats remained, and parts of 

the remaining structure were reoccupied. This reuse provides a t.a.q. for its 

disuse.   

Ghaddhab 2008, 116 

Tébessa Theater Tébessa 5th-6th ? Parts of the theater, both walls and decorative elements, were incorporated 

into and reused in the Byzantine fortress walls. This reuse provides a t.a.q. 

for its disuse.   

Ghaddhab 2008, 117 

M'Daourouch Theater M'Daourouch 5th-6th Elements of the theater were dismantled and used in the Byzantine fortress, 

which provides a t.a.q. for disuse. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 117 

Dougga Circus Dougga 5th-6th ? Stones from the circus were reused up in the late antique, or more likely 

Byzantine-era fortifications, providing a t.a.q. for its disuse. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 117 

Carthage Circus Carthage 6th  Ceramic evidence suggests one of the monumental bays of the circus was 

overlaid with a rubbish dump in the early 6th century, suggesting that the 

structure was abandoned around the end of the Vandal period. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 120; Ellis 

1988b 

Sabratha Amphitheater Marsa Zuaga LA Abandoned after damage, by possibly a fire or earthquake, but the date has 

not been specified. We might imagine a connection to the 4th century 

earthquake that seems to have seriously damaged the city. 

Leone 2007, 138 
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Building City Century Notes Reference 

Sabratha Theater Marsa Zuaga LA, 4th ? Abandoned after a fire, but the date of this is never suggested. The adjacent 

insula was abandoned after an earthquake in 365, which may be connected 

to the disuse of the theater. It was later occupied by housing and used as a 

quarry.  

Leone 2007, 276; Kenrick 

1986, 226 

 

TABLE 35: BATH REUSE IN THE LATE ANTIQUE WEST 
 

Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Private Baths 

Cuicul 

Djémila North Africa Second 

half of the 

3rd-4th  

2 Industrial Converted into an establishment for fulling and 

dyeing. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 

70 

Saint-Pierre Baths Saint-

Remy-de-

Provence 

Gaul After end 

of the 3rd  

1 Christian Turned into church. Grenier 1960, 245 

Baptisterium Baths Rome Italy First half 

of 4th  

315 

1 Christian Lateran Basilica built over this bath.  Thayer 2012, 7 

Les Thermes de 

l'Esplanade 

Arles Gaul 4th  

from 380s 

4 Spoliation Subjected to systematic spoliation. Heijmans and 

Sintès 1994, 157; 

Heijmans 2006b, 

37 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Thermes de Saint-

Saloine 

Saintes Gaul 4th  2 Funerary Turned into a necropolis. Bouet 2003b, 579 

Parking du 

Calvaire Baths 

Poitiers Gaul 4th  3 Quarry Subjected to systematic spoliation and said to be 

completely dismantled. 

Bouet 2003b, 565 

Thermae 

Novatianae 

Rome Italy 4th  1 Christian The church of St Prudenziana was built over this 

bath. 

Greenhalgh 1989, 

112 

Severan Forum 

Baths 

Djémila North Africa 4th  1 Domestic Small baths were turned into a house and private 

baths. 

 Sears 2007, 57  

Baths Mulva Mulva Spain 4th  1 Domestic Converted into a dwelling. Nielsen 1990, 2:15 

Residential Baths 

North 

Barcelona Spain 4th  1 ? Substantial alteration in the 4th century. Ripoll López 2002, 

36 

Complutum Forum 

Baths 

Alcalá de 

Henares 

Spain 4th  1 Political Converted for part of curial building. Kulikowski 2004, 

123 

Zaragoza Baths Zaragoza Spain 4th  2 Domestic Domestic building was installed in the 

frigidarium with the addition of new walls. 

Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 21 

Forum Baths Saint-

Bertrand-

de-

Comminge

s 

  4th 2 Industrial 

 

The north section was probably occupied by a 

marble workshop.  

Bouet 2003b, 574 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Terme della 

Basilica Cristiana 

Ostia Italy Second 

half of 4th  

2 Christian Part of the baths was converted into a church. Nielsen 1990, 2:4 

Toledo Extra-

mural Baths 

Toledo Spain Second 

half of 4th  

2 Domestic Natatio filled in, probably residential buildings 

installed. 

