
SPA stands for sanus per aquam which in Latin means 

health through water. SPAs are supposed to provide the 

atmosphere of peace and relaxation and the activities con-

nected with water are to positively affect the human body 

and mind [6, pp. 66–71]. The term SPA is becoming more 

and more popular in everyday life. At present SPAs are 

regeneration in its broad sense, baths, etc.) as well as prod-

ucts and spaces that are connected with water treatment 

-

ture of such buildings as thermae, baths, saunas and other 

buildings that are more and more common also in the city 

space. 

The origin of SPAs can be traced back to hot baths that 

were present in Asia and in time they were adapted in Eu-

rope. Still in the 7th–5th centuries B.C. there were cases 

tribes as well as in Syria, Greece, and Egypt) [4, pp. 6–7]. 

SPA spaces. The oldest baths known as thermae were dis-

covered at Pompeii and they date back to the 2nd century 

B.C. [5]. The Baths of Caracalla from the 3rd century can 

be considered some of the biggest. The most important 

elements of the functional and spatial program of the an-

cient baths include apodyterium

tepidarium caldarium

hot bath), frigidarium palestra

space for exercises). Baths were important buildings in 

the functional and spatial layout of ancient cities – located 

in the neighborhood of other important facilities so they 

of them could occupy from several to more than a dozen 

they housed libraries or gyms and they were big enough 

to provide room for a few hundred or even a few thou-

sand people at the same time. The interior layout of the 

Roman baths should be considered highly characteristic. 

-

cal) layout of the rooms with frigidarium in its center and 

the other smaller rooms around it was popular. The frigi-

darium itself and the spaces around it was very impres-

sive, monumental, tall and vaulted often with apses around 

it, and the whole structure provided effective perspective 

Later baths were public and few private Turkish baths 

hamam) or Arab baths popular in Islamic countries. The 
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greatest of them included numerous baths constructed later 

during the Ottoman Empire also in the conquered territo-

Budapest from the 16th

th and 11th cen-

from the vestibule there was the main room with a stove 

on which water was poured to get a lot of steam [4, pp. 

6–7], [2]. Later European baths were in general privately 

owned by the rulers; they were also built in monasteries, 

Contemporary Sauna Structures

The evident growth in interest in hot baths could be 
th century, mainly due to the more popu-

lar knowledge of their therapeutic properties. The termi-

originally thermae meant a complex of buildings used for 

hot baths, entertainment, and relaxation; baths were often 

parts of thermae – rooms used for taking hot baths in wa-

ter, water vapor or air. Sauna, on the other hand, is a more 

be claimed that the terms sauna and bath can be used in-

are very similar, whereas at present we can talk about an 

evident disappearance of bathing for hygienic purposes 

and that is why the term sauna is more popular. At present 

– places designed for hot baths. Saunas are very popular 

buildings and private apartments. The architecture of sau-

na structures is usually traditional – they are made of wood 

-

ings. A typical functional and spatial design would include 

a vestibule to undress and a sauna room with benches and 

a stove. In most cases the space in front of a sauna is used 

cold water, a river, lake or snow and ice can serve the cool-

ing function.

At present one can notice a broad diversity and special-

ization of spaces designed to serve the functions connected 

with the SPA. Some of them are dedicated exclusively for 

special baths. Others include sauna structures designed for 

rituals connected with building bodily strength in saunas. 

The rest of the article discusses the huge sauna facilities. 

At present one can notice the process of specialization of 

saunas due to different temperatures, air humidity or acces-

that create a sea and salty microclimate), 

-

cial lamps emitting light in six colors of the prism, pro-

viding a unique ambiance as well as healing treatment 

– bioenergetic),

bread is baked and eaten and where the aroma is also 

used as an element of sauna ritual – these saunas are 

in a sense an analogy to the historical bread ovens that 

were used as saunas when there was no more bread).

-

tional; at present experiments are done with different 

sauna types and attractions as well as different auxil-

iary functions, including cooling spaces – necessary to 

-

ets with cold water, cold water swimming pools, caves 

with ice rub as well as snow and ice caves) and lounges 

The most famous sauna structures in Europe include 

Mediterana in Bergisch Gladbach in Germany with 

a very extensive complex of more than a dozen saunas, 

baths and numerous other auxiliary spaces dedicated 

Moorish and other saunas – all interiors are decorated 

-

other example of a typical sauna complex is Bad Ben-

theim in Germany with seven external thematic saunas 

-

as well as a complex of recreational swimming pools and 

a group of SPA and wellness amenities. Therme Erding, 

one of the largest thermal bath complexes in Europe, 

-

tional program including swimming pools, slides, sports 

and recreation areas.

Rarely do the sauna structures provide only one func-

tion – most often this is a supplementary function of 

a greater SPA complex connected with swimming pools 

has continued until now. It is also worth noting that most 

buildings) or near them. 

The biggest sauna complexes that have been opened so 

-

nicza.

The criteria of the selection included the existence of 

al least four saunas of different types and auxiliary spaces 

such as relaxation rooms, extensive cooling sections, baths 
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volume or area. Table 1 presents the characteristic features 

of the buildings.

It can be claimed on the basis of collected data1, the 

most important of which are presented in the Table, that 

the number of publicly accessible saunas, including espe-

cially those next to large water recreation centers has been 

growing over the last years. However, only in some cases 

do the sauna spaces provide the possibility of rituals for 

many participants; most of them rather complement the 

offer of the main building. Apart from numerous interior 

saunas and baths which can be considered contemporary 

reinterpretation of ancient thermae, external saunas are be-

coming more and more popular. 

