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Why This Project?

Ancient traditions of wellness have stood the test of time and have the power to transport us back into the past. It is impossible 
to think about any day to day worries whilst being repeatedly thrashed with branches in a finish sauna or scrubbed to within an 
inch of your life in a Turkish hammam. I have learnt during my research, their intrinsic value to the cultures that formed them 
and the people that practice them and I have discovered their vulnerability in the modern age. Life has sped up dramatically 
over time and people don’t take as much time to do things like bathing in a traditional way which has lead to these practices 
evolving to meet our pace of life as opposed to the other way around. Bathing rituals are an effective and immersive way to 
educate ourselves about a culture or society and need to be nourished and rejuvenated which can be done through design and 
architecture.

The field of interior design and architecture could be the saviour that vulnerable global bathing cultures need to ensure a long 
and prosperous future. Conservation and preservation are inherent to the architectural and design industries and they have long 
embraced the importance of conserving cultural heritage and the work of their predecessors in order to gain knowledge and 
inspiration from the past for the current and future generations. This is why I have great hope that as long as spas and bath 
houses are being built and designed, bathing cultures will be celebrated and promoted in all their glory. Norwegian architect and 
academic Birgit Cold insists we must trust that the designers and architects know what is best for us in the long run. (Cold, 
2001) As a result of these spaces becoming more common, rituals may well regain their places at the centre of communities as 
an essential part of modern life. It all comes down to the fact that you can’t beat the therapeutic act of refreshing and cleansing 
the body and why shouldn’t the experience be elevated to an almost ceremonial and spiritual level?

Laetitia Kenyon-Slaney
Interior Designer

AN EDUCATION FOR THE SENSES
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BRIEF
A luxury spa that celebrates multiple cultures, their 
wellness rituals and design. These are explored 
through the senses which are stimulated by a myr-
iad of textures, smells and sights. There is a focus 
on water and its varying temperatures and states, 
all of which are at the centre of any bathing cul-
ture around the world. The concept of the ritual 
and the process of carrying one out is central to 
the project. Customers with or without ties to the 
cultures featured are welcomed. It is a place both 
to reconnect with one’s heritage or to experience 
something brand new and learn about that culture 
in a beautiful and authentic setting. Above all it 
is a space that encourages social connections and 
interactions.
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RESEARCH
WOULD A SPA OR PUBLIC BATH VISIT BE SOMETHING YOU 

WOULD DO WITH FRIENDS OR FAMILY?

WOULD YOU BE INTERESTED IN VISITING A SPA WITH DIFFER-
ENT CULTURAL BATHING PRACTICES & RITUALS IN ORDER TO 

LEARN ABOUT THAT CULTURE?

WOULD YOU WANT TO CARRY OUT A CULTURAL RITUAL IN 
THE MOST AUTHENTIC WAY POSSIBLE?

WHEN YOU DO CHOOSE TO HAVE A BATH, DO YOU CHOOSE 
TO HAVE ONE MOSTLY TO RELAX OR GET CLEAN?

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING BATHING & WELLNESS RITUALS/ EXPERIENCES WOULD YOU BE INTEREST IN 
TRYING / LEARNING ABOUT?

WOULD YOU FEEL MORE COMFORTABLE IN A SPA OR PUBLIC BATHS WITH SEPARATE MALE & FEMALE 
SPACES?

A questionnaire, completed by 60 individuals 
provided an insight into what people expect 
from a spa as well as their attitude towards 
the idea of a multi cultural one. This page 
shows 6/21 questions which were particu-
larly relevant to the themes As a result of the survey, the spa will 

not have gender separate areas other 
than the changing rooms but will instead 
have some separate opening times for 
Men and Women when no bathing cos-
tumes would be allowed in order to 
make the experience authentic. During 
mixed gender hours, bathing suits will 
be mandatory in order to adapt to the 
modern age and make people feel com-
fortable. This would mean the sociable 
nature of these rituals remains which is 
vital to this project. The minimum age 
for users would be 16.