Kulikowski 2004, 

101 

Late Baths Bolonia Bolonia Spain Second 

half of 4th  

2 Domestic/ 

Funerary 

Reoccupied by a domestic space and eventually 

some burials. 

Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 26; 

Diarte Blasco 

2012, 67 

Bir el Jebbana 

Baths 

Carthage North Africa 4th ? 2 Funerary Burials in the north rooms with late 3rd century 

coins in them. 

Rossiter 1998, 112 

West Baths 

(Cimiez) 

Nice Gaul 4th -5th  1 Christian Remains of the baths were converted into a 

church. Heijmans says that this was in the 5th 

century, Nielsen the 4th. 

Nielsen 1990, 

2:11; Heijmans 

2006b, 37 

Sea Baths (Terme 

a Mare) 

Nora Italy 4th -5th  2? ? "Converted to other purposes." No further 

information provided.  

 Nielsen 1990, 

2:18 

The "Balneum" of 

the Arval Brethren 

at La Magliana 

Rome Italy 5th  2 Industrial Tile kiln installed in the eastern hot rooms, which 

was in use until 6th century. 

DeLaine 1990, 324 

Bir el Jebbana 

Baths 

Carthage North Africa 5th  2 Funerary The south end of the complex was used for 

burials. 

Rossiter 1998, 112. 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

The "Balneum" of 

the Arval Brethren 

at La Magliana 

Rome Italy Second 

half of 5th -

6th  

2 Industrial Later kiln in the northern section, in use until end 

of 6th century. 

DeLaine 1990, 324 

Castulo Late Baths Linares Spain 5th -6th  4 Spoliation A small building was constructed adjoining the 

baths, reusing some of the materials. 

Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 23. 

Large East Baths Maktar North Africa Before 6th  1 Fortification Incorporated into a Byzantine fortress. Stirling et al. 2001, 

70 

Baths of the 

Laberii 

Oudna North Africa 6th  2 Industrial Pottery kilns were installed. Stirling et al. 2001, 

69. 

Small Baths on 

Cardo 

Carthage North Africa 6th  2 Funerary Burials within the baths. Garrison et al. 

1993, 260 

Carteia Baths San Roque Spain 6th  2 Domestic/ 

Funerary 

First partially reoccupied as a domestic space, 

then reused as a necropolis. 

Diarte Blasco 

2012, 103 

East Baths at 

Leptiminus 

Lamta North Africa 6th ? 2 Industrial Kilns installed. Stirling et al. 2001, 

67 

Baths at Sicca El Kef North Africa 6th ? 2 Christian A Christian basilica was built in frigidarium. Leone 2007, 246 

East Baths at 

Leptiminus 

Lamta North Africa 6th ? 4 Spoliation The hypocaust floor was robbed out (for tiles), 

and possibly stone from one wall taken as well. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 

67 

Baths at Belalis 

Maior 

Henchir el-

Faouar 

North Africa LA 2 Industrial Given over to industrial and possibly domestic 

uses. 

Stirling et al. 2001, 

70 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Guelma Baths Guelma North Africa LA 1 Fortification Incorporated into the city wall. Stirling et al. 2001, 

70 

Riez Baths Riez Gaul LA 1 Christian Baptistery built on top of supposed civic baths.  Heijmans 2006b, 

37 

East Baths 

(Cimiez) 

Nice Gaul LA 2 Domestic Traces of housing found. No date given.  Heijmans 2006b, 

35 

North Baths 

(Cimiez) 

Nice Gaul LA 2 Domestic Traces of housing found. No date given. Heijmans 2006b, 

37 

Les Thermes de la 

place Villeneuve-

Bargemont 

Marseille Gaul LA 2 Domestic Traces of housing found. No date given. Heijmans 2006b, 

35 

Baths at Barzan Barzan Gaul LA 2 Funerary Two child skeletons found in wells, but with no 

datable material. 

