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Why baths?
Introduction to Sharing Waters
in Istanbul 2010
My interest in bathhouses began 30 years
ago when I spent an extended period of time
in Japan. My travel budget demanded that I
lived like the Japanese, not like an exclusive
Westerner. I stayed in traditional accommodation and went to the neighbourhood public
bath to keep clean. The Japanese have really
managed to elevate the practice of everyday
hygiene to a central and pleasurable part of
life. Forget a quick rinse in the shower. To
bathe Japanese style (o furo) means giving
yourself time. Time to sit down in peace and
quiet by a faucet with a piece of soap and a
washing bowl. When you are sufﬁciently clean
it is time to step down into a hot bath. In
Japan you wash in order to bathe, in contrast
to other countries where you bathe to become
clean. Water is viewed as a symbol of purity.
In Japan they have several divine spirits,
kami, who strive for a balanced and dynamic
existence, yin and yang. Uncleanliness, external as well as internal, is considered to prevent the work of kami.
Socialising with friends in peace and
quiet after a salutary bath is an important
part in many bathing cultures. It is evident that bathing increases our well-being.
Warmth and touch, the light pressure against
the skin that bathing provides, stimulate the
ﬂow of the hormone oxytocin in the blood.
It makes us feel good. The opposite is called
stress. Perhaps we need both parts to obtain
the balance that yin and yang constantly
strive for.
As a Westerner in the Japanese countryside 30 years ago, one was always a stranger
and an object of great curiosity. Inside a bathhouse, without clothes, I nevertheless felt a

sort of unspoken spirit of community. I later
encountered the same feeling of afﬁnity in
an Ottoman hamam packed with tourists in
Istanbul, and in the sauna in a public outdoor
bathhouse by Öresund shore. As an architect
and as a human being I am fascinated with
these places and their association with recuperation under unconditional forms. A place
with a strong sense of community where
people can relax in solitude or together with
others. It is a place frequently associated with
feelings of health and well-being. Is it possible to create spaces like these in a stressful
and alienating urban environment where the
interest in historical public baths is considered to belong to a bygone era? A space that
awakens awareness and respect in those who
step over its threshold. An inclusive space for
everyone willing to play along with the prevailing rules. A bathhouse ﬁlling the fundamental need for recuperation and offering
the opportunity to enjoy bathing in a social
setting.
‘Turkey meets Sweden on contemporary hamam’ was the name of the workshop
that the artist Maria Ängquist Klyvare and I
set up in Istanbul in 2003 for architects and
artists from both countries. Is it possible to
transform a bathhouse dating back to Roman times and make it ﬁt the requirements
of modern urban citizens? Acknowledging
that my vision was far from simple, I tried to
utilise my Japanese experience of adapting to
a new situation. The discussions were intense
and the creativity was ﬂowing. The result was
incorporated into an exhibition that we produced together and exhibited as The Turkish
Bath at the Centre of Culture (Kulturhuset)
in Stockholm.
In the ﬁrst few years of the 21st century
the Swedish Consulate General in Istanbul
initiated a series of campaigns to encourage
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culture in Turkey. They invited us to create a
follow-up to the Stockholm exhibition, this
time in Istanbul. We decided to put the focus
on issues surrounding bathing and meetings
that blur and break the boundaries of tradition. Maria wanted to create a work of art
which would share her experience of Swedish
bathing. To create a cultural exchange we decided to invite artists and panel participants
from different cultures to take part in the
exhibition/conference Sharing Waters: Sauna
meets hamam in Istanbul. Our hope is that discussions about public baths will range from
social change, politics, religion, culture, gender and sexuality. The way the project creates
discussion might illuminate the need to meet
without outer or inner boundaries, as well as
the importance of the public bathhouse in the
context of a public space.
During our travels Maria and I have
tried to understand the existing need for – as
well as the objections to – tradition by listening to the knowledge and the stories we have
been told. To bathe is a fundamental need
for most individuals, whether you are in the
desert or next to a well. That need can be fulﬁlled in many different ways but the feeling
of well-being is the same. With Sharing Waters
Maria Ängquist Klyvare and I hope to vitalise and contribute to the discussion about the
bathhouse as an important public meeting
place. Bathing is an important cultural expression.
Ulla Kastrup
Curator
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Anti-hamam confessions
Artist: Gülsün Karamustafa
When I was asked to do a piece on the topic
of the hamam, I was very annoyed at ﬁrst as it
would have been the last thing that would interest me. As a citizen of Istanbul I had never
been to a hamam and my family were not
interested in hamams either. The hamam was
completely historical for us, a place we were
told stories about – but in a way we admired
the architecture. City life and its conditions,
what with modern apartments containing
bathrooms, never raised a need for including
the idea of the hamam into our lives.
Then I thought it would be interesting
to share my ideas and feelings with the audience. Why I am only enchanted by the history
related to hamams but how I do not like the
way they exist today. Why I ﬁnd the touristic
interpretation of the hamam unbearable. Why
I am so annoyed with the orientalistic gaze
of the west and the way of westerners relating this gaze to the daily life of the citizens
of Istanbul. I wished to interpret my feelings
and present them in order to express myself
and my relationship to the hamam. In a way,
I thought, maybe it would also be healing for
me.
The short ﬁlm Anti-hamam confessions
is shot in an old and neglected hamam, built
by the architect Mimar Sinan, that was later
turned into a shopping centre. The environment I chose juxtaposes my feelings and
shows that all hamams are not what you see
in the colourful tourist guides, where they
look like the harem section of the Ottoman
Palace.
Completing my interpretation of the
hamam, my ﬁlm is accompanied by three
short excerpts from Turkish ﬁlms dealing
with hamam scenes.