Questionnaire
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RESEARCH
Mapping edinburgh’s 

wellness facilities 

A floatariuM day spa – Floatation. Looks fairly unsophisticated
B the bannatyne health club and spa – Offers steam and sauna rooms, swimming pool and general spa treatments.
C castle thai spa – offers traditional thai massage treatments
D guerlain spa at the caledonian hotel - Offers steam and sauna rooms, swimming pool, Bubble pool and general spa treatments
E one spa hotel - Offers steam and sauna rooms, swimming pool, Gym, rooftop hydro pool, dry salt room, relaxation room, Hammam, 

Crystal steam room, Laconium (dry heat treatment room), tepidarium, ice fountain, and general spa treatments. + Café
F the retreat thai spa - offers traditional Thai massage treatments
G Melrose spa - pool, steam room, sauna, gym and general spa treatments.
H the retreat thai spa - offers traditional Thai massage treatments
I glenogle swiM centre – Swimming Pool and Gym, Steam room and sauna.
J druMsheugh baths club – Private members club - Swimming Pool, gym, sauna, steam, hot tub, yoga classes, reflexology and sports 

massage.
K balMoral hotel spa – Turkish steam room, Finish sauna, swimming pool, gym and general spa treatments
L warrender swiM center – Public leisure center – Swimming pool, sauna and gym
M dalry swiM center – Public leisure center – Swimming pool, sauna and gym
N dovecot studios – Formerly ‘Infirmary Street Baths’
O portobello swiM center – Swimming pools, gym and Edinburgh’s only authentic and public Turkish bath.

*    ‘general spa treatments’ refer to massages, facials and nail treatments.WSW

This research was carried out in order to determine which areas of the city were least concentrated with similar 
establishments as well as to see what facilities they offer. It became apparent that the majority of places offer fairly 
generic and clinical facilities for the sake of it. To fill this gap in the market, House of Rituals is a spa that re 
connects these amenities with thier authentic cultures and the rituals that go with them.
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RESEARCH
Japanese Bath Middle Eastern Hammam Finish Sauna

Sento (bath house) / Onsen (hot spring outdoor baths) Hammam Sauna

Notes on Etiquette o Clean the body fully beforehand

o movements must be slow and relaxed – no swimming

o Tattoos are frowned upon/ not allowed

o Wash body before treatment

o Remain decent at all times

o Shower before entering

When is it normally 

done?

Any time of day Any time of day Any time of day

How often? If local, people may visit an onsen or sento daily At least once a week for two hours or more. Those with access would use a sauna at least once a week

Key Benefits o Mineral waters moisturise the skin o Cleansing the soul - It is still of religious significance.

o Exfoliation of the skin

o Sweating - Detoxing

o Detoxing thorugh intense sweating

o Heat & vihta improve blood circulation

o Can increase metabolism

o Helps to fight common colds etc.

Notes on equipment 

or form & function

o Washing stations of a stool, bucket, hand held shower and floor 

drain

o A low wall divides the men and women’s areas - there is still a 

visual connection but you are unable to see each others nude 

bodies.

o a Yukata (lightweight cotton kimono) is worn to and from the bath

o Often a refreshment cooler in the changing rooms

o The baths are often sunk into the floor so they are easy to enter.

o Massive heated octagonal marble slab - 1m high in the centre of the 

room (navel stone)

o A coarse camel hair glove is used by the Tallek to scrape all the dead 

skin and dirt off the body

o water is poured over the body with a Gas (large cup)

o Incense burned twice a day for purification. 

o Vihta (a large whisk like brush made from leafy branches) is 

gently thrashed against the body to increase circulation

o Saunas are often built from cedar, spruce, eucalyptus, 

hemlock and pinewoods.

o Wooden bucket and ladle used to pour water on the hot 

stones/stove

Order of ritual o Shoes are removed upon arrival

o Body is washed at the stations 

o Warm the body with a bucket of hot water before soaking

o Soak for as long as you like (put the modesty towel on your head 

o Increase blood circulation by moving your hands and feet.

o Tellak is the guide and masseuse

o warm the body - in the luke warm room

o Move to a hotter room for a vigorous massage

o Exfoliation of the skin and removal of body hairs

o soaping

o relaxation in the hot and then cold room

o Rinse off before entering

o Alternate between the sauna and a plunge into cold water, 

snow or air before a final shower to rinse off sweat.

o Re hydrate.

