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ABSTRACT 
The space between spaces and the time between times exhibits a distinct energy.  
This quality is captured in the study of Liminality, the critical state of transition, 
which is wholly separate in character from the experiences preceding and 
following it.  Characterizing this energy of transition is essential to creating 
powerful and compelling spaces whose integral focus is transition.   

Many desire rejuvenation of their physical and mental health, leading them to, 
“Take spa,” springing from the public bath traditions of many cultures, which 
intrinsically possess qualities that substantiate transformation and renewal.  
Liminality offers a definition of these qualities. 

The concept of Liminality is revealed through a series of four models which 
offer insight into its elusive qualities.  Within the first model, traditional ritual 
ceremonies, Liminality is the critical period of transformation.  Prominent 
anthropologists, Victor and Edith Turner, refer to it as a type of “limbo” that is 
“betwixt and between” the order of everyday life.   During this time, ritual 
participants gain new personal and cultural awareness, partake in extraordinary 
activities, and share in new friendship.  In the second model, Liminality refers to 
the threshold of perception, marking the first awareness of a new sensation or 
experience.  It is contemplated by physiologists, psychologists, theorists, and 
even artists.  The third model studies historical and cultural public bath rituals, 
such as the Roman bath, the Turkish hammam, the Finnish sauna, and the 
Japanese bath, where experiences in liminality are characterized by the 
transformations made manifest by extraordinary events, occurring in the forms 
of sacra, ludus, and communitas, during the Period of Liminality, which is preceded 
by a Pre-Liminal phase and concluded with a Post-Liminal phase.  The final 
model analyzes the threshold, the architectural element of transition, through 
the writings of Bernard Tschumi, Alexander Fernandez Bales, and Nur 
Altinyildiz and Gulsum Baydar Nalbantoglu. 

The architectural implications of Liminality are revealed as An Architecture of 
Liminality, a language appropriate for all spaces emphasizing transition, such as 
Churches, Theaters, Museums, and Transportation Facilities.  In this thesis, the 
language is explored in the design for a hydrotherapy spa, a celebration of 
transition, transformation, and renewal. 
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I. 
INTRODUCTION 

TALKING ABOUT 
AN ARCHITECTURE OF LIMINALITY 

Statement of Thesis 
The space between spaces and the time between times exhibits a 

distinct energy.  This quality is captured in the study of Liminality.  

Liminality is a critical state of transition, which is wholly separate in 

character from the experiences preceding and following it. 

Characterizing this energy of transition is essential to creating powerful 

and compelling spaces whose integral focus is transition.  These spaces 

include Churches, Theaters, Museums, Transportation Facilities, Parks, 

Health Care Facilities, Educational Facilities, and of major interest to 

this thesis, Spas. 

With the current of everyday life moving so swiftly, due to 

improvements in technology, computers, and consequently, and the 

increased expectations, that when professional duties and personal 

commitments are accounted for, free time is the real commodity.  Many 

desire rejuvenation for their physical and mental health, leading them 

to, “Take spa.”  This includes opportunities ranging from an afternoon 

at a local day-spa to several weeks away at a distant stay-spa.  However 

one enjoys the experience, it springs from the public bath traditions of 

numerous historical and cultural practices. 

Liminality, a critical state 

of transition, wholly 

separate in character 

from experiences 

preceding and following 

it, is celebrated An 

Architecture of Liminality. 
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Fig. 1.  Liminality signifies an exceptional 
transition from one state to another. 

The public bath is an ancient practice celebrated for its powers of 

relaxation and transformation.  It has long been valued as a release 

from the rigors and tensions of everyday life, and it is the intrinsic role 

of the public baths, today’s spas, to possess qualities that substantiate 

transformation and renewal.  Liminality offers a definition of these 

qualities. 

Liminality explores transitions into new states.  Transition implies 

change.  Some changes seem to be instantaneous, as in the threshold of 

sensation.  Some changes are more involved, commanding longer 

transitions.  These transitions may be as thoughtful periods of 

reflection on self, community, and everyday life, or they may be as a 

long-term rejuvenative progression. 