P. 5–7: Stills from video
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Sharing [private] lives in [public] waters
Writer: Derya Özkan

the bath into the hall creating a pleasurable
sight. Light takes on a body of its own and
makes you imagine it as a substance.

When Ulla Kastrup invited me to contribute to Sharing Waters, one aspect of the
project particularly attracted my attention:
the project was not taking for granted the
problematic binary opposition between the
notions of private and public. As an architect-turned-anthropologist, I thought how
hamams and saunas require us to rethink this
artiﬁcial distinction and I decided to contribute to the project by furthering this line
of thought. This essay is intended as a modest contribution to unlearning this taken for
granted cultural-spatial norm by drawing on
my subjective experiences of visiting hamams
in Istanbul and saunas in Munich.
Müller’s Public Bath (Müllersche Volksbad)
25 July 2010, Sunday, 6:45 pm
In Müllersche Volksbad, the Art Nouveau
style turn-of-the-century public bath located
on the bank of Munich’s Isar River, to me
the most beautiful space is the circular hall
underneath the big dome where the lukewarm pool is located. I like going into the
pool, holding my head up and watching the
nice decorations of the dome from below. The
towel hooks, showers and cold-water pools are
all located around this centre. It is almost like
being at a central square in a big city where
urban inhabitants pass through daily. Just
like in public in the city, people do not look
each other in the eye. Nakedness does not
make a difference. It feels just like when one
is dressed and in public. I try to imagine a
ﬁctive scene where people, all naked, wait for
the green light to cross a big road in the city.
At that very moment a man opens the door
of the steam bath. Rays of light stream out of

Çemberlitas Hamam
16 August 2010, Monday, 12:50 pm
Çemberlitas Hamam was designed by Ottoman master architect Sinan and is nowadays
one of the most ‘touristic’ hamams of Istanbul. It is delightful to lie on Çemberlitas
Hamam’s multi-cornered göbek tası, the
heated marble platform on which I sweat and
wait for a massage. My body relaxes with the
heat and this gives me enough time to feel
the space underneath the big dome of the
women’s section. This is the sıcaklık, the hot
chambers of the hamam. The dome is perforated by skylights covered by bell jars. On the
sides are smaller chambers with small domes
housing taps of cold and hot water over marble basins. Decorated grey marble screens visually separate these chambers from the main
space and give them a semi-private quality.
The tellak, the woman who rubs women’s backs and gives them soap massages, does
not talk to her customers. The women visiting this hamam do not speak Turkish and the
tellaks do not seem to speak any other language than Turkish. However, the tellak has
developed other ways of communicating with
her customers: a very elaborate body language
– if not a self-created sign language that she
uses even if the customer speaks Turkish. The
remarkable thing here is that while using this
body language the tellak hardly looks at the
customer’s face. This creates a strange relationship between two women who have just
met wearing only their panties.
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Beylerbeyi Hamam
12 August 2010, Thursday, noontime

Westbad
8 July 2010, Thursday, 7:30 pm

ruled by different dress codes.
Westbad is not crowded at all on this
week-day summer night. We enter the Finnish sauna for the Aufguss, the sauna-infusion
with scented water poured on hot stone. The
Finnish sauna here is kitsch with ambient
music and light changing continuously from
yellow to red to orange. I recall reading on the
website that this is meant to give you a feeling
of being by the seaside.
Eyes do not meet so much at the sauna.
Eye contact follows the cultural code regarding chatting when it comes to sharing a space
with strangers – whether it is on a bus, on the
elevator or in the sauna, one constantly avoids
eye contact. Similar to the unwritten social
code about eye contact, you normally do not
chat with a stranger. The one who starts a
conversation with a stranger is in danger of
being seen as an intruder. My experience tells
me that conversations between strangers are
not so common in the sauna, and that this
depends somewhat on the social proﬁle of the
place. Between workers and customers, also
between customers and customers, there was
nonetheless a lot more conversation going on
at Westbad, located in a lower middle-class
district of Munich, than at Müllersche Volksbad, located very centrally in the city and
populated dominantly by young professionals
living in gentriﬁed inner city areas.

C and I ﬁrst enter the Sauna-island (Saunainsel) part of the huge water-world Westbad,
which has swimming pools occupying a vast
area beginning inside the building, extending
out into the courtyard. I regret that I have not
brought my swimming suit. I ﬁnd it strange
that I cannot swim just because the norm of
the pool is to swim in swimsuits, while the
‘normal’ at the sauna is to walk around naked.
Literally one door divides these two spaces

All these social codes about publicness and
privateness we start learning early on in our
childhood. There are ‘learned’ rules to follow
not only in public but also in private. Dressed
or naked, the norm rules and is dependent
upon occasion. My hamam and sauna visits
gave me a chance to think outside the box
about these issues.