These comparison tables are a curated and condensed result of the research into a 
wide variety of bathing cultures and rituals. The cultures featured are all bathing rituals 
which require certain spaces and equipment. This exercise highlighted what spaces 
were needed and where there was overlap between the cultures, allowing for hybrid 
ritual to be designed with a combination of them all. 
The full table includes Ancient Roman Baths, Mexican Sweat Lodge and the Russian 
Banya, but this one is condensed to show just the three dominant bathing cultures 
that feature in the spa. 

The research concluded that cultures veer more on the side of being either ‘sweaters 
(Middle Eastern cultures, Finish, Russian and Mexican) or soakers’ (Ancient Rome 
and Japanese) and many share common values, theories and traditions. As a result 
of these common themes, to cover most concepts and pracitices, Japanese, Mid-
dle Eastern and Scandinavian bathing rituals have been chosen to form the basis of 
the spa. Most cultures originally carried out these rituals naked but respectively with 
Japanese and the Hammam often insisting on some sort of modesty covering. Gen-
der separation is varied and as a result of needing to adapt to the requirements of 
the mdoern day, the House of Rituals would insist on the wearing of bathing suits at 
all times except for gender specific opening times, at which bathing would be nude in 
order to be as authentic as possible. All bathing cultures share a deep appreciation for 
the purity, sacredness and power of water proved by the Japanese rule that you must 
be completely clean before entering the bath and there must be no soap or clothing 
in the water. Interestingly, all but the Mexican sweat lodge are intensely social places 
whic makes sense because throughout history they have been foundations to society.

coMparing global bathing cultures

Spaces Used

Japanese Middle Eastern Hammam Finnish Sauna

M/F separate bathing facilities ü ü
Hot bath/pool ü

Cold Bath/pool ü

Steam Room ü

Sauna ü

Relaxing area ü ü
o The cooling maslak (resting 

room)- with large propeller 

fans
o For: Changing, eating, 

drinking and socialising

o There is often a fountain

Other significant spaces o Some have foot baths

o The lobby usually has a 

gift shop
o Gardens – vary in size & 

could just be a courtyard 

with plants.

o where possible, cold plunge 

would be a natural body of 

water
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SITE

Why this site?

Limited windows allow for lighting 
control & privacy

In a part of town with no other 
similar wellness facilities

Cleanliness and hygiene is inherent 
in the buildings history.

23 union street

edinburgh

Category C listed building, built in 1930 by architect James Tweedie. Formerly a laundry wash house initially built in response 
to the Municipal and Police Act of 1879 which called for improvements in the sanitary conditions and health of residents. 
It is a 2-storey, 4-bay building on a sloping site with single-storey bay to south and integral, tall, red-brick chimney to 
south elevation 
At the time of building, the area was densely populated, so the wash house would have been a necessity for the local 
community. As well as a place for washing, “steamies” were often a social hub and most, including this one, provid-
ed a crèche. The building housed 58 washing tubs, 58 drying horses and 9 hydro-extractors. Its use as a washhouse 
came to an end in 1977 and was leased by the council to Edinburgh Printmakers who inhabited it until 2019 when 
they moved to Fountain Bridge. The building is currently vacant but it’s community value remains as it is a long standing 
piece of architecture for the local residents. It is also a key feature of Edinburgh’s city scape from various points of view.

Site Plan of 23 Union Street

23 Union Street Exterior 1970
(Old Edinburgh Club)

Union Street 2021
(Laetitia  Kenyon-Slaney)

Interior of Lochrin Public Washhouse which had a near identical 
architecture to Union Street. 1977 

(Brian Scotchburn Snell, photographer.)