Bouet 2003b, 514 

Longeas Baths Chassenon Gaul LA 2 Domestic Given over to domestic occupation. Bouet 2003b, 622 

Baths at Barzan Barzan Gaul LA 4 Spoliation Some systematic recuperation of the walls. Bouet 2003b, 514 

Clos du Saint-

Antoine Baths 

Frejus Gaul LA 2 Funerary Reused for burials. Heijmans 2006b, 

35 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Forum Baths Saint-

Bertrand-

de-

Comminge

s 

Gaul LA 2 Funerary 

 

Reused for burials. Heijmans 2006b, 

37 

Large Baths by 

Porta Marina Sud 

Ascea Italy LA 2? ? Said to be used for other purposes, but these are 

not enumerated.  

Nielsen 1990, 2:9 

Baths at Teboulba Teboulba North Africa LA 2 Industrial Late kiln built in the baths. Stirling et al. 2001, 

69 

Winter Baths Henchir 

Kasbat 

North Africa LA 2 Industrial Oil presses installed, date unknown. Stirling et al. 2001, 

70 

Bir el Jebbana 

Baths 

Carthage North Africa LA 2 Domestic South part of complex used for housing? Rossiter 1998, 112 

Baetulo Baths Badalona Spain LA 1 Industrial Turned into a bakery? Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 21 

Bilbilis Baths Bilbilis Spain LA 1  ? The baths were reoccupied in the late antique or 

early medieval period for an unclear use. 

Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 21 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Los Arcos I Baths Peñalba de 

Castro 

Spain LA 2 Industrial Used for ceramic production. Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 22 

Small Valentia 

Baths 

Valencia Spain LA ? ? No details given. Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 23 

Baths at Mérida Mérida Spain LA 2 ? Part of the building was reused for an unclear 

use. 

Férnandez Ochoa 

and Zarzalejos 

Prieto 2001, 25 

 

TABLE 36: SPECTACLE BUILDING REUSE IN THE LATE ANTIQUE WEST 
 

Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Bologna Theater Bologna Italy Second half of 

the 3rd  

4 Spoliation  Robbed for materials. Christie 2009, 225  

Volterra Theater Volterra Italy Second half of 

the 3rd -4th  

2 Baths Baths built on part of the site. Sear 2006, 170 

Aquileia Theater Aquileia Italy Second half of 

the 3rd ? 

4 Spoliation Possibly robbed to help reinforce the wall circuit in 

the late 3rd century. 

Christie 2009, 225 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Saintes 

Amphitheater 

Saintes Gaul Second half of 

the 3rd ? 

4 Spoliation Robbed for the construction of the late antique wall 

circuit. Date is not well established. 

Heijmans 2006b, 

38 

Segobriga 

Amphitheater 

Saelices Spain 3rd -4th  2 Domestic Reused for domestic purposes. Kulikowski 2004, 

95 (n. 45) 

Tarraco Theater Tarragona Spain 3rd -4th  2 Domestic/ 

Industrial 

Late antique buildings of uncertain purpose put up 

beside the theater soon after it went out of use. 

Domestic buildings nearby were built reusing 

stones from the theater. Evidence for smelting 

inside theater. 

Kulikowski 2004, 

96; Diarte Blasco 

2012, 216 

Dougga Theater Dougga North 

Africa 

3rd -4th  

Before mid-5th 

2 Industrial  Oil presses installed inside theater before the 

Vandal invasion. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Córdoba Theater Córdoba Spain 4th  4 Spoliation Elements of the theater were being robbed 

throughout the 4th century. 

Ventura 

Villanueva 2004, 

66 

Lepcis Magna 

Amphitheater 

Khoms North 

Africa 

4th  2 Christian Vaulted room with Christian monograms of 

Constantinian type, suggesting it had changed 

purpose around the 4th century. 

Leone 2007, 93 

Alba Fucens 

Theater 

Albe Italy 4th  2 Domestic Re-occupied for domestic purposes. Basso 2003, 906 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Milan 

Amphitheater 

Milan Italy 4th  4 Spoliation Basso argues that the arena was still in use 

although elements of the outer wall were taken 

down for use in the church of S. Lorenzo. 

