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tHERMENGASSE: 
The Roman Baths in Tvricvm

The remains of two bathhouses were discovered in 
1983/84 during construction work carried out bene-
ath the present-day houses at Weinplatz in the 
ancient port district beside the River Limmat. The 
remnants of painted wall plaster and tesserae poin-
ted to the rather luxurious style of furnishings, while 
traces of soot and lime indicated that the baths had 
been used intensively. 

The earlier of the two baths (Bath 1), built around AD 
70, was quite small. After the middle of the 2nd 
century it was replaced by a significantly larger 
building (Bath 2a). The last change occurred in the 
early 3rd century (Bath 2b). It is unknown when this 
bathhouse closed down; it may have happened in 
the later 3rd century.

ZeitReise in DeR tHeRMengAsse

Unterbodenheizung - HypokaustumHeute today

1800 Jahre früher 1800 Years earlier

Underfloor Heating - Hypocaust

time tRAVel At theRmengAsse

In der Thermengasse sind Überreste beider Badegebäude erhalten. Beim 

hangseitigen Ende der archäologischen Zone sind ganz unten eine gemau-

erte Apsis mit einem Mörtelboden und Stummeln von Hypokaustpfeilern 

aus Sandstein zu erkennen - Reste des caldarium von Bad 1, das als Ruine 

unter dem höher gelegten Neubau Bad 2 erhalten blieb. 

Remains of both bath houses have survived at Thermengasse. A masonry apse with 

a mortar floor and stumps of sandstone hypocaust pillars can be seen at the end of 

the archaeological zone towards the slope. These are the remains of the caldarium 

of Bath 1, which lay beneath the overlying new construction of Bath 2.

Vom Bad 2 sind Reste von drei Räumen sichtbar. Auf der Hangseite der 

Thermengasse ist ein Teil des Heizraums des Bades erhalten. Auffällig sind 

die mächtigen Sandsteinblöcke, welche eine Wange des Einfeuerungska-

nals (praefurnium) im Heizraum bildeten. Ihre Gegenseite wurde spätestens 

beim Bau des heutigen Gebäudes zerstört.

The remains of three rooms that belonged to Bath 2 are still visible today. Towards 

the slope of Thermengasse, part of the furnace room has survived. Noticeably hea-

vy sandstone blocks once formed one face of the firing channel (praefurnium) in the 

furnace room. The opposite face of the channel was destroyed when the present-

day building was erected, if not prior to that. 

Den besten Einblick gewährt die Thermengasse in das caldarium von Bad 

2. Zu beachten sind die mächtigen Fundamente jenseits der Trennmau-

er zum Heizraum: Darauf stand sicher eine Wanne. Unmittelbar über dem 

Kanalausgang des praefurnium gelegen, konnte sie direkt mit den heissen 

Rauchgasen beheizt werden. Unregelmässigkeiten bei den Hypokaustpfei-

lern dürften römische Sanierungen widerspiegeln.

The best insight Thermengasse has to provide is into the caldarium of Bath 2. There 

are remarkably large foundations beyond the dividing wall between it and the furn-

ace room: these would have supported a basin. It was situated immediately above 

the outlet from the channel of the praefurnium and could be heated directly with the 

hot flue gas. Irregularities in the hypocaust pillars probably represent Roman-period 

repairs. 

Kurz vor dem unteren Ende der archäologischen Zone ist die Trennwand 

zwischen caldarium und tepidarium sichtbar. In dieser Wand befanden sich 

Öffnungen, durch welche die heisse Luft vom caldarium ins tepidarium zie-

hen konnte. Hier deponierten die Archäologen ein Stück des Kaltwasser-

beckens aus dem frigidarium von Bad 2a, ebenso eine Treppenstufe aus 

dem Abbruchschutt von Bad 1.

Just short of the lower end of the archaeological zone one can see the partition 

wall between the caldarium and the tepidarium. This wall contained openings through 

which the hot air could flow from the caldarium into the tepidarium. Here, the ar-

chaeologists have placed a fragment of the cold water basin from the frigidarium of 

Bath 2a and a step from the demolition rubble from Bath 1.

Die Römer verfügten über ein ausgefeiltes Heizsystem. In 

die Räume wurde ein Zwischenboden (suspensura) einge-

zogen, der auf Tonplatten- oder Sandsteinpfeilern (pilae) 

auflag. So entstand unter dem Boden ein Hohlraum, wel-

cher durch einen Einfeuerungskanal (praefurnium) beheizt 

werden konnte. Die heissen Rauchgase zogen durch den 

Hohlboden und stiegen durch in die Wände eingebaute 

Röhren (tubuli) in die Kamine. Dadurch strahlten Wände 

und Boden gleichmässig Wärme ab. Über dem Einfeu-

erungskanal befand sich in der Regel eine Art Boiler in 

Form eines metallenen Wasserbehälters, in dem das für 

die heissen Bäder benötigte Wasser erhitzt wurde.

The Romans had a sophisticated heating system. A raised floor (sus-

pensura) was installed in each room and supported on pillars of clay 

slabs or sandstone (pilae). This created a hollow space beneath the 

floor which could be heated by a heating duct (praefurnium). The hot 

flue gas flowed into the hollow space, from there upwards through 

ducts in the walls (tubuli) and finally into chimneys. This way, the walls 

and floor radiated heat regularly. A boiler-like appliance was usually in-

stalled above the heating duct. This was a metal water container used 

to heat the water for the hot baths.
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Zeichnung Beat Scheffold, Winterthur

View into Bath 2, looking southeast. The basin of the frigidarium is on the left.
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Apse of Bath 1; behind it one can see the sandstone 
pillars of the heating duct of Bath 2.
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Bath 1
It contained a FRIGIDARI-
UM (A) with a basin (D) and 
two rooms heated with a 
hypocaust – a TEPIDARI-
UM (B) and in the very 
south a CALDARIUM (C) 
with an apse. 

Bath 2a
A spacious changing room (L) was located in 
front of the actual bathing section. From this 
changing room, one could enter the cold room 
which has a basin (K and O) and was more than 
double the size of its predecessor. Various other 
rooms lay adjacent and were heated by the same 
furnace room (H) – a TEPIDARIUM (G), a 
CALDARIUM (F) and another large room (J), 
where one could probably while away the time 
and be pampered.

Bath 2b
Renovation works enlarged the heated area of 
the bath by extending the CALDARIUM (F) and 
by dividing off a section of the old FRIGIDARI-
UM and heating it (P). The FRIGIDARIUM was 
now relocated and fitted with a new pool (R and 
S).

Drawings by Beat Scheffold, Winterthur

Ancient Spas – More than just Personal Hygiene

The Romans adopted their culture of bathing from 
the Greco-Hellenistic region. While the Greek wash-
rooms were usually just simple affairs, the Romans 
created complex edifices with their own particular 
style of architecture, where one tended to spend 
long periods of time. One could get massages, 
rub-downs with fragrant oils and have one’s hair 
dressed, as well as play games and pursue sports, 
and buy and consume food. Bathhouses became 
centres of Roman social life, where business con-
tacts were made, and where people met to talk and 
attend lectures. Because only members of the rich 
upper classes could afford to have their own bathing 
facilities, public baths played an important role in 
Roman towns and cities.
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Present-day city map (light grey) with Thermen-
gasse (yellow). Ground plan area of the Roman 
Bath 1 (dark grey) and Bath 2 (medium grey).   
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