Interior of the site during its use as the Edinburgh Printmakers 
studio 2018 

(Edinburgh Printmakers)
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DEVELOPMENT
all 5 senses

Touch

Sight

Sound

Taste

Smell

The sound of trickling and
flowing water can be heard
in most parts of the
building. There would be
soft, calm instrumental music
typical of all three cultures
and the soft murmur of
people socializing

The taste of refreshing
water and ice after a
hot bathing experience
and a range of Chinese
teas and juices in the
tea lounge

The sight of beautiful
designs, traditional styles,
materials and forms. The
signs of nature all around in
the natural materials and
water. Calming, neutral
palette and intriguing
textures.

The smell of flowers and
plants, relaxing and
invigorating natural oils and
essences, creams and
candles as well as the teas
in the lounge.

The feel of both familiar
and unfamiliar textures and
materials – comforting and
invigorating. The feeling of
contrasting temperatures
and the feeling of
immersing the body in
water. The contrast with
rough and smooth. The
touch of an expert
masseuse.

The Spa and its rituals
awaken and revive the
body by stimulating the
5 senses which is all
controlled by the design
of the spaces whether
that be through the
materiality or special
planning.

A diagram to show the pinnacles of 
the concept and how they feed into 
the design. Designing for the senses 
for something as intimate as a spa 
results in the form and materiality 
being very heavily influenced by the 
human experience and therefore the 
concept of the cultural rituals are 
closely tied to the physical mani-
festation of the spaces.

the concept
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DEVELOPMENT

 Key precedents

Though the cultures and rituals 
themselves had the msot influence 
on the project, precedents were ref-
ered to at all stages of the research 
and development of the project in 
order to understand what would 
make each aspect of the project as 
successful as possible. They proved 
to be very useful and informative 
yet The House of Rituals remains 
unique in that it offers a luxury, ed-
ucational, authentic and multi-cul-
tural, hybrid ritual experience.

Main precedents relating to the design, aesthetic & materiality Main precedents relating to the form, function & experience

GINZAN ONSEN FUJIYA

 THE THERME VALS SPA
TAO HUA YUAN 

TEA HOUSE

YOKO KITHAHARA SPA

CAGALOGLU HAMAM

GOTHENBURG PUBLIC SAUNA

SNOHETTA LOOKOUTSHIZUKU

SIX SENSES SPA 

ALPINA GSTAAD

BE WELL

KILLIC ALI PASA

HAMMAM VIKASA

TIERRA SANTA HEALING HOUSE HAMMAM AL ANDALUS

KOGANEYU

LÖYLY

AIRE ANCIENT BATHS

DUNDEE CONTEMPORARY 
ARTS CENTRE

AQUA SANA 

Main precedents relating to the design, aesthetic & materiality Main precedents relating to the form, function & experience

GINZAN ONSEN FUJIYA

 THE THERME VALS SPA
TAO HUA YUAN 

TEA HOUSE

YOKO KITHAHARA SPA

CAGALOGLU HAMAM

GOTHENBURG PUBLIC SAUNA

SNOHETTA LOOKOUTSHIZUKU

SIX SENSES SPA 

ALPINA GSTAAD

BE WELL

KILLIC ALI PASA

HAMMAM VIKASA

TIERRA SANTA HEALING HOUSE HAMMAM AL ANDALUS

KOGANEYU

LÖYLY

AIRE ANCIENT BATHS

DUNDEE CONTEMPORARY 
ARTS CENTRE

AQUA SANA 

Though the selection of precedents 
is varied and contrasting, they each 
share something in common with 
the House of Rituals in one way 
or another whether that be in the 
aesthetic or approach to the design 
and use of the spaces. The ma-
jority harness the idea of nature by 
incorporating natural materials and 
organic forms both of which are 
central to this project in the intrests 
of creating a confortable, relaxing 
and healthy environment in which 
ot carry out these authentic, ancient  
annatural rituals. 
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THE 
EXPERIENCE

The House of Rituals champions the cause of reinstating the importance and respect for authentic bathing which 
was once a vital and central part of most societies around the globe.