Fieni 2007; Basso 

2003, 904 

Aquileia 

Amphitheater 

Aquileia Italy 4th  

395 

3? Spoliation Much of this building was spoliated into the 4th 

century fortifications. 

Christie 2009, 227 

Bordeaux 

Amphitheater 

Bordeaux Gaul 4th  4 Spoliation Robbed for stone, although some parts of the 

structure survive to the present. 

Christie 2009, 226 

Narbonne 

Amphitheater 

Narbonne Gaul 4th  4? Spoliation  Not mentioned in Sidionius or Ausonius, 

suggesting it was largely or completely spoliated 

by the 4th century. This is not the most sound 

dating evidence, but the location of the structure is 

unknown, so no further research is possible at the 

moment. 

Heijmans 2006b, 

38 

Aquileia Circus Aquileia Italy First half of 4th 

c. 300  

1 Fortification The circus was incorporated in the city wall, but 

this almost certainly did not put it out of use. 

Humphrey 1986, 

623 

Pergiueux 

Amphitheater 

Périgueux  Gaul First half of 4th  1/4 Fortification The structure was incorporated into a fortification 

wall, and some individual stones were reused in the 

construction of the wall as well. Loseby suggests 

the date. 

Christie 2009, 227; 

Loseby 2006, 80; 

Heijmans 2006b, 

39 

Tours 

Amphitheater 

Tours Gaul First half of 4th  1 Fortification Incorporated into the late Roman wall. Christie 2009, 227; 

Pinon 1990, 108 
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Building Name City Region Century—

Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Pergiueux 

Amphitheater 

Périgueux  Gaul First half of 4th 

? 

1 Military Likely converted into arms or army depot. Christie 2009, 226 

Arles Circus Arles Gaul Second half of 

4th  

2 Domestic  Private housing and shops being built on the 

outside of this, at the same time that it was still in 

use. Loseby calls this “planned reorganization.” 

Christie 2009, 228; 

Loseby 1996, 52 

Turin Theater Turin Italy 4th ? 4 Spoliation Decorative elements of the theater were robbed and 

used in the neighboring church. 

Christie 2009, 226 

Córdoba Theater Córdoba Spain 5th  4? Spoliation The building was significantly robbed, effectively 

becoming a quarry. 

Ventura 

Villanueva 2004, 

66 

Lepcis Magna 

Amphitheater 

Khoms North 

Africa 

5th  1 Fortification/ 

Domestic 

Fortified and inhabited. Leone 2007, 144 

Albenga 

Amphitheater 

Albenga Italy 5th  2 Funerary Tombs found against the outside wall, with 

material dated to the 5th century. 

Basso 2003, 906; 

Maggi 1987, 19 

Spoleto 

Amphitheater 

Spoleto Italy 5th  2 Domestic/ 

Funerary 

Housing and burials reoccupied the structure. Christie 2009, 225 

Venafro Theater Venafro Italy 5th  2 Domestic Some modifications, and 5th century pots were 

found, suggesting reoccupation for domestic use. 

Berlan-Bajard 

2006, 506 

Arles Circus Arles Gaul 5th  2 Domestic/ 

Funerary 

Partially destroyed and reoccupied by houses and 

tombs from the 5th century onwards. 

Sintes 2008, 211 
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Date 

Category Secondary Use Notes Reference 

Aix-en-Provence 

Theater 

Aix-en-

Provence 

Gaul 5th  2 Domestic Occupied by housing from 5th century. Heijmans 2006b, 

39 

Nîmes 

Amphitheater 

Nîmes Gaul 5th  2 Domestic Occupied by housing from 5th century. Heijmans 2006b, 

39 

Orange Theater Orange Gaul 5th  2 Domestic Given over to housing in the 5th century. Heijmans 2006b, 

39 

Apt Theater Apt Gaul 5th  2? Domestic Seems to have been habitation around the theater, 

indicated by a large amount of ceramics. 

de Michèle 2007, 

142; Heijmans 

2006b, 39 

Tarraco Circus Tarragona Spain 5th 2 Domestic The vaulting beneath the structure was used for 

housing from the 5th century onwards. Housing did 

not take over the upper track until much later.  