Table 1. Characteristic features of selected sauna complexes; on the basis of information  

 

Location Year  

of  

establishment

Number 

of 

saunas, 

baths 

and 

other 

Number  

of  

baths   

and  

other 

Number  

of  

indoor  

saunas  

Number  

of  

outdoor  

saunas 

Rituals 

for 

 many  

participants 

Space 

for SPA 

practices

Separate space  

for consumption 

next to saunas

Other function

5 2 2 1 + + + water recreation 

complex 

5 4 1 - + - water recreation 

complex

Terma Bania, 6 2 2+1 1 - + - water recreation 

complex

Water Park, 4 1 3 - - - water recreation 

complex

11 5 4 2 + + - geothermal 

recreation complex

Saturn’s Palace, 9 5 3 1 + + + hotel, conference 

center 

Water Park Nemo, 1 1 4 1 + - - water recreation 

complex

Examples of Original Sauna Designs 

External saunas for many users, which so far have not 

designs), can be considered rather important in the func-

tional and space program of sauna complexes. The article 

presents the original design of an external complex of 

-

ments the offer of the existing saunarium. The main as-

sumption of the design was the creation of an original 

complex of saunas with varied size and themes, and so 

running down on the walls for a better and more health-

and a bread stove sauna and a sauna partly submerged 

in the ground, similarly to the original Russian sauna so 

called banya.) The whole complex shall be located in 

-

ter Park with a separate entrance and exit to any of the 

attractions. The design also includes a large relaxation 

-

wood so that it would blend into the existing garden and 

most famous buildings dedicated exclusively to SPA in 

Poland. The main motif of the style of the complex is 

worth noting; it is supposed to resemble the ancient ther-

mae in Pompeii. The saunas are located in the basements 

of the converted Saturn’s palace from the beginning of the 
th century that once housed the headquarters of Saturn 

where the recreation function does not dominate – the SPA 

-

ence functions that are located in the remaining part of the 

building. The functional program offers a number of sau-

nas and baths which allude with their themes to antiquity, 

which was expressed primarily in the interior decorations 

a sauna for a number of users with benches on three levels 

for as many as 49 people sitting around the center for the 

person conducting the ceremony.

1 -

included in the table which affect the architecture of the complex) and 
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1 – relaxation room, 2 – stands for warming up hands, 3 – solaria, 4 – steam bath, 5 – swimming pool for Kneipp hydrotherapy,  

 

 

 

 

p11 – recreation pergola with deckchairs; hatched external section, garden  
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The architecture of sauna complexes and consequently 

-

pect connected with sauna structures. The historical Ro-

man baths located in the centers of large cities had two 

the real needs of people in respect of hygiene and recrea-

tion as well as the social function – the rituals which were 

performed there and the space provided opportunities for 

meetings and discussions. The typical contemporary spe-

such group sauna rituals as pouring fragrant oils on hot 

stones, fanning the users with hot air or other attractions 

are more and more popular. Silence is recommended dur-

entrance, 2 – Apodyterion men’s dressing rooms, toilet, shower, 3 – Apodyterion women’s dressing rooms, toilet, shower, 4 – nudist beach,  

 

 

 

-

 

 

Cultural and Spatial Aspects of Sauna Structures
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ing sauna sessions, the users are, however, willing to ‘re-

ceive’ information and not to ‘transmit’ it, which is similar 

during cultural events. Such group sauna rituals require 

-

necessary to design a building that can accommodate the 

access to the center with a stove and a place for the person 

-

-

ers, buckets of cold water, cold water swimming pools, ice 

on the stones in saunas or thematic evenings with con-

sumption. Such events attract as many as several dozen of 

people, which also creates opportunities for interpersonal 

contacts. A separate space for consumption in sauna sec-

-

plexes offer it. That function enables the participants to 

stay longer in the SPA and sauna facilities, which can in-

crease the culture forming role of the whole complexes. 

The contemporary sauna architecture is contemporary 

only in some cases; usually it reinterprets or sometimes im-

itates ancient patterns. Despite imitating the classical aes-

in ancient times the baths took a lot of space and were 

monumental and their individual functions were directly 

connected with one another, whereas at present those func-

tions are separate. When comparing the scale of the whole 

complexes it can be claimed that contemporary Aquaparks 

correspond to ancient thermae, however, the main func-

tion of baths was assumed by sauna, SPA, and wellness 

the biggest contemporary complexes can take as many as  

-

-

est space is occupied by swimming pools and other water 

attractions, whereas the other spaces such as saunas have 

become cozy and much smaller. In some cases the space 

development has also changed; originally it was a large, 

monumental building with its facilities inside, whereas at 

it can operate as small, separate facilities located outside. 

-

lective behaviors typical of cultural events – the water rec-

reation spaces are in some cases so big that they can be 

used as venues for cultural events – examples can include 

-

provided space for the audience). The growing number of 

such cultural events taking place in this type of buildings 

in a way forces their location. After leaving their locations, 
th century, 

sauna structures go back to the urban space and become 

important culture forming elements more and more often 

used by the inhabitants of big cities.

The contemporary expectations of the SPA and sauna 

spaces are bigger and bigger, and consequently there is 

a need to create new buildings that will meet those ex-

among people living in large agglomerations) to often use 

saunas with many other people at the same time, which 

-

edly affects the space development in those buildings. The 

contemporary architecture of sauna structures, especially 

those located in the cities or around them, obviously dem-

onstrates some cultural aspects. The question remains if 

SPA is and will be only a fad or will it become a timeless 

function permanently connected with the life of city dwell-

ers with its own contemporary patterns of both human be-

also in architecture.
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