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INTRODUCTION

The ruins of the Roman town of Ammaia are
located in the heart of the Natural Park of the
Serra de São Mamede, a mountainous area of east
central Portugal extending into Spanish territory
(fig. 1). The site is part of the fertile valley of São
Salvador da Aramenha, where the rio Sever flows,
in the municipality of Marvão, district of Porta -
legre. The Roman town is dominated by the spec-
tacular isolated crest of Marvão, the stronghold
funded by Ibn Maruán in the late 9th century, the
same moment that the ancient settlement was
definitively abandoned.1 With the exception of a
rural building of the 18th century, known as the
Quinta do Deão that actually hosts the Mono -
graphic Museum of the Cidade Romana de Am -
maia, the area where the Roman town rose is now
deserted.

The exact identification of the Roman city was

already proposed in the mid Thirties of the 20th

century,2 and in 1949 the site was declared ‘Mo -
numento Nacional’, but systematic archaeological
research only started in 1994. In 1997 the Funda -
ção Cidade de Ammaia initiated archaeological
excavations and in 2001 opened the monographic
on-site museum.3

In the early years, archaeological research had
focused on the presence of existing ruins, con-
sisting of ample portions of the main town gate
Porta Sul,4 a few sectors of private housing east of
the gate in the area of the museum,5 portions of
the northeastern corner of the forum square where
the podium of the temple is still standing above
ground6 and finally part of a thermal complex in
topographical connection with the forum.7 The
archaeological evidence, integrated with histori-
cal sources, topographical survey, numismatic
finds and aerial photography, allowed us to draft
the first reconstruction of urban development and

Water in Ammaia
Infrastructures and leisure in a Roman town of
Lusitania

Cristina Corsi & Frank Vermeulen

Fig. 1. Ammaia and its territory at the centre of the road-network in Lusitania (authors).
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to sketch the main characteristics of the urban lay-
out.8 Ammaia’s foundation should predate the
inscription mentioning the Civitas Ammaiensis
during the reign of Claudius (AD 44 or 45),9 and
it was converted into a municipium maybe during
the age of Vespasian, as is witnessed by another
inscription from the times of Lucius Verus pre-
served in the Ermida do Espiríto Santo in Porta-
legre (CIL II, 158 = IRCP, 616).

At this stage of research, no traces of settlement
preceding the Roman foundation have been
detected. Archaeological data collected until now
prove that most of the development of the urban
structures dates to the 1st century AD. The wealth
of the town is probably mainly caused by the
position it occupied at the centre of a vast com-
munication network in Lusitania (especially along
the road connecting the capital Emerita Augusta
(Merida) with the Atlantic harbour Olisipo-Lisboa:
(It. Ant., 419,7-420,7) and to the exploitation of a
wide range of natural resources (metals, building
stone and rock crystal, pastoral and agricultural
lands...). Most recent research proves that the
urban surface of Ammaia was delimited by a cir-
cuit wall enclosing some 22 h, and the town had
a regular layout, with main axes connecting the

gates and possibly a system of terraces regulating
the most sloping part of the intra-muros area.10

THE WATER SUPPLY

Thus far we have been able to determine and
partly study the two main sources for water col-
lection and transport to the Roman town: the
springs at ‘Olhos de Agua’ and a newly discov-
ered aqueduct along a small western tributary of
the Rio Sever. The best evidence comes from the
so-called western aqueduct. To reach the upper
parts of the city the Romans had to find and col-
lect water from the hilly area west and southwest
of Ammaia. This is an area of numerous and abun-
dant springs with several small water courses
connected to the valley floor of the river Sever.
During fieldwork in the summer of 2004 we were
able to locate the most important Roman point of
capture on the southern flank of Malhadais hill.
Along the left bank of this rivulet, a narrow gully
was clearly cut into the steep rocky valley flanks.
Further downstream the gully passes into a clas-
sical Roman type specus, found here by us in situ.
A series of connected U-shaped monolithic blocks,
with a length averaging around 1.5 m and an