Keay 1996, 36; 

Dupré Raventós 

2004, 65 

Lepcis Magna 

Theater 

Khoms North 

Africa 

First half of 5th  2/4 Domestic Dwellings inserted. Already robbed of materials by 

this point. 

Leone 2007, 138 

Oudna Theater Oudna North 

Africa 

First half of 5th  

412-417 

4 Spoliation Seems to have been spoliated for the restoration of 

the big baths next door. 

Landes and Ben 

Hassen 2007, 158 

Arles Theater Arles Gaul First half of 5th 

Before 449  

 

 

4 Spoliation The Life of St Hilary records the story of a priest, 

Cyril, who was responsible for building churches, 

and who was robbing decoration from the still-

active theatre, when he dropped a marble block on 

his foot. 

Christie 2009, 226-

7; Loseby 1996, 62 



 

 372 

Building Name City Region Century—

Date 
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Ostia Theater Ostia Italy 5th -6th  1 Fortification Installation of blocking elements (statue bases and 

the like) in entranceways, converting it into a 

fortress. 

Heres 1983, 86, 

146 

Sepino Theater  Sepino Italy 5th -6th  2 Funerary/ 

Domestic? 

Houses and Burials in Late Antique/Early 

Medieval Period. Malineau only mentions burials. 

Christie 2009, 225; 

Malineau 2006, 

195 

Ventimiglia 

Theater 

Ventimigli

a 

Italy 5th -6th  2 Domestic Houses certainly reoccupied the structure in the 6th 

and 7th centuries. Basso says this started in the 5th 

century.  

Christie 2009, 225; 

Basso 2003, 906 

Catania 

Amphitheater 

Catania Italy 5th -6th  3 Spoliation Citizens applied for permission to reuse the stones 

of the ruined amphitheater for the wall. 

Cassiod. Var. 3.49; 

Wilson 1990, 333 

Arles Amphitheater Arles Gaul 5th-6th  1 Fortification Integrated into the city wall, which was no later 

than 5th century. Bomgardner suggests this act, 

which also includes tearing down elements of the 

upper sections was at the time of Theoderic. 

Heijmans 2006b, 

39; Bomgardner 

2000, 119 

Cumae 

Amphitheater 

Cumae Italy 5th-8th  2 Industrial Pottery kilns installed and the types of pottery 

found indicate the date. 

Basso 2003, 906 

Tindari Theater Tindari Italy 5th ? 

After 4th 

3 Spoliation Spoliated material was used in the construction of 

the city wall. 

Wilson 1990, 60 
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Córdoba Theater Córdoba Spain 6th  2 Industrial Lime kilns from the 6th century found in the 

theater.  

Ventura 

Villanueva 2004, 

66 

El Djem 

Amphitheater 

El Djem North 

Africa 

6th  1 Fortification Reinforced, likely to create a type of fortress. Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Oudna Theater Oudna North 

Africa 

6th  2 Domestic Housing installed in the orchestra during the 

Byzantine era.  

Landes and Ben 

Hassen 2007, 158 

M'deina Theater M'deina North 

Africa 

6th  1? Fortification? The substructures were blocked up and structure 

reinforced, but the reuse purpose is not fully 

understood. Leone suggests that it was fortified, 

which is reasonable. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117; Leone 2007, 

239 

Bulla Regia 

Theater 

Jendouba North 

Africa 

6th  2 Fortification Just a small portion of the theater, the scanae frons, 

was fortified. 

Leone 2007, 242 

Haïdra Theater Haïdra North 

Africa 

6th  3 Fortification/ 
Spoliation 

Spoliated for the conversion of Arch of Septimius 

Severus into a fortress in the time of Justinian 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Spoleto 

Amphitheater 

Spoleto Italy 6th  1 Fortification Procopius says this was converted into a fortress-

refuge during the Gothic Wars. Wall blockings and 

arrow slit windows seem to confirm this 

conversion. 

Christie 2009, 225; 

Procop. Goth. 