A set of models offers insight into these elusive qualities of this critical 

transition: 

 Within traditional ritual ceremonies, transformation is deemed to 

occur during the Period of Liminality.  It is a type of “limbo” that 

is “betwixt and between” the order of everyday life.1  During this 

time, ritual participants gain new personal and cultural awareness, 

partake in extraordinary activities, and share in new friendship.   

 In its expanded sense, liminality refers to the borderline marking 

the first awareness of a new sensation or a new experience.  

Physiologists test to determine points of stimulus perception, 

artists experiment with states of reality that approach impossibility, 

and theorists attempt to define space that is physically and sensorily 

aloof.  Liminality, is derived from the Latin, Limen, and means 

‘threshold,’ a beginning point. 

 During historical and cultural bath rituals, experiences in liminality 

are characterized by the transformations made manifest by 

extraordinary events, occurring in the forms of sacra, ludus, and 

                                                 
1 Victor Turner and Edith Turner, “Religious Celebrations,” Celebration:  Studies in 
Festivity and Ritual.  Ed. Victor Turner (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution 
Press, 1982) 202. 
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communitas, during the Period of Liminality, which is preceded by a 

Pre-Liminal phase and concluded with a Post-Liminal phase. 

 The threshold, the architectural element of transition, is analyzed 

through the writings of Bernard Tschumi, Alexander Fernandez 

Bales, and Nur Altinyildiz and Gulsum Baydar Nalbantoglu. 

 

This thesis will examine the architectural implications of liminality, and 

explore its ability to emphasize and evoke the critical time of transition.  

Ultimately, it will relate its conclusions in a design for a hydrotherapy 

spa.  The spa will celebrate transformation with An Architecture of 

Liminality, an experience of thresholds heralding new beginnings. 

An Architecture of Liminality celebrates a critical state of transition, 

wholly separate in character from the experiences preceding and 

following it, through an exploration of a series of models which seek to 

translate evocative transitions and transformations into architecture. 
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Definitions and Limits 
In order to clarify a complex topic, the terms and limits of the 

discourse have been distilled to maintain a level of relevance and 

applicability throughout the entire thesis project.   

This thesis will discuss the concept of liminality (1) as it is derived from 

studies of anthropological ritual, (2) as it is derived from studies of 

perceptual awareness, (3) as it is experienced in exemplars of the public 

bath, and (4) as it is illustrated in its architectural companion, the 

threshold.  The architectural and sensory implications of the state of 

liminality will be explored in relation to these derivations and models. 

The concept of liminality is integral to the discussion of transformation 

and renewal through the bathing ritual because it defines the domain of 

transition, a critical period in the process of transformation.  Just as 

with public bathing rituals, the domain of liminality also has both 

physical and sensory implications. 

Defining the Terms 

Liminality – A critical state of transition, which is wholly separate in 

character from the experiences that precede and follow  

 The Oxford English Dictionary:  (1) Liminal:  ‘of or pertaining to the 

threshold or initial stage of a process and specifically in 

psychology;’ ‘of or pertaining to a ‘limen’ or ‘threshold’.’2             

(2) Limen:  ‘The limit below which a given stimulus ceases to be 

perceptible; the minimum amount of stimulus or nerve-excitation 

required to produce a sensation;’ ‘threshold.’3 

 Turner and Turner:  “a period and area of ambiguity, a sort of 

social limbo, which has few of the attributes of sociocultural life 

that precedes and follows it”4 

                                                 
2 “Liminal,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
3 “Limen,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
4 Turner and Turner 202. 
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 Turner:  “betwixt-and-between state intervening between the ‘safe’ 

but dull domains of routinized and classified life”5 

 Liminality, in its expanded sense, refers to the first awareness of a 

new sensation or a new experience in studies of psychology, 

physiology, art, and theory.  Physiologists test points of stimulus 

perception, artists experiment with the oscillation between the 

real/surreal and possible/impossible, and theorists attempt to 

define spaces away from conceivable limits. 