The smell of burned wood welcomes me and
S at the spacious entrance. A woman is sitting
at a table in the middle. Along the surrounding walls are glassed-in changing cabins. On
the right and left, there are two other rooms
that are larger than the changing rooms.
These have nice stained glass panels that ﬁlter
the light fusing the entrance. Washed and
folded loincloths are stacked up on a shelf
on the right-hand side. My eyes dwell for a
moment on the hundreds of brown plastic
slippers piled up near the wall opposite the
entrance. On the right is a cooler full of bottles of mineral water and soft drinks. I notice
the ceiling cupola as I look at the mirror in a
lavishly decorated frame hung over the door
that leads inside the hamam.
Beylerbeyi Hamam is a paradise for
chatting if you speak Turkish. In this small
neighbourhood hamam where almost all
customers are locals, chatting is informal
and relaxed. There was so much conversation
going on between us and the women who
work there that S and I almost did not have a
chance to chat with each other in private.
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Don’t listen! She’s only a woman!
Artist: Buthayna Ali
With all her social conditions, and all her surrounding taboos, ‘a woman’ as a concept must
be a diverse area of research to an artist’s
senses. Spending ‘me time’, relaxing, dancing, eating, and sharing stories were associated with the hamam. Actually, it was a place
where people got together to spend some of
their free time and socialise.
“As a female in this society, I can say
with certainty that when women meet, they
discuss intimate issues, especially the ones
concerned with the opposite sex. Men, who
control the world, are controlling small details as well as important subjects. This case is
much more noticeable in my society.
Actually, the same is true for all women
around the world.”
However as time passed by, women’s meetings
have changed places, but from my point of
view their heart-to-heart conversations have
not changed a bit.
Entering the hamam’s tradition starts
with the lockers where women safely store
their personal items, as they safely store the
thoughts in their minds. These thoughts are
unveiled to people with whom we share many
things in common …
… From this point, I will initiate my
installation.
P. 11+13: Installation view, 210 x 120 x 40 cm
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Entering their small garden of liberty
Leaving behind great prisons
Taking off their veils
Becoming free like birds in the blue sky
Releasing their ideas, lighter, they ﬂy higher
Washing off their concerns
Returning back stronger to the prisons
which were made for them
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Institut français du Proche-Orient
(French Institute of the Near East), Ifpo
Atelier du Vieux-Damas, Damascus-Syria
Writer: Sarab Atassi-Khattab
The whole Mediterranean region shares a
mutual object of cultural value – the hamam.
Today, this common heritage runs the risk of
getting lost or becoming profoundly transformed. The cultural heritage ‘hamam’ needs
modernisation and an adaptation to modern
times. To achieve these objectives, awareness
for the importance of the hamam as cultural
heritage has to be raised within the culturalheritage community but also within local
neighbourhoods and in particular with youth
as the new generation of potential users. During the past ﬁve years, Ifpo researcher Sarab
Atassi-Khattab has been involved in two EUfunded programs: ‘Hamam’ and more recently
‘Hammamed‘ (Euromed Heritage 4) initiated
and implemented by Oikodrom the Vienna
Institute for Urban Sustainability (Director
Dr. Heidi Dumreicher).
The hamam and its historical and cultural
heritage in the Mediterranean region
The tradition of Roman baths has existed
in the Mediterranean region since classical
antiquity. In the Byzantine period a new type
of bathing came into being with the baptisterium – baths became smaller and had fewer
rooms. The important tradition of bathing
did not vanish with the decline of its civilisation, it survived into different regions. The
transformations of bathing and bathhouses
that developed slowly in the ﬁrst centuries
of Islam must have taken hundreds of years
until it had the rituals and architectural
aspects that became traditional in the early
Middle Ages. The common use of the tradi-

