Preliminary Report of the Excavation of the Baths at Carsulae 2008

by Jane K. Whitehead, Valdosta State University


The fourth season of excavation of the baths at Carsulae took place in a six-week program from June 9 to July 18, 2008, under the direction of Prof. Jane K. Whitehead of Valdosta State University (Georgia, USA).

Due to the excessive rains that continued well into June, our field season had a slow start, and thus we limited the amount of excavated area.  We hoped to come to an understanding of the foliate-carved column buried under a badly made wall, Wall F, to the south of the tepidarium.      We also began to explore the massive archaic, perhaps pre-Roman, wall to the east of the baths; Wendy Hallinan, who had general oversight of the excavation in that area, has written a short article included in this issue. 
Excavation in the area of the archaic wall

A wall built of massive dressed boulders, not rectangular and not laid in courses, was discovered and photographed by Paolo Renzi in 2004.    It extends roughly SE to NW, and on the eastern end of its exposure, an irregular wall or deposit of boulders abuts it at a right angle.  Its western side once formed a corner, and turns at a right angle northeastward.

Several very surprising and significant discoveries in this area have placed the baths, and perhaps the whole history of Carsulae itself, in a new perspective.  These archaic walls are exactly aligned with the walls of the baths 50 meters to the west.  This would suggest that the two structures had some connection to each other in function, and that the baths, which must be later, made use of the archaic structure in some way.  The SW-NE running archaic wall leads directly toward the center piling of the opus caementicum cistern that served the baths in the Imperial period.  This would suggest a functional connection as well. A platform of cocciopesto paved with terracotta tiles, partly lying on top of the archaic wall, on the side toward the Via Flaminia, appears to be a step for access to this massive feature or to the fossa below it.  This is further evidence that the later Romans used the archaic structure for some purpose, and that purpose was probably related to the baths.

 This area yielded much pottery and many artifacts, evidence that this parrt of the site had not been previously excavated.  The pottery ranges from black gloss to Imperial-period cookware and, though not in situ, not in its original functional environment, it gives evidence of the chronological range of the site's occupation.  The black gloss wares suggest that there may have been a pre-Roman presence at Carsulae.

 A platform of cocciopesto paved with terracotta tiles, partly lying on top of the archaic wall, on the side toward the Via Flaminia, appears to be a step for access to this massive feature or to the fossa below it.  This is further evidence that the later Romans used the archaic structure for some purpose, and that purpose was probably related to the baths.

The liminal position of this structure and of the baths, neither inside nor outside the city, suggests that this may have been a kind of quarantine area, intended to serve travelers in search of a cure or soldiers returning from campaigns, and to keep their maladies away from the general population of Carsulae.

Excavation of the baths
After the discovery last season of a decorative column, its shaft carved with overlapping leaves, immured under and into a deteriorating wall, we decided to focus this season's excavation around it.  The wall extends to the southwest from Wall E, the southern wall of the tepidarium, and then meets another wall extending to the southeast.  (See plan, fig. 1.)  This L can be seen on Ciotti's plan and was visible on the surface in our clearing of the site in 2004.  At that time it was already much degraded.  The L must have enclosed two sides of a room, which was certainly heated, and may have received a flow of heat from the tepidarium.  At its southeastern end, however, it is almost completely obliterated; it consists of only one course of bricks.  Abutting the southeastward-running wall, and thus parallel to the wall hiding the column, were found three short walls or platforms, two on the south (Walls H and I) and one on the west (Wall J).  The function of two of these walls is not clear and will require further exploration.

About 30 cm. west of the wall hiding the column and parallel to it, a line of flat glass shards appeared in the soil.  Excavation produced many more of these, some of which could be joined (fig. 2) to form a window pane measuring at least 35 x 33 cm.    One can see the markings of the tools that spread the glass in a plastic state to the edges of its mold.  A careful study of this pane will reveal much about Roman glass-making technology, and may help us date these later walls.  It is also further evidence that this room was heated.  The window was facing to the northwest, and would have brought solar heating to the room in the late afternoon, the most common time for bathing, Vitruvius tells us.
 The unusually large size of the pane suggests a high level of technological refinement, which contrasts with the puzzlingly shoddy character of the wall into which it was set.  This building does not cease to bewilder.

We continued to expose Wall E, the southern wall of the tepidarium, which runs southeastward.  It breaks off, however, at just about the point where the inner face of the toppling, column-covering Wall F meets it, and its line is only preserved by a single course of bricks.  We considered the possibility that this may have been an intentional sub-floor opening that allowed hot air to pass through from the tepidarium; such an opening was found last season on the western side of the baths, where the hot air passed from the apse into the double-story hypocaust of the tepidarium.  The end of Wall E is not finished, however, and the rubble core is exposed.  If there was an opening here -- and there may well have been -- it has been disturbed and the end-bricks removed.