7.23.3 
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Parma 

Amphitheater 

Parma Italy 6th  

552 

1 Fortification  Mentioned in Agathias’ work, which says that the 

Frankish king hid men in the amphitheater as part 

of an ambush. 

Agathias, Hist. 

1.14; Capoferro 

Cencetti 1994, 323 

Lucca 

Amphitheater 

Lucca Italy First half of 6th  

552 ? 

1 Fortification Blocked arches from the early medieval period 

might be connected to the siege of during Gothic 

War in 552. 

Basso 2003, 910 

Valencia Circus Valencia Spain Second half of 

6th  

2 Domestic Disorganized housing installed in the stands. Christie 2009, 222 

Tarraco 

Amphitheater 

Tarragona Spain Second half of 

6th  

Post 555 

2 Christian A 22.75 by 12 m martyrial church was installed in 

arena, reusing some of the substructures of the 

amphitheater. 

Christie 2009, 227; 

Keay 1996, 38 

Carthage Circus Carthage North 

Africa 

Second half of 

6th  

2 Domestic Houses were installed against the walls of the 

circus. 

Lepelley 2006, 23 

Carthage Circus Carthage North 

Africa 

Second half of 

6th  

2 Funerary The south end of the circus was used for burials. Leone 2007, 206 

Carthage Theater Carthage North 

Africa 

Second half of 

6th  

2 Funerary Used for burials. Leone 2007, 206 

Syracuse Theater Syracuse Italy Second half of 

6th  

After 550 

2 Industrial Water mills were installed, which reused the 

infrastructure of the water spectacle conversion. 

Basso 2003, 906 
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Arles Circus Arles Gaul Second half of 

6th  

3 Spoliation/ 

Funerary 

The building was stripped of fabric. A few burials 

were found inside, but at the same time the housing 

units outside the circus were abandoned. 

Sintès 1994, 192; 

Loseby 1996, 54 

Colosseum Rome Italy Second half of 

6th -7th  

2 Commercial Antonetti and Rea have identified tethering rings 

on the outside, suggesting that the building was 

used for some depot or storage purposes. Some 

metal robbing happened in this period. 

Christie 2006, 223; 

Rea in Rea 2002, 

283-305 

Toledo Circus Toledo Spain Second half of 

6th ? 

2 Domestic Domestic reoccupation, maybe in the late 6th 

century. 

Christie 2011, 138 

Carthage Theater Carthage North 

Africa 

6th -7th  2 Domestic Reoccupied for domestic purposes, some of these 

houses were richly decorated with mosaic 

pavements.  

Ghaddhab 2008, 

120 

Sétif Theater Sétif North 

Africa 

6th -7th  1 Fortification Integrated into the Byzantine fortress. Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Lepcis Magna 

Amphitheater 

Khoms North 

Africa 

6th -7th  4 Spoliation Elements of this building were reused in a number 

of Byzantine era buildings and the city wall. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

116 

Sicca Veneria 

Theater 

Sicca 

Veneria 

North 

Africa 

6th -7th  4 Spoliation Elements were used in the Byzantine fortress. Ghaddhab 2008, 

116 

Sicca Veneria 

Amphitheater 

Sicca 

Veneria 

North 

Africa 

6th -7th  4 Spoliation Elements were used in the Byzantine fortress. Ghaddhab 2008, 

116 
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Tébessa Theater Tébessa North 

Africa 

6th -7th  4 Spoliation Elements of the decoration, including columns 

used in the walkway of the Byzantine fortress. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Dougga Theater Dougga North 

Africa 

6th -7th  4 Spoliation Spoliated to many buildings, including the Victoria 

Basilica. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Dougga Circus Dougga North 

Africa 

6th -7th  3 Spoliation Many of the stones of this building end up in late 

antique or (more likely) Byzantine wall. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Sétif Theater Sétif North 

Africa 

6th -7th  3 Fortification? Cavea of the theater was dismantled for the 

extraction of stones, probably for use in the 

Byzantine fortress. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Aïn Tonga 