tional hamam was extended to many cities in
different sectors of the Mediterranean region.
It was not until recently (about 50 to 80 years
ago) that the gradual introduction of private
baths changed the situation.
We know very little about hamams
before the Ayyoubid period and from the
Umayyad epoch we know mainly of those of
the palaces of the desert in the Sham region.
In reality their early history is still unknown
and we know only from texts that they have
existed in main urban centers.
In many of our known Islamic cities, hamams are located in the proximity of
mosques, in residential quarters or in the
vicinity of commercial sectors and souqs. The
location of the hamam is related to the Islamic obligation to purify but also because this
hygienic public service became an inherent
element of the city. Important villages also
had their baths: usually one hamam next to
the mosque with the same architecture as the
urban ones. There are examples of hamamtype baths in many villages surrounding
Damascus.
The rituals inside the hamam may differ
in some aspects depending on its national and
regional location. Contrary to other regions,
the use of hexagonal mastabas, stone benches
used to sweat, scrub and wash on, can be seen
in Damascus. Private wooden cabins were
introduced in Turkey and used in the ﬁrst
changing hall, while in the hamams in Bilad al
Sham you have sitting mastabas all around.
The double hamam (observed in Turkey)
has different sections for men and women,
organised parallel to each other in a symmetrical way and contained in an almost
square building-block topped by many small
domes. While the entrance to the women’s
section originally is a door on the side of the
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building, the entrance to the men’s section
functions as a facade to the hamam where an
inscription in verse, praising the building and
its patron, can be found.
The domes are the most distinguishing
characteristics of Ottoman baths. In some
cases the dome covering the main hall has
been replaced by a tile covering or wooden
structures. In Cairo we noticed that the brick
cupola had been replaced a long time ago by
a large wooden ceiling surrounded by windows and topped by a lantern. In general,
the domes and vaults survive in Damascus,
Aleppo, and other cities in the region.
The Hamam, its social context from
the past to the present
In the past, hamams fulﬁlled important functions enabling the inhabitants to maintain
their hygiene, and on a religious level they
permitted Muslims to perform the full�body
ablution (ghusul), which is necessary to
restore ritual purity (tahara). Traditionally,
the period before the Friday communal noon
prayer – Thursday nights and Friday mornings – were the busiest times for baths.
Hamams were considered a good investment economically. They were open to all
classes of society – although rich clients had
privileged spaces and were granted special
care. Private hamams existed very rarely, and
only in palaces or in very important houses.
Life for women outside their home was
limited, although visits to the public baths
and to cemeteries were regarded as a woman’s
right. In a social context, the hamam visit
was one of the few legitimate occasions when
women could leave their house to socialise
with other women. Visiting hamams created
an opportunity for an outdoor trip and entertainment as well as functioning as an impor-

tant ‘matrimonial market’. The bath was also
a location for certain rites marking signiﬁcant
events in the life cycle. These events were
often occasions for festivity with music and
food.
Conclusion
In the Middle East, the traditional hamam
was part of a coherent, traditional urban
system. Since the late nineteenth century
it was seriously challenged by a new urban
order. During the last few decades the extended public service of the hamam went into
decline, and hamams sometimes disappeared
without consideration to the importance of
the historical buildings.Today old cities are
faced with the concern of ﬁnding a new role
for the hamams in modern urban areas.
In this necessary conversion, houses, souks,
old lanes and streets and different religious
institutions are facing the same problems
that hamams have to face. What should be
preserved and what should be replaced in
protected historic districts and transformed
districts?
But time is running out for the
hamams. In many countries the number of
actively used hamams is declining due to
changes in social patterns, politics, and environment. If the concept of hamams doesn’t
arrive in a modern world, the tangible as well
as the intangible aspects of the cultural heritage will be lost forever.
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Portrait of a young man
Artist: Heta Kuchka
Finland is a country with few people inhabiting quite a large area of forests and lakes,
so everyone is used to having a lot of space
around them. Being different is not easy; it is
not acceptable to stand out.
Finnish men are shy but honest alcoholics
who drink their Finlandia vodka from their
Iittala design glasses, covered in Marimekko,
wearing their Nokia rubber boots while NOT
talking on their Nokia phones. Oh, and they
love their sauna of course! Finnish men don’t
sweet-talk, or say much at all for that matter.
At least this is the stereotype. I wonder if the
younger generation is different.
A hundred young men sit in the sauna
squeezed in next to each other, forming a surface of bare skin. The camera is rolling. The
viewer will see the individual as the men start
reacting to the heat and leave one by one.
P. 18–19: Still from video
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Profane bath, sacred sauna
Writer: Sari Näre
Sauna, bastu and hamam remind us of our
primary state of existence. All the elements
of life are combined in the sauna and hamam:
water, air, ﬁre and earth. Saunas are made of
wood or stone and as a place of bathing, water
is used for cleaning and relaxing. Fire and air
are needed for heating and sweating. There
are not many places where your body is in the
centre of all these elements of life.
Social bath: a long tradition
Bathing places have been known for three
thousand years, before the time of Homer.
From Ancient Greece the practice was taken
to Rome and later known as hamam in the
Islamic world. American Indians had their
own ‘sweat cottages’ called inipi. Mayas and
Aztecs had baths called temascal made in the
shape of an igloo. A Japanese bath is known as
kama-buro and furo, and the Russian steam
bath as banja. In Finland, the bath place is
called sauna and in Sweden bastu.
In Sweden, there was a law called ‘bastu
peace’ as early as the 13th century. In the
14th–15th centuries there were two public
baths in Stockholm where women and men
could bathe together. People enjoyed the
mixed bath a lot. No wonder the church was
against public baths. As a result of the control of clergy, the bastu tradition weakened in
Sweden up to modern times.
In Finland this development did not
happen to the same extent. On the contrary,
national awakening in the 1800s made the
meaning of sauna even stronger. Nowadays,
besides intimate and family relations, the
sauna has also been a place for public relations, business and politics. In the relaxed

