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THE HYPOCAUST HEATING SYSTEM 
 

 

The Hypocaust is a system providing central heating in a building. It works by heating  

     the air in a solid-fuel furnace and circulating this warm air below the floor of the room or  

      bath. One reference suggests that the Greek Temple at Ephesus was heated in this way in  

      around 350 BC, but the Roman writer Vitruvius attributes the invention of the hypocaust  

      to Sergius Orata around 80 BC.  

 

     The Roman furnace, or stoke hole, was fed with wood as fuel by a slave or attendant. 

      Hot air and smoke from the furnace would circulate through this below-floor space, the  

      hypocaust, the ceiling of which was raised above the ground by pillars (pilae stacks).  

      These supported a layer of tiles, followed by a layer of concrete, then the floor tiles of the 

      rooms above. Hot air and smoke from the furnace would circulate through this enclosed  

      space and then up through clay or tile flues in the walls of the rooms above to outlets in  

      the roof. This arrangement could also be used to warm upper rooms. Rooms intended to  

      be the warmest were located nearest to the furnace below.  

 

      Heat output was regulated by adjusting the quantity of wood fed to the fire. This was a  

      labour-intensive and time-consuming operation, requiring constant attention and large 

      amounts of wood as fuel, making the hypocaust found only in public baths and large 

      villas.   

 

      The remains of numerous Roman hypocausts have been found throughout England, 

      continental Europe and as far afield as northern Africa and western Asia. After the decline 

      of the Roman Empire, various forms of hypocaust were developed and survived for many  

      centuries.  

 

 

 

        
 

Remains of a hypocaust at Lincoln. 
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LINCOLN & NETHERBY HYPOCAUSTS 
 

 



<8> 
 

STOVES & VILLA ALLE FRATTOCCHIE 
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HYPOCAUST AT CAERLEON & WELWYN 
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HYPOCAUST AT SAALBURG 
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ROMAN BATHS HYPOCAUST IN BATH 
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BILLINGSGATE & JEWRY WALL LEICESTER 
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HYPOCAUST AT JEWRY WALL LEICESTER 
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HYPOCAUST AT JEWRY WALL LEICESTER 
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CHEDWORTH VILLA HYPOCAUST  
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CHEDWORTH VILLA HYPOCAUST  
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CHESTER HYPOCAUST  
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ROMAN BATHS HYPOCAUST AT EXETER 
 

 
 

The ruins of the Exeter Roman Baths are not currently visible being buried just below the  

     surface of Cathedral Green in front the West Facade of the Cathedral. The Bath House is  

     believed to date from about 60 AD and contained hot, warm and cold baths with a large  

     furnace house and hypocaust system. It was discovered over fifty years ago by workmen 

     digging foundations for a new development. 

 

     A large-scale archaeological excavation was carried out in the early 1970's, but funding  

     became an issue and the parties involved at the time were uncertain over what to do. So 

     the decision was made to cover the Roman Bath House back over. Plans to uncover the 

     Bath were considered in 2014-15. Funding was again rejected so the Baths remains buried. 
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ROMAN BATHS HYPOCAUST AT EXETER 
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ROMAN BATHS HYPOCAUST AT EXETER 
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ROMAN BATHS HYPOCAUST AT EXETER 
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ROMAN BATHS AT EXETER 
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HYPOCAUST AT LINCOLN 
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FRANCE- HYPOCAUST AT ARLES 
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ISRAEL- HYPOCAUST AT BETH SHEAN 
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ISRAEL- HYPOCAUST AT CAESAREA 
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LEBANON- HYPOCAUST IN BEIRUT 
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LIBYA- HYPOCAUST AT LEPTIS MAGNA 
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LIBYA- HYPOCAUST AT LEPTIS MAGNA 
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TURKEY- HYPOCAUST IN ANKARA 
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See CIBSE Heritage Group website: E-Books General/Systems & Equipment/Hypocaust Heating* 

* Contains large text abstracts of many of the books listed above. 

See also: Wikipedia "Hypocaust" and "exploringexeter.co.uk/exeter-roman-baths-history-devon": Secret 

history: Exeter's Roman Baths, by Jamie Ransom. 
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