Fig. 2. Ammaia, Termas do Forum. General plan at the end of the campaign 2009 (authors).
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internal gully, were set here in a neat rectilinear
construction, just above the winter bed of the
rivulet. This construction, now completely hidden
by intense vegetation, was partly cleared and
mapped over a distance of several dozens meters.
Further fieldwork made clear that this aqueduct
follows neatly the left bank of this tributary of the
river Sever until it reaches the higher parts of
Ammaia. Once inside the walled city area, proba-
bly after passing a not yet discovered castellum
aquae, the aqueduct can be linked to a granite
specus of exactly the same type, which was hap-
hazardously found in situ west of the forum area
some years ago. 

Information from aerial photographs and results
from the recent georadar survey allow us now to
connect it to the area of the forum and its monu-
mental bath-house. The study of a series of verti-
cal aerial photographs spread over the second
half of the 20th century and the beginning of the
21st, allowed us to further trace the route of this
aqueduct. It probably follows the gentle slope of
the hill inside the town area to a location near the
southern side of the forum, where a castellum
aquae might have been situated. From that loca-
tion the aqueduct probably joined up with the
central area of the forum and its adjoining bath-
house. An intensive and high resolution survey
with ground penetrating radar was done in the
forum area during spring 2008.11 It not only re -
vealed a very exact plan of the town’s monu-
mental centre (with temple precinct, porticoes,
shops, a basilica...), but also showed the presence
of different structures connected with water pro-
visioning and display. One of them, a linear struc-
ture diagonally crossing the central square of the
forum, might well coincide with a branch of the
main aqueduct. It probably provided water to one
or more monumental basins located near the
forum temple.

THE THERMAL COMPLEX

The excavations at the thermal complex, situated
immediately south of the forum were started in
1996, along with several other irregularly spaced
campaigns until 2003, while a new program of
stratigraphical investigations started in the summer
of 2008. Excavation campaigns have continued in
the following summer season in order to thor-
oughly investigate this important urban building.

What had been brought to light since 2003 were
parts of a vast complex, containing one room
which was clearly identified as a bath facility
(ambiente A, fig. 2), probably heated, and the cor-

ner of a well built natatio (ambiente F, fig. 2). In
between them, there seems to occur a large space
whose floor was probably originally laid on sus-
pensurae (fig. 3), which however have been dev-
astated by spoliation activities. Even considering
the fact that only a very small portion of the orig-
inal floor above the hypocaust is preserved, it
seems that it was cut in a later phase by a stone
built sewer, whose western side was constructed
with some reused materials (e.g. column drums),
while the more original eastern side was linked
to the foundation of the massive wall delimiting
the natatio.

The bath (ambiente A), plastered with marble
slabs laid on thick layers of pinkish mortar, was
made accessible by a short flight of 3 steps, and
went through several structural transformations,
meant to reduce the capacity. A lead fistula con-
ducted water out to a channel covered with schist
slabs.

The structures of this bath are implanted par-
tially reusing existing walls, with the same orien-
tation. The excavations inside the area surrounding
the bath (ambiente C) did not reveal any remains
of flooring levels and archaeological finds are
very poor, so it is difficult now to determine its
primary use. The natatio (or piscina) has been built
with big, well squared blocks of granite, inserted
into the huge caementicium nucleus that delimits
the two walls. The interior of the pool has been
plastered with carefully smoothed mortar, and
was probably originally covered with marble slabs.