Amphitheater 

Aïn Tonga North 

Africa 

6th -7th  3 Fortification Served as a quarry for the construction of one part 

of the Byzantine fortress. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

116 

Sbeitla Theater Sbeitla North 

Africa 

6th -7th  3 Spoliation Used as a quarry for a variety for a variety of 

works dated to the Byzantine period. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Oudna 

Amphitheater 

Oudna North 

Africa 

6th ? 1 Fortification The arcades of the facade were blocked, suggesting 

a conversion into a fortress, which Golvin dates to 

the Byzantine period. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117; Golvin and 

Ben Hassen 2004, 

112 

Bulla Regia 

Theater 

Jendouba North 

Africa 

6th ? 2 Fortification? Two staircases added to the pulpitum and the 

arcades of the theater were blocked, possibly 

during the Byzantine period, suggesting reuse for a 

fortification. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117; Leone 2007, 

138 
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Carthage Theater Carthage North 

Africa 

6th ? 

After 439 

2 Christian/ 

Domestic 

Excavation in the early 20th found an oratory, 

Byzantine tombs, and evidence of habitation in the 

area around the theater. 

Ben Abed and 

Duval 2000, 188 

M'Daourouch 

Theater 

M'Daourou

ch 

North 

Africa 

6th ? 2 Fortification The substructures were re-used in the Byzantine 

fortress. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Chemtou Theater Chemtou North 

Africa 

6th ? 1 Fortification/ 

Domestic? 

Fortified wall surrounded the complex, and several 

simple structures were built against the wall which 

may possibly suggest some domestic reuse. 

Leone 2007, 247 

Tébessa 

Amphitheater 

Tébessa North 

Africa 

6th ? 1 Fortification/ 

Domestic 

Fortified, likely under Byzantine rule, and houses 

built on the arena floor. 

Bomgardner 2000, 

222 

Sabratha Theater Marsa 

Zuaga 

North 

Africa 

6th ? 3 Spoliation Likely used as quarry. Capital from frons scaena 

was used in the Christian basilica. 

Leone 2007, 276 

Cillium Theater Cillium North 

Africa 

6th ? 4 Spoliation Elements of the theater were reused in the 

Byzantine fortress. 

Lachaux 1979, 61 

Ancona 

Amphitheater 

Ancona Italy 6th ? 1 Fortification A defensive wall and what seems to be a tower 

built from spolia were discovered at the south-

western entrance. 

Christie 2009, 228 

Theater of Pompey Rome Italy 6th ?  4 Christian/ 

Spoliation 

Columns from this and the adjoining portico were 

taken to the San Lorenzo church. 

Middleton 1892, 

2:69 
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Bologna Theater Bologna Italy LA 

After Second 

half of the 3rd 

2 Domestic Reoccupied by timber housing by early middle 

ages. 

Christie 2009, 225; 

Basso 2003, 906 

Cividate Camuno 

Theater 

Cividate 

Camuno 

Italy LA 

After Second 

half of 4th 

4  Spoliation Used as a quarry. Mariotti 2004, 77 

Cividate Camuno 

Theater 

Cividate 

Camuno 

Italy LA 

After Second 

half of 4th 

2 Funerary/ 

Domestic/ 

Industrial 

Tombs, housing and a lime kiln were installed in 

the theater.  

Mariotti 2004, 77-

8 

Palazzolo Acreide 

Theater 

Palazzolo 

Acreide 

Italy LA 

Before 5th 

2 Domestic/ 

Industrial? 

By the late Roman period, buildings encroached on 

the eastern side of the cavea and there were silos 

where the scene building had been. 

Wilson 1990, 57 

Crypta Balbi Rome Italy LA 

After 5th 

3 Spoliation  Became a marble quarry after the 5th century. This 

may suggest a similar fate for the adjoining theater. 

Manacorda 2001, 

45  

Mérida Theater Mérida Spain LA 

After 5th 

2/3 Spoliation/ 

Domestic? 

The building was definitely used as a quarry but 

there may be some traces of domestic reoccupation 

as well.  

Durán Cabello 

2004, 127 

Sabratha 

Amphitheater 

Marsa 

Zuaga 

North 

Africa 

LA 

After 5th ? 