By creating a hybrid ritual, the project offers an emmersive, educational and luxurious exploration into a variety 
of cultures. By having a curated experience of a combination of rituals that are commited to upholding traditional 
rules and ettiquette, the House of Rituals ensures the authenticity and preservation of the bathing rituals. There is 
something very reassuring and calming about partaking in simple acts of pleasure that have been performed for 
thousands of years. Each ritual is made up of multiple steps and actions, so they naturally lend themselves to 
being performed in junction with one another to create an extended hybrid ritual. The best antidote to the constant 
sensory overload that we face today are these wellness rituals that are immersive experiences that fine tune our 
sense of awareness and presence by flooding the body with textures, smells and sounds that are both familiar 
and unfamiliar.

The facing page lays out the suggested order in which to move through and use the spaces. Arrival Removal of shoes

Changing RoomsWashing of feet 
in the fountain

o Wash the body using the 
Japanese wash stations 

o Soak in the 3 Japanese 
baths of varying 
temperatures

Hydrate and refuel 
in the Chinese tea 
lounge

Additional spaces which can be used within or out with this order include:
o 3x Private treatment rooms and waiting room
o Studio space for yoga, Pilates, tai chi
o Private Meditation spaces

Meditate or relax in 
the dark Relaxation 
room

o Heat the body and sweat in the 
Finnish Sauna

o Cool the body in the cold Plunge 
pool

o Repeat a few times, alternating 
between the two. Finish by rinsing 
the body in the rain showers

o Turkish Hammam:
o Heat the body again 

in the Turkish 
Hammam with or 
without a massage 
treatment.

o Rub the body with ice 
crystals from the ice 
fountain to invigorate.

Check in

Collection 
of shoes

Changing Rooms

Departure
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MOODBOARD
This mood board conveys the range of colors, 
tones, textures, finishes, materials, lighting and 
forms that have influenced the design. Through 
carefully selected materials, shapes and forms, the 
designs bring together, simplified and harmonized 
all three dominant cultures in the spa (Scandi-
navian, Japanese and Middle Eastern) to create 
a hybrid scheme which is cohesive, minimalist, 
gentle but rich in texture, atmosphere, nature and 
materiality.
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MATERIALITY

The overall materiality of the projecr is natural with dominant ones 
being wood and stone. The materials are used to nod to the vari-
ous cultures as well as the importance of nature and timelessness 
to bathing rituals. The colour palette is neutral and muted which 
is grounded by elements of dark wood and deep green tiling in 
areas to create drama. Contrasting textures are used throught in 
order to stimulate the senses and provide subtle details. Each area 
has a dominant material in order to provide a fresh new expe-
rience upon entry and to add interest and variation throught the 
experience. This scheme provides a fresh, bright, comforting and 
stimulating environment which is essential for an authentic bathing 
facility. The facing page shows a selection of the materals used 
which can also be seen in the visuals and rendered proposal 
drawings on the following pages.
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PROPOSALS

Section 3

Section 4
Section 2

Section 1
Ground Floor PlanFirst Floor Plan

Lower Ground Floor Plan

Section 1

Section 2
Section 4

Section 3
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Above: Corridor

Above right: View from first floor windows 
of double height atrium spcae with hammam 
and fountain to be used for washing feet on 

arrival

Below right: View beneath the hanging art 
piece, Hammam entrance and ice fountain

The Ground Floor

Above left: Sauna
 
Above right: Plunge 
pool

Below left: Model of 
Hammam

Below right: Interior of 
Hammam
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The Lower Ground Floor

V
I
S
U
A
L
S

Right: Corridoor with rippled 
stone tiled walls and dried 
grasses suspended from the 
ceiling Above left: Seating/treatment 

waiting area overlooking a 
shallow pond below a void in 
the ground floor

Below left: Japanese soaking 
baths and traditional wash 
stations
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The First Floor

Above right: View of arched 
windows overlooking the 

ground floor atrium and ham-
mam

Below right: view from corridor 
onto walkway bweteen the 

studio and Hammam towards 
the private bathrooms

Above left: Private bathroom 
looking towards the bath

Below left: Private bathroom 
looking towards the shower

Below right: Studio lined with  
floor to ceiling undulating 
rattan canes woven onto a 
wooden structure
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