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Vaulting tubes fit together in a curve to form 
the framework, or ribs, of a vault supporting 
a roof. They are often found connected 
together in the collapsed roofs of Roman 
buildings in Britain and the Mediterranean.

They are hand-thrown pottery pipes, about thirty 
centimetres long and eight centimetres across. 
A distinctive ‘nozzle’ at one end of the tube was 
fitted into the wide end of the next and tilted 
so that they joined at an angle.

The vaulting tube technique is particularly common 
in Roman North Africa. Here the tubes were used 
instead of timber, as there was a shortage of wood 
for temporary supports to place a roof on a building. 

Vaulting tubes an African building technique

Vaulting tube from Padshaw, 

near Cockermouth in Cumbria, 

actual size

In Britain, the technique was used in the forts of 
Hadrian’s Wall at the beginning of the third century 
AD. This was when emperor Septimius Severus 
ordered repairs to be made to the Wall. Coming 
to Britain from Leptis Magna in North Africa, he 
brought many Africans with him. The builders who 
installed the vaulting tubes were using the method 
familiar to them, but which was exotic to Britain, 
to make these repairs.

After the outer cement layer had dried, 

the timber scaffolding and ‘former’ were 

removed, leaving a vault with smooth 

inside and outside suface. At Leptis Magna, 

this building technique of using hollow 

vaulting tubes was used in bath houses 

to provide insulation in the roof

1 A temporary timber

 ‘former’ in the shape   

 of the vault is supported 

 by scaffolding

2 A cement layer 

 is applied over 

 the ‘former’

3 Vaulting tubes are 

 connected together 

 and placed in rows 

 in the cement

4 A cement layer is applied 

 over the vaulting tubes
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