atmosphere of sauna, discussions and negotiations can be creative and conﬁdential.
The sauna has also been a place of
silence. In the old Finnish beliefs the sauna
silence was a rule. In that sense it may have
a meaning of holy place where you can go
alone or together with your fellows to feel
the divine connection with the sacred. In the
sauna, microcosmos meets macrocosmos.
This connection between divine, nature and
human may be interpreted as pantheistic.
According to pre-Christian animism nature
was full of spirits, and the sauna had its own
spirits, ‘sauna dwarfs’.
Multiple functions of sauna
The Nordic sauna uses a stove whereupon
water is thrown in order to produce steam.
Sauna visitors also use birch whips to beat
themselves. This ‘whipping makes’ the blood
circulation more active. Similar to beauty and
ﬁtness treatments, the skin also gets natural
energy from the leaves. In many countries,
sauna has been used for healing. In Finland,
bad blood circulation is eased by using cups.
Cupping was a professional act in order to
heal illnesses. In old folk tradition, the sauna
was also a popular place for spelling and
bringing out the bad spirits.
Sometimes the sauna has had multiple
other functions. In Finland, it has occasionally been the place to stay if there was no
proper home. Especially, doing the laundry
and washing dishes is easy to do in the sauna,
except in the smoke sauna where your skin
might get dark due to soft smoke. Moreover,
the sauna has been a place for parents and
lovers to hide from family and fellows when
looking for a place to make love.
Commonly, the sauna has been present
in the beginning of life as well as at the end of
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life when dead people were prepared for the
grave. It has been a safe place to make transformations of different kinds. On the other
hand, the sauna has been a profane place for
everyday life. And on the other hand, it has
been a sacred place for preparing transformations and initiations. The sauna has connected
people with holy spheres of life.

forming towards purity and peace. Heat
and sharing waters heal the body, and social
intimacy, ‘sistering waters’, heal the soul. By
undressing our body and taking off our social
roles into complete nakedness we can transform our vulnerability into a shared strength
of intimacy. Healing heat and creative water
renew our existence.

Sauna as women’s place
Water and heat as creative elements of nature
symbolise our need to be nurtured safely.
They are elements of transformation and
the life we have experienced in our mother’s
womb. In fact, for centuries women have
given birth in saunas. This is why it has been
a secret space occupied by women.
The power of the female body has been
recognized in the sauna and hamam cultures.
In pre-Christian Finland it was believed that
women had magic powers to hurt and heal
from their vulva. In pre-Christian folk tradition, sometimes women also used this magical power to protect their family members,
intimate fellows and animals: the person or
animal to be protected had to go under the
woman’s naked bottom. This ritual called
harakointi would take place, for example, in
or outside saunas, especially when something
new was happening, like someone going travelling or getting married. So, it was a kind of
transformation ritual.
Similar belief of the vulva’s power is
connected to the Arabic concept of ﬁtna, a
chaotic power represented by women. In this
kind of belief women are considered to have
sexual power over men. The fear of omnisexual and powerful women may be treated by
calming this power in the sauna and hamam
where women can relax together.
Collective bathing is a holy act, trans— 21 —

Solitude
Artist: Maria Ängquist Klyvare
Someone said – the ﬁsh is not aware that it’s
swimming in water. Like the ﬁsh, I know just
as little what the real me is and what my culture has formed me into.
In Sweden, and the rest of the Nordic
countries, nature is our cathedral, our spiritual centre. On weekends and in our free
time we head off into the outdoors, where we
walk, run and cycle to obtain calm and gain
new strength. We happily discipline ourselves
in rugged terrain, and with mosquitoes buzzing around our heads we prepare dehydrated
soup on camping stoves and then proceed
to sleep heavily on a hard surface. We might
head off into the countryside in a group or
just as happily on our own, as we live in a
country where the individual challenge in the
encounter with nature is appreciated.
In Sweden, few people live in a fairly
large country. Until very recently, most of us
were farmers who worked the soil, with farms
located few and far between. Melancholy,
which I connect with this solitariness, permeates Swedish poetry, literature and music.
Today, 2 million Swedes (out of a total population of 9 million) live in single
households – percent wise, that is the highest
number of people living alone in the world.
To live on your own can be viewed as
a sign of freedom. You take responsibility
for your own life and the development of
yourself. Living on your own signiﬁes many
choices but less demands. This has played an
especially important role in Swedish women’s
independence.
For me, solitude means being alone as
well as carrying an element of melancholy, but
it is a self-chosen loneliness and essentially
positive. It is a physical seclusion which offers

time for reﬂection and rest without disturbances. Solitude is the ability and opportunity to be alone with your own silence.
But solitude and freedom can also be
painful and come with a price.
In the ﬁlm Solitude I have attempted
to depict myself and my culture through the
practice and premise of bathing.

P. 23: Still from video
P. 24–25: Installation view, Triple screening
from video
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On past and future baths
Writer: Jane Magnusson
A bather steps out of the water and her
residue remains – hair, ﬂakes of skin, some
saliva … something from her nose and some
strange little foams. As the water swirls down
the drain, what is left behind clings to the
surface of the tub. That greasy line, a shameful stripe. She was that dirty just moments
ago. Today, chemicals remove the embarrassing residue. Chemicals that foul the water
even more than the bather did. For some
reason, this is more acceptable than human
sediment. That same fear existed even at the
ﬁrst public baths – entrepreneurs would paint
their tubs to look like marble in order to camouﬂage what previous bathers left behind.
When is it over? When the bather tugs
the stopper and the water swirls into the
sewer, then it is ﬁnished. Like all baths, it is
history. The question, or rather the problem,
is whether we can talk about the time after a
bath at all. We enter a loop, a time period that
is always before the next bath. After a bath
is already pre-bath. One bath may be history, but not the next. The next bath will take
place in the future: tomorrow, next week, a
month or perhaps in 300 years. It is intriguing to note that it is impossible to determine
where you are in time – before or after a bath.
Immersing oneself in water becomes an intellectual tool, a philosophical act – something
to think about and think in. Which, of course,
is why many people prefer a shower.
We have the infrastructure, the resources and a history – a culture and a need
for cleanliness. We have all the components
for doing something extraordinary and yet
our bathing has one goal – to relax. Could the
future of bathing be something else?
In Sweden, bathhouses are cherished and al-