 

Ritual – A sequence of events, or states, specifically arranged to bring 

about a realized transformation; as standard cultural or religious 

observance 

 The Oxford English Dictionary:  a ‘prescribed order of performing 

religious or other devotional service;’ a group of ‘ceremonial acts;’ a 

‘social convention or habit’6 

 “Van Gennep first grouped together all rituals “that accompany 

transitions from one situation to another and from one cosmic or 

social world to another.”  Then he divided these “rites of passage,” 

or transitional rites, into three phases: separation, margin (or limen, 

denoting threshold in Latin), and reaggregation, for which he also 

uses the terms ‘preliminal,’ ‘liminal,’ and ‘postliminal.’”7 

 Tschumi:  “A ritual implies a near-frozen relationship between 

space and event.  It institutes a new order against the disorder it 

aims to avoid.  When it becomes necessary to mediate the tension 

between events and spaces and fix it by custom, then no single 

fragment must escape attention.  Nothing strange or unexpected 

must happen.  Control must be absolute.”8 

 

                                                 
5 Turner 29. 
6 “Ritual,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
7 Turner and Turner 202. 
8 Bernard Tschumi, “Sequences,” The Princeton Journal Thematic Studies in Architecture, 
Volume One: Ritual  (Princeton: The Princeton Architectural Press, 1983) 34. 
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Threshold – A domain of transition that highlights a change of state 

within a transformational sequence; It monumentalizes, emphasizes, 

and heralds events; Limen 

 The Oxford English Dictionary:  Generally, ‘Border, limit (of a region); 

the line which one crosses in entering;’ ‘In reference to entrance, 

the beginning of a state or action, outset, opening;’ ‘In technical 

language, a lower limit;’ In Psychology in phrase ‘threshold of 

consciousness;’ In Physiology and more widely: ‘the limit below 

which a stimulus is not perceptible; the magnitude or intensity of a 

stimulus which has to be exceeded for it to produce a certain 

response;’ ‘The magnitude or intensity that must be exceeded for a 

certain reaction or phenomenon to occur’9 

 

Transition – A change of state; A change from one thing to another 

 The Oxford English Dictionary:  ‘A passing or passage from one 

condition, action, or (rarely) place, to another; change;’ ‘The 

passage from an earlier to a later stage of development or 

formation;’ ‘A style of intermediate or mixed character’10 

 

Transformation – A change of state; A more whole and complete change 

than in transition 

 The Oxford English Dictionary:  ‘The action of changing in form, 

shape, or appearance; metamorphosis;’ ‘A complete change in 

character, condition, etc.;’  In physics ‘Change of form of a 

substance from solid to liquid, from liquid or solid to gaseous, or 

the reverse’11 

                                                 
9 “Threshold,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
10 “Transition,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
11 “Transformation,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
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Defining the Limits 

It is essential to establish the parameters of the breadth of the topic in 

order to further the depth of the discourse.   

 In order to apply findings asserted in the section “Ritual as a Model 

for An Architecture of Liminality,” this thesis will assume that ritual 

is the correct designation for the historical exemplars of the public 

bath.  It will not discuss the intricacies of practices that are ritual-

based and those that are cultural activities or habits.  Interestingly, 

even actions that are strictly interpreted as ritual, like a religious 

service, can at times be rote, and things that are everyday practices, 

like brushing teeth, can be ritualistic if they are carried out with a 

thoughtful, meditative, or transformational intent. 

 This thesis will accept the previously established categorizations of 

liminality proffered by studies of ritual and perceptual awareness.  

It does not seek to challenge or further delimit the designations.  

These designations set the stage for an overall characterization of 

liminality. 

Criteria for Deciding Definitions and Limits 

Based on references from The Oxford English Dictionary, this thesis 

asserts that ritual is a valid classification for the precedents of the public 

bath evaluated here.  The editors define ritual as a ‘prescribed order of 

performing religious or other devotional service,’ as a group of 

‘ceremonial acts,’ and as a ‘social convention or habit.’  This 

categorization identifies cultural bathing practices as rituals. 

Liminality has been previously designated as (1) a domain within ritual 

and (2) as a domain in studies of perceptual awareness.  Based on a 

body of credible sources, this thesis accepts these previously established 

designations.  Victor Turner, who provides and view of liminality 

within ritual, is a prominent and well-published anthropologist. 