2 Domestic? Irregular buildings of unknown function installed 

here. Leone suggests this indicates residential use. 

Leone 2007, 138, 

276 

Circus Maximus Rome Italy LA 

After 6th ? 

2 Christian An early medieval deaconry was set up in the 

southeast end. 

Christie 2009, 229 
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Naples Odeum Naples Italy LA 2 Domestic Dark earth deposits suggest that it was possibly 

turned into private houses with orchards. 

Arthur 2002, 41 

Sbeitla 

Amphitheater 

Sbeitla North 

Africa 

LA 1 Fortification Statue bases placed into the exterior openings 

converted it into a fortress. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 

Asolo Theater Asolo Italy LA 2 Funerary Burials, but these have so far not been datable. Basso in Rosato 

2000, 137 

Circus of Domitian Rome Italy LA 

Before c. 800 

2 Christian Church of S. Agnese in the Square, mentioned first 

in Einsiedeln itinerary, was built on the vaulting. 

Mulryan 2008, 205 

Verona 

Amphitheater 

Verona Italy LA 2 Domestic? A diploma of Berengarius I (895), mentions 40 

people dying when part of the theater collapsed, 

suggesting it was occupied. There is no indication 

of when this reuse began. 

Greenhalgh 1989, 

108 

Annaba Theater Annaba North 

Africa 

LA 2 Domestic? Some late antique occupation, but later clearances 

make it impossible to determine more. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

116 

Carthage Theater Carthage North 

Africa 

LA 2 Christian/ 

Funerary 

Reoccupied by a Christian building and burials. Ghaddhab 2008, 

120 

Sabratha Theater Marsa 

Zuaga 

North 

Africa 

LA 2 Domestic Some domestic re-occupation found in the theater. Leone 2007, 276 

Tébessa 

Amphitheater 

Tébessa North 

Africa 

LA 3? Spoliation Excavations revealed a state of advanced 

spoliation. No further details of chronology given. 

Ghaddhab 2008, 

117 
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Spoleto 

Amphitheater 

Spoleto Italy LA 2 Military Barracks installed in the vaulting. Greenhalgh 1989, 

107 

Brescia Theater Brescia Italy LA 2 Industrial Kilns installed in ruinous theater. Christie 2009, 228. 

Chieti Theater or 

Amphitheater 

Chieti Italy LA 2 Domestic/ 

Funerary 

Houses and burials were installed in late 

antique/early medieval period. 

Christie 2009, 225 

Larino Theater or 

Amphitheater 

Larino Italy LA 2 Domestic/ 

Funerary 

Houses and burials were installed in late 

antique/early medieval period. 

Christie 2009, 225 

Circus of Domitian Rome Italy LA 2 Domestic? Houses around the Piazza Navona indicate a 

domestic reuse, but the chronology is not 

established. 

Claridge 2010, 237 

Lucca 

Amphitheater 

Lucca Italy LA 2 Domestic/ 

Commercial 

There are currently houses over the vaults, and the 

Piazza dell’Anfiteatro, which is a market space, 

maintains the footprint of the amphitheater. These 

reuses probably started in late antiquity. 

Ward-Perkins 

1984, 211; 

Greenhalgh 1989, 

108 

Spoleto 

Amphitheater 

Spoleto Italy LA 2 Christian Monastery installed over part of the scaenae frons.  Greenhalgh 1989, 

107 

Nola Theater Nola Italy LA 3 Spoliation Campanile of cathedral and the Palazzo Orsini 

were built with the remains. 

Sear 2006, 128 
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Arles Amphitheater Arles Gaul LA 2 Domestic/ 

Christian 

Two Christian structures were built into the 

amphitheater in the middle ages (one in the arena 

and one in the vaults), but there is also domestic 

reuse of the space. 

Greenhalgh 1989, 

108; Bomgardner 

2000, 222 

Nîmes 

Amphitheater 

Nîmes Gaul LA 2 Christian A Christian structure was built in the structure in 

the middle ages. 

Bomgardner 2000, 

222 
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