most enshrined as temples. Municipal funds
are spent on the meticulous restoration of
these ancient bath castles. Built in the 19th
century, they are frequented mostly by the
elderly. Younger generations choose to spend
their time sipping lattes elsewhere. Who will
build bathhouses in the future? Where will
the thoughts swirl and mix? We may never
know.
Modern bathing is fraught with danger. A
contemporary circular bathhouse was proposed in Riddarfjärden, the central waterway
in my home town Stockholm. In the drawings, the structure seemed to ﬂoat on the
water like a gigantic inner-tube, tethered only
to the shore by a thin walking bridge.
A similar structure was built a few years
ago outside Copenhagen near the ‘Danish
Riviera’ on Amager strand. One million cubic
meters of glittering white sand were dredged
from the ocean ﬂoor around the island of
Mon and deposited there to make a beach.
City planners spoke of a city that was fully
recreational – in nearby Malmö the wharf and
shipyards have been converted to swimming
holes and the bathhouse at Ribbersborg is the
hub of it all.
Perhaps it is the Northern latitude, but
the citizens of Stockholm were outraged by
the proposed bathhouse. Articles were written and petitions signed. Architectural critics warned that it would pollute the pristine
Riddarfjärden despite the fact that it is surrounded by an urban landscape already.
A few years ago I travelled to Varberg on the
west coast of Sweden to visit the Taj Mahalish bathhouse. As I was shooting a documentary ﬁlm on the history of bathing, I had
asked the staff to place a large sign on the
door that read:
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Attention: Swedish National Television will
be here to ﬁlm on Tuesday – those of you
who are sensitive to appearing naked on TV
should refrain from bathing that day.
Naturally, I thought the bath would be deserted when we arrived the next day. On the
contrary, it had never been more crowded! In
both sections people crowded in front of the
camera, eager to show us every nook, cranny
and crevice. Swedes who visit the bathhouses
are exhibitionists. Does this make me, by
extension, a voyeur?
Perhaps it is the nudity that frightens people.
It certainly scares me sometimes. Outside
Stockholm in Saltsjöbaden stands a multilevel, amphitheatre-like structure built in
1913. On a sunny day, every inch of the women’s section is covered with reclining ﬂesh
– giant ﬂapping breasts, skinny thighs, wattles
and geriatric arms. The men’s section is undoubtedly the same, though I am uncertain it
is something I wish to behold even if access
were granted.
Some of these men have ulterior motives. At every bathhouse I have visited, there
is always a man or two bobbing along out at
sea, pretending that the current has brought
them in view of the women’s section. On
cliffs overlooking a bathhouse, men of all
shapes and sizes pretend to sunbathe while
craning their necks like extortionists to get a
glimpse of the naked women below.
Female nudity has always perked the
interests of men. But, in the bathhouse,
nudity was only an excuse to keep the men
out. Studying the walls, the ﬂoor boards...
the texture of these Swedish places, I cannot
help but try to reconstruct the secret conversations, complaints and conﬁdences. Here
amongst stretch marks and chilled nipples,

women have released, turned the valve and
felt the hissing pressure of their lives ebb into
the waters. And what tremendous relief it
must have been – to leave clothing, husband
and family to drip amongst friends? Perhaps
it was in the baths that women conspired to
change and drew the guidelines for our feminist movement.
While the content may have been serious, the
architecture is whimsical. Before amusement
parks and world fairs, they enjoyed fanciful
attention as destinations beyond just bathing. In Varberg, the building is golden with
archways and domes reminiscent of India or
Hague Soﬁa in Istanbul. Oriental wallpaper
and regal handrails ornament every corner of
the better restored buildings. They are like
theatres, stages for naked play.
Early on, bathhouses were touted for
their medicinal effects. Built in a time when
most people were unable to swim, only medical mojo had the power to pull people into
the icy waters (as we now know, to no measurable good). To prevent drowning, wooden
strainers nearly the size of squash courts were
built so that sickly patients could be lowered
into the water under the supervision of wellpaid doctors.
Unfortunately, all bathhouses are wooden and many are poorly constructed. In 1902
a violent storm hit the west coast of Sweden,
picking up bathhouses and scattering them
out at sea like so many wind blown gulls.
Sadly, few were properly documented and we
can only imagine the splendour of what the
winds wiped out in that one awful night. But,
of course, they pale by comparison to ﬂashes
of my childhood memory of the small lakeside bathhouse where I played doctor with
my neighbour Bjorn as a ‘child’.
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Water architecture
Writer: Gökhan Karakus
‘Water into architecture, architecture into
water: Solid, liquid and vapour in architecture
since the Romans’
The integration of water and architecture is
an index of the advances made by human
civilisation. Habitation requires water at all
levels for health and sustenance; architecture
is the conduit of this water into everyday life.
The technical and aesthetic mastery of water
as a design element can be traced back into
the history of water’s use. In today’s ecologically sensitive times the integration of water is
being achieved through advanced techniques
and design strategies in line with this long
historical obsession dating back to the Classical period.
Since the days of classical Roman
architecture, water has been a life-enhancing
feature of buildings extending their meaning and effect. It was in the Roman period
that the important appearance of water as an
element in architecture occurred at a large
scale in fountains and signiﬁcantly in public
baths. During the Classical period, water and
architecture advanced with the growth of this
bath culture which was not to be the case
again in Europe until the Renaissance. Instead, interest in water and architecture only
continued in a signiﬁcant way in the Islamic
world where Roman aquatic techniques were
developed and advanced to produce important examples from the Alhambra to the
paradise gardens of the Mughal Empire to
the hamams of the Ottoman Empire. It was
only when the Italian Renaissance reinvented
the aqueduct that the idea of water related
to buildings appeared again in Europe in the
context of landscaped garden design such as