The level of the soil on the northern side of Wall E was that of the double-story hypocaust with its mosaic floor removed.   Wall F is preserved to a height considerably lower, similarly to the relationship of the southern arc of the apse to western walls of the tepidarium.  This discrepancy in the height of preservation is largely due to the fact that the ground slopes downward to the south; soil and runoff from the cliff on the northern side has filled in against the northern walls to preserve them to a greater height.  It may also be indicative of the difference in the height of the suspended floors, which would have held the walls together.


Also similarly to the walls of the apse, Wall F is not bonded into Wall E, and appears to be a later addition.  And Wall F is also lined on the interior with a shelf of tegulae, as are the walls of the apse.  This shelf is still in place, but the wall has split off and toppled to the west.  There is a gap of about 50 cm. in which the slanting eastern face of the brick wall can be seen as it abuts a stone panel that appears to be attached to the back of the immured column. 

The subfloor of the room consists of a layer of sand and, against the walls, a lining of paving tiles.  The sand has been dug away on the eastern side of the quadrant, about in a line with the hole in Wall E; they appear to have fallen victim to the same disturbance.  The bottom tiles of two pilae were preserved, and indicate that the room originally had a suspended floor.   

 Wall G, which forms an L with Wall F, runs southeastward into this quadrant in a line parallel to that of Wall E, and like Wall E, its eastern end consists of only one course of bricks as it disappears into the east balk.  At the point where it breaks off to that low level, however, it does appear to have a finished edge.  Just to the east of the finished edge, there are two or three courses of bricks still preserved for several centimeters but with no regular face; this suggests that some disturbance did occur here.

The finished face indicates that Wall G may have had an opening here to create a draft for circulating the air from the tepidarium and to serve as an outlet for the exhaust of the smoke and heat.  It is interesting to note that it breaks off at about the same distance from the east balk as Wall E does, and one sees the same sand floor surface dug away in a line that runs roughly between the two wall breaks (fig. 19).  Perpendicular to Wall G, and beginning at the point where it drops down to one course, is a natural outcropping of breccia bedrock into which Wall H, only a little more than a meter long, is built.  If this opening in Wall G served as a flue, Wall H and the breccia may have been the western side of the exterior flue channel.   

Moving farther westward, we explored the corner of Wall F and Wall G, particularly the immured column, uncovered last season, that extends into the north balk.  At that corner, four courses of bricks are laid over a block of stone, which may be the rectangular base on which the column rested. The block has toppled downward to the west, and has caused a rift in Wall G.   That base, slightly convex and bordered on top and bottom by beaded rings, has split from the column itself, but the line of the join is clear.

At a greater depth, another wall or low platform emerged parallel to Wall F; we are calling it Wall J.  It only consists, as far as we have excavated it, of two courses of brick (fig. 26).  It makes a right angle to the southeast and appears to run up to and under Wall G; rubble from Walls F and G lies on top of it (fig. 27).  The underside of the column, which appears to be resting on nothing but wash and rubble from the core of Wall F into which it was built, is suspended at a height slightly above this low wall.  Although it is parallel to Wall F, Wall J does not extend all the way to Wall E, but stops about midway, in a finished edge.  We are at a loss to explain its possible function, but it is doubtful that it represents an earlier building phase; it is too closely integrated into the plan of Walls F and G.


The fact that the column is resting on nothing for most of its length, and that the soil and rubble underneath it is just loose wash may indicate that the toppling westward of the wall occurred in recent times, not in antiquity, and that its western side lay exposed for some time.   

Conclusions

In spite of our more limited focus and the rainy start to the season, this year's excavation has been one of our most productive and has changed our understanding of the history of the site.  We can now hypothesize a pre-Roman presence at Carsulae that may have attracted the Romans to found a city there.  The fact that the massive archaic walls align with the baths suggests this, and further suggests that Carsulae's healthful water was the connecting link.


The elegance and refinement of these baths, now hard to envision because they have been denuded of their mosaics and sculptures, is attested by the large pane of window glass that was found this year.  The delicate quality of the exposed remains, however, needs more protection.  In July we interviewed three companies and invited estimates for building a roof over the baths, and with some grant money, we hope to put it in place by this winter.

� Vitruvius, 6,4,1; and 5,10,1.  Also Faventinus, De diversis fabricis architectonicae, 16.