In order to better comprehend the planning of
the complex, to have a careful understanding of
the kind and disposition of the thermal rooms, to
investigate their connection with pre-existing
building structures and to collect more data about
the chronology of these processes, we decided
with the 2008 and 2009 excavation campaigns to
better connect the quadrants, to finalise research
on these existing sectors of the excavation and to
enlarge in a now more open excavation area to
the south-west of ambiente B and ambiente C.
Furthermore, a major effort was realised to under-
stand the full topography of the site. This implied
a campaign of topographic and geophysical sur-
vey of the whole area of the bathhouse. This work
was greatly hindered by the fact that part of the
site was destroyed during the 1920’s when the
road from Marvão to Portalegre was constructed,
cutting through what now seems to be part of the
location of this monumental bathhouse. However,
by careful analysis and positioning of several still
standing or detectable wall structures on the edge
of the street and by linking them up with the
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results of detailed GPR and magnetic surveys12 of
the remaining agricultural space in this area of
Ammaia along with the still preliminary results of
the new digs, we are now able to obtain much
better understanding of this monumental com-
plex. The new excavations clearly confirmed that
the bathhouse was not the first building in this
part of the city. It was preceded by a possible rec-
tangular building structure with portico (?), whose
function is still unclear, but which cannot at the
moment be connected with a thermal use. Accord -
ing to wider geophysics results pertaining to the
original insula south of the forum, and to the dat-
ing of the very few finds connected with this first
occupation phase, it might be part of pre-Flavian
town structures, possibly with residential func-
tion (domus?). Some destroyed flooring in opus spi-
catum is possibly associated with this phase. 

According to the preliminary analysis of asso-
ciated pottery, somewhere in later Flavian times
or the early 2nd century a bathhouse was con-
structed here. Taking all data into consideration
this was probably a rectangular structure of min.
40 by 40 m. Several wall structures of this bath-

house are now excavated, while geophysics and
observations above ground allowed us to under-
stand the position of several other walls. Impor -
tant is the discovery of parts of the outer wall of
the bathhouse. An excavated section of this outer
wall, bordering the baths on their southern side,
consists of well constructed masonry (0.80 m thick)
with irregular blocks of quartzite and granite,
partly levelled with a layer of local schist. It con-
nects to a similar wall which seems to divide the
bathhouse in two parts and which partly reuses
structures of the older phase and partly intercon-
nects with new and very solid construction ele-
ments of large quadrangular blocks of granite.
Additional information about the natatio was also
obtained. There seems to have been a major pool
element constructed in the bathhouse, measuring
some 15 by 12 m and with an original depth close
to 1.70 m. 

Awaiting further information from new exca-
vations, it is still too early to understand the full
plan of this bath complex, whose occupation (into
the 3rd century?) remains also to be dated with
precision. The ongoing study of many finds found

Fig. 3. Details of suspensurae made of small pilasters of bessales 
(Ammaia, Termas do Forum, ambiente D) (photo authors).
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in the sewer near the natatio, which was further
excavated and mapped in 2008-2009, will surely
help in determining the final use of this bath com-
plex and hence maybe of the main elements of the
city’s water distribution system. 

NOTES

1 Sidarus 1991, 13-26.
2 Vasconcelos/Leite 1935, 5-9.
3 The Fundação produced some annual reports submit-

ted to what is nowadays called IGESPAR (Instituto de
Gestão do Património Arquitectónico e Archeológico).

4 The arch of the gate, known as ‘Arco da Aramenha’,
was still preserved in situ until 1710, when it was dis-
mantled and rebuilt in Castelo de Vide. There it was
definitely destroyed at the beginning of the 20th century.
There is only one picture remaining: Mantas 2000, pp.
413-414, fig. 4, p. 419. The very few pieces that are still
preserved orient the datation to Augustan age, with
major monumentalisation in Flavian times.

5 Preliminary news are in Oliveira et al., 1996. 
6 Mantas 2000, 410-413. 
7 Oliveira et al. 1996; Pereira et al. 2000; Borges 2003.
8 A synthesis of historical research is in Guerra 1996, and

mainly: Mantas 2000, 391-394.
9 D’Encarnação 1984, 615; Mantas 2000, 392-393.
10 Corsi et al. 2005; Corsi/Vermeulen 2006, 182-186.
11 This GPR survey was done by a team from Ghent

University and processing of the data managed by
Lieven Verdonck. 

12 The magnetometer survey campaign of 2009, which
produced a fine map of regular town structures cover-
ing an area of almost 5 hectare, was done in collabora-
tion with the University of Southampton (APSS-team).
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