water jets, sprays and cascading waterfalls of
the grand villas of the day.
Starting in the modern period with
the advent of industrialisation, water largely
disappeared as a signiﬁcant feature in architecture in Western contexts. In the 19th and
early 20th century the need for rapid urbanisation in transportation, housing and utilities
meant that water-based features were only
used in limited ways primarily in settings
for the rich and decorative fountains within
large-scale public works.
Looking back to the initial appearance of water in architecture we can note the
importance of societies’ needs for water as
part of the lifestyle, speciﬁcally bathing culture. In the ancient Roman Empire, in every
urban centre big or small, water and engineering played an important role in everyday
life because of this bath culture. Systems of
aqueducts brought water to the cities, where
its arrival was fêted in ceremonial fountains.
Roman developments in water and public
hygiene were remarkable, particularly given
their day and age, with innovations in public
and private baths and latrines, under-ﬂoor
heating in the form of the hypocaust and
piped water. The stone and concrete thermae,
the public baths, were the important largescale manifestation of the presence of water
within each city’s collection of buildings.
Most Roman cities had at least one, if
not many, such buildings. The baths’ constantly ﬂowing streams of water were a centre of public life as Romans stayed there for
several hours and went daily. The large public
baths were usually to be found in an important location of the city as a public monument. The arrangement of these bathhouses
was the important feature of the ritual that
was coded into the architectural program that
we see today in Turkish baths and hamams.
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The various parts of the bathing ritual, (undressing, bathing, sweating, receiving a massage and resting), required separate rooms
which the Romans built to accommodate
those functions. A well-to-do Roman used
these public baths but almost always had a
private bath and nymphaeum in their grand
villas: a fountain and basins devoted to the
gods of water and springs, the nymphs. In
even relatively modest Roman houses, water
played an integral part; the atrium, with its
central impluvium (rain-water pool), was the
ﬁrst space to be encountered on entering. In
these interiors water’s visual and aural properties were coordinated with the architectural features to provide an enhanced spatial
experience. The microclimate produced by
the thermal properties of the heated stone
and marble and the possibilities of light and
vapour in vast spaces made for intimately
integrated environments of water, space and
structure. The aesthetic and functional relations set up between water and architecture
in these Roman models were to be repeated
in later examples speciﬁcally by the heirs of
these traditions in the Byzantine and Ottoman periods.
We have already noted that while public bathing disappeared largely in Europe,
water’s connection with purity and spirituality in Islam made the hamam a popular and
widespread building type in the Middle East
and Central Asia. The hamam, dating back
roughly to the 10th–11th century, combines
the functionality and the structural elements
of its predecessors in Anatolia, the Roman
thermae and Byzantine baths, with the Central Asian Turkish tradition of steam bathing,
ritual cleansing and respect of water.
The hamams in the Ottoman culture
started out as structural elements serving as
annexes to mosques. However they quickly