Liminality’s further linkage to studies and applications stems from its 

source, the limen.  As described in The Oxford English Dictionary, limen is a 
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‘threshold.’  Resources for these further studies and applications are 

likewise accredited references and theorists. 

Goals and Objectives 
The concept of liminality is integral to the discussion of transformation 

and renewal through the bathing ritual because it defines the transition, 

a critical period in the process of transformation.  Just as with public 

bathing practices, the domain of liminality also has both physical and 

sensory implications. 

This thesis will first examine liminality through literature, scientific 

studies, historical and cultural precedents, architectural discourse, and 

architectural exemplars.  Then, it will analyze and discuss the 

architectural and environmental significance of these findings.  The 

conclusions will be asserted as An Architecture of Liminality, an 

approach to emphasizing the transition and transformation in the 

public bath, and more broadly, all spaces where transition is an integral 

theme.  Ultimately, An Architecture of Liminality will be exemplified in 

the design for a modern-day hydrotherapy spa. 

Therefore, a Statement of Liminality will be established: 

Liminality, a critical state of transition, both physical and 
sensory, is wholly separate in character from experiences 
preceding and following it, and is celebrated in An Architecture 
of Liminality. 
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Methodology 
Diverse, but analogous topics are discussed as models for An 

Architecture of Liminality.  This layout is based on the methodology of 

William Hubbard’s book, Complicity and Conviction,12 is the basis for this 

methodology.13 

An Architecture of Liminality is formulated in a similar manner.  The 

models for “Making An Architecture of Liminality” are ritual, 

perceptual awareness, historic public baths, and the architectural 

threshold. 

 “Ritual as a Model for An Architecture of Liminality”:  Ritual as a 

model displays the period of liminality as a critical phase for 

transformation and renewal.  Additionally, activities and policies 

within the period of liminality are distinct from regular experiences 

and time constraints of customary society. 

 “Perceptual Awareness as a Model for An Architecture of 

Liminality”:  Perceptual awareness as a model displays liminality as 

the domain of transition from one state of awareness to another. 

 “The Public Bath as a Model for An Architecture of Liminality”:  

The historic public bath as a model displays liminality as a time of 

extraordinary events and guidelines, which lead to sensory, 

spiritual, corporeal, and social transformations. 

 “The Architectural Threshold as a Model for An Architecture of 

Liminality”:  The architectural threshold as a model displays 

liminality as a domain that monumentalizes, emphasizes, and 

heralds places and events. 

 

                                                 
12 William Hubbard, Complicity and Conviction (Cambridge:  The MIT Press, 1980). 
13 Hubbard asserts his Architecture of Convention as an amalgam of four distinct 
models, the Scenographic Style, games, typography, and the law.  One chapter is 
devoted to each model, where Hubbard describes the model and its relation to 
convention and conventionality.  He follows with the chapter entitled, “Methods for 
Making an Architecture of Convention” and offers a summation of his four models of 
convention.  Ultimately, “Looking at an Architecture of Convention” uses architectural 
exemplars to demonstrate the ideals of an Architecture of Convention. 
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“Methods for Making An Architecture of Liminality” summarizes the 

findings of each model, and establishes an organized approach to 

design, which celebrates the sensory and experiential connotations of 

liminality.   

“An Architecture of Liminality Exemplified:  The Design of a Spa,” the 

ultimate section, explores this approach in the architectural 

exemplification of a hydrotherapy spa. 
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II. 
RITUAL 

AS A MODEL FOR 
AN ARCHITECTURE OF LIMINALITY 

Ritual as a model displays the period of liminality as a critical 

phase for transformation and renewal.  Additionally, activities and 

policies within the period of liminality are distinct from regular 

experiences and time constraints of customary society. 

Rites of Passage 

Anthropological and cultural studies examine time-marking ceremonies 

and the transitions with particular fervor.  Transitioning from one stage 

of life to another is referred to as a Rite of Passage, and these rites of 

passage are many times highlighted by ritual observances.  Ritual 

emphasizes the arrangement of the rite, and is defined by The Oxford 

English Dictionary as a ‘prescribed order of performing religious or other 

devotional service,’ as a ‘social convention or habit,’ and as a group of 

‘ceremonial acts.’14  Therefore, ritual is a sequence of events, or states, 

specifically arranged to bring about a realized transformation. 