evolved into institutions unto themselves and
eventually, with the buildings of the Ottoman
architect Sinan, into monumental structural
complexes, the ﬁnest example being the Çemberlitas Hamam in Istanbul, built in 1584.
Very much in-line with its Roman predecessors, a typical hamam consists of three basic,
interconnected rooms: the sıcaklık (or hararet
– caldarium), which is the hot room; the
warm room (tepidarium), the intermediate
room and the sogukluk, the cool room (frigidarium). Also similar to Roman precedents,
the heating system consisted of a furnace
connected to a network of ducts under the
ﬂoor and embedded within the walls of the
hamam. The architecture of the hamam was a
fusion of this heating system with the domes
that were required to facilitate the large
public scale of the buildings. Because they
were social centres as well as baths, hamams
became quite abundant in the Mediterranean
and Middle East during the time of the Ottoman Empire and were built in almost every
Ottoman city. Integrated into daily life, they
were centres for social gatherings, populated
on almost every occasion with traditional
entertainment.
In the Western world, 19th century Victorian England was one of the few European
cultures that picked up on the beneﬁts of the
Turkish bath, stimulating the building of 600
bathhouses. Alongside 19th century Russian
and Hungarian bathhouses, these Victorianera buildings reﬂected an interest in health
that encouraged the building of bathhouses
but which otherwise resulted in unremarkable
examples of architecture.
It would take until the latter half of the
20th century for the next advancements in
water and architecture. Speciﬁcally the construction of Peter Zumthor’s thermal baths
in Vals, Switzerland, 1996. Embedded in the
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stone topography of the Swiss mountains,
Zumthor’s achievement was to combine water, light and stone in an essential way, fusing
the topography and the basic materials in a
simple yet powerful design. With its geometric hard edges and intellectual discipline, the
building has a sensual asceticism that had not
been seen in water and architecture since the
Ottoman period. Zumthor’s integration of
the monolithic stone of the region with the
thermal properties of water and heat provided for an alchemic-like architecture. The
building, appearing as part of the wellness
trend starting in the 1980s, was unique in its
technical and aesthetic mastery of its materials. While there were other buildings in the
period that combined water and architecture
in highly sophisticated ways, for example
Tadao Andao’s Water Temple (Shingonshu
Honpukuji), 1991, with its roof reﬂecting
pool, Zumthor’s Vals was in its wide-ranging
integration of the physical properties of water
and building, a unique work of art.
Zumthor’s success in bridging contemporary architecture and environment around
water-based programmes for spas and thermal baths has been especially inﬂuential in
German-speaking countries. The Bad Saarow
spa designed by Berlin-based architecture
ofﬁce Hufnagel, Pütz, Rafaelian in 1998 for
example. The U-shaped complex of buildings on the shore of Lake Scharmützel has a
two-storey wraparound colonnaded hall made
of fair-faced concrete that evokes something
of the ceremonial force of ancient spas, albeit
in a somewhat abstract manner, with a nod
towards local building traditions. Far more
emblematic is Tschuggen Bergoase in Arosa,
built by the Swiss architect Mario Botta in
2006, where prominent upward thrusting
‘sails of light’ are used to light the subterranean baths and to act as an architectural

icon for this luxurious complex. Stephan
Behnisch of Stuttgart has designed a number
of spas with architectural forms and techniques inspired by the use of water. The ﬁrst
in 1998–9, a sports and leisure pool complex,
the Grünauer Welle, in a housing estate in
Leipzig, then 2003–7 the spa in Bad Aibling,
Bavaria, and ﬁnally the expansion of the Roman Baths in Bad Kleinkirchheim in Carinthia, Austria. Importantly the two most recent
projects set out to absorb the particulars of
the respective site, not unlike Zumthor’s vanguard building, if in an entirely different architectural vocabulary. Round, ﬂowing forms
integrate water into the shape of the building
in a design strategy that seeks to develop an
architecture that is upbeat and modern, a far
cry from the clinical feel of many municipal
swimming baths in Europe and the superﬁcial luxury of many a hotel spa.
Today, new physical research on water
appears regularly in scientiﬁc literature while
global environmental change research focuses
on water resources impacts and adaptations.
There is the Hydra-Pier pavilion by Asymptote Architecture, 2001–2002, located on an
artiﬁcial lake on the outskirts of Amsterdam,
where environmental and architectural concerns are fused into one form. Pumped water
circulating in grooves on the roof and along
ﬂowing metal walls appears to be a seamless
part of the building. The play of light and
shape as liquid and solid extends the material
properties of both to render an ambient and
atmospheric architecture. In the Hydra-Pier
this controlled movement of water fuses with
buildings exterior to create a reﬂective and,
literally, ﬂuid surface. Using similar advanced
technological strategies, Diller and Scoﬁdio
designed The Blur Building, Yverdon-lesBains, Switzerland, for the Swiss Expo 2002,
a temporary pavilion where water vapour is
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the primary architectural element as atmospheric architecture. The pavilion is made of
ﬁltered lake water shot as a ﬁne mist through
13,000 fog nozzles creating an artiﬁcial cloud
that measures 300 feet wide by 200 feet deep
by 65 feet high. A built-in weather station
controls fog output in response to shifting climatic conditions such as temperature, humidity, wind direction, and wind speed. While the
Romans and Ottomans built bath buildings
which produced speciﬁc water and vapour
based atmospheric effects in line with the
architecture, The Blur Building’s atmosphere
is the architecture. In these buildings we see
how advanced technology is being used to
integrate water into architecture and extending the strategy to where water is the primary
architectural element.
Water has now become a politicised and
highly technical area of operation. Waterrelated ﬂood, drought, and pollution hazards
challenge communities, cities, and regions on
every continent. In parallel with great effects
on architectural practice, water innovations
are growing at each scale: from moisture
sensing at precise points in space and time to
water-conserving environmental design, water
policy experiments and modelling of complex
water systems at industrial, urban, regional,
and planetary scales. The result seems to be
the beginning of an architecture that frames
the technical aspects of water as part of a
larger ecological understanding. Waterconserving design, ranging from green roofs
to rain gardens, bioswales, xeriscape irrigation
and constructed wetlands, is setting the stage
for a radically pragmatic and technical approach to architecture and water. With these
developments the issue of architecture and
water has come full circle from the days of
the Romans and Ottomans as a central issue
in modern life.
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