Rituals take place as ceremonies, celebrations, and trials, and both in 

groups and individually.  Evocative symbols, actions, and words are 

used.  The ritual is inseparable from the totems of its culture.  Birth, 

baptism, circumcision, naming, birthday, adulthood, marriage, and 

death are significant rites of passage commonly accompanied by rituals. 

                                                 
14 “Ritual,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 

In ritual, liminality is the 
period of transition into 
new life.  It is a type of 
“limbo” that is “betwixt 
and between” the order of 
everyday life. In this period, 
ritual participants gain new 
personal and cultural 
awareness, partake in 
extraordinary activities, and 
share in new friendship. 
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C U S T O M A R Y  
 
 
 

S O C I A L  L I F E  

SEPARATION  LIMINALITY  REAGGREGATION 

Fig. 3.  Liminality is set apart from customary 
social life. 

Victor and Edith Turner discuss French folklorist Arnold van 

Gennep’s summation of the ritual process in their essay, “Religious 

Celebrations.”  In The Rites of Passage, 1908, van Gennep classified 

together all rituals accompanying transitions from one situation to 

another and from “one cosmic or social world to another.”  He defined 

all these transitions as “Rites of Passage.” 

Van Gennep divided these transitional rites into three phases: the 

separation, the margin (or limen, meaning ‘threshold’ in Latin), and the 

reaggregation.  These tripartite stages are also known as “preliminal,” 

“liminal,” and “postliminal.”15 

Separation, the first phase, involves the detachment of the individual 

from the existing social or cultural structure.  The distinction of “sacred 

space-time from mundane space-time”16 first occurs in this stage.  

Sometimes even violent acts, such as circumcision, knocking-out teeth, 

shaving hair, and animal sacrifice, separate the novice from his former 

socio-cultural state, symbolizing a sort of death.  The second phase, 

Liminality, is the seat of the transformation.  The initiate teeters on the 

edge of naïveté and knowledge.  Reaggregation, the third phase, 

represents the typically exuberant return of the neophyte to society.  

Often, symbols of birth and renewal are displayed and a celebration is 

held.  It is a celebration for the initiate and for the culture as a whole.  

It symbolizes the continuation of the society’s principles and “a 

triumph of order and vitality over death and indeterminacy.”17   

The Transformation 

Arnold van Gennep viewed ritual sequence as a two-part before-and-

after course, as noted by Barbara Myerhoff.  He proposed it as a 

straightforward set of binary opposites, such as alive/dead and 

single/married.  Richard Huntington and Peter Metcalf viewed ritual 

progression as a tripartite occurrence of events.  They asserted that the 
                                                 
15 Victor Turner and Edith Turner, “Religious Celebrations,” Celebration:  Studies in 
Festivity and Ritual, ed. Victor Turner (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1982) 202. 
16 Turner and Turner 202. 
17 Turner and Turner 202. 

Fig. 2.  A girl’s coming-out dance at her 
coming-of-age ceremony in the Ndembu tribe 
of Zambia. 
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Fig. 5.  Liminality is a period separate from 
usual social structures. 

progression is more flowing and inclusive, such as living, dying, dead, 

and single, engaged, married.  These intermediate stages apply to each 

phase of separation, transition, and reincorporation. 

That is, a transformation is a more intricate journey than a here-and-

there set of steps.  A transformation is a progression and the 

importance is the actual occurrence of the evolution. 

The Period of Liminality  

The period of liminality is a powerful and magical time.  It is a time of 

indeterminacy and marginality.  It is a time distinct from the realities of 

the sociocultural life preceding it and following it.  The Turners note 

that it is, “a period and area of ambiguity, a sort of social limbo….  In 

liminality the novice enters a ritual time and space that are betwixt and 

between those ordered by categories of past and future mundane social 

existence.  The cultural guidelines of secular conduct are now erased or 

obscured.  Something weird and numinous replaces them.”18 

Victor Turner states that liminality is better regarded a process, rather a 

homogeneous or static stage.  He also notes that there are three major 

aspects in the liminal process.  The first is the communication of sacra, 

Latin for ‘sacred things.’  The sacra are symbolic objects and actions 

representing religious mysteries and myths about how the world, nature 

and society came into being.  Sacra examine the origins of cosmic 

foundations and the power that existed prior to the ordered universe.  

The second aspect is the element of play, or ‘ludic recombination.’  The 

Latin ludus signifies ‘game,’ ‘play,’ ‘sport,’ ‘jest,’ and ‘joke.’  During 

liminality, rituals draw on masks, images, gadgets, costumes, and the 

like, to represent a playful consideration of cultural traits in 

uncharacteristic configurations divergent from everyday experiences.  

The third aspect is the fostering of communitas, “a direct, spontaneous, 

and egalitarian mode of social relationship”19 as compared to the usual 

                                                 
18 Turner and Turner 202. 
19 Turner and Turner 202. 

ALIVEDEAD 

  SINGLEMARRIED 

livingdyingdead 
singleengagedmarried 

Fig. 4.  Van Gennep viewed transition as a 
binary set, while Huntington and Metcalf 
viewed it as a progression.  

Liminality During Ritual  
 Sacra – Sacred knowledge is 

communicated 

 Ludus – New and unusual forms of 
“play” are observed 

 Communitas – Social interaction is 
unimpeded by status roles 

Fig. 6.  Features of liminality during ritual. 
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hierarchical relationships and status roles.  Communitas is liberated 

friendship and communion not bound by social structure. 

Neophytes embarking on their rite of passage share a certain communitas.  

They are all equals, undivided, and in touch with their humanity.  

Neophytes are a tabula rasa.  According to American anthropologist 

Barbara Myerhoff, they are “pure undetermined possibility, the very 

opposite of social structure with emphasis on differentiation, hierarchy, 

and separation.  The liminal person comes to stand for the sentiment of 

undifferentiated humankind:  all that is universal, innate, whole, and 

unified.”20   

When the neophyte, or liminary, is stripped of all that he/she knows, a 

freer, deeper understanding of the system from which he/she has been 

removed is able to develop.  When moral order is viewed from a 

different perspective, self-awareness, alienation, and/or social change, 

may ensue.  “Moral choice, creativity, and innovation are possibilities 

that emerge from the agony of isolation and the joy of communitas.”21  

Paradoxically, the rite of passage strives to unify the neophyte with his 

or her societal group, while announcing the neophyte’s own 

individuality. 

Interestingly, there is a social subset of permanent liminaries.  They are 

society’s “tricksters, clowns, poets, shamans, court jesters, monks, 

darma bums, [and] holy mendicants.”  Barbara Myerhoff comments 

that notions of “innocence, rebirth, vulnerability, fertility, change, 

emotion, paradox, disorder, anomaly, opposition, and the like” 

surround these people and these stages.22 

Instruction during the liminal phase may be public and viewed, or it 

may be secret and sequestered.  With public liminality, everyone is a 

liminary, and no one is elevated in status at the end of the ritual.  

                                                 
20 Barbara Myerhoff, “Rites of Passage,” Celebration:  Studies in Festivity and Ritual, ed. 
Victor Turner (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1982) 117. 
21 Myerhoff 117. 
22 Myerhoff 117. 
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However, with sequestered liminality, the liminaries are novices.  This is 

the case with initiation rituals when liminaries are “humbled and 

leveled, stripped of anterior rank or status, to fit them for a higher 

status or state.”23  Sometimes special retreats or camps are utilized as 

protection from the profane or things outside the realm of the ritual.  

These protected places are even regarded as “liminal” or “marginal” 

areas. 

Liminality is a cerebral and physical station.  It is a “betwixt-and-

between state intervening between the ‘safe’ but dull domains of 

routinized and classified life.”24  Those operating within liminality are 

not bound by ordinary societal tenets.  It is an extraordinary time and 

place. 

Borders and Thresholds 

Certainly not safe, but also not dangerous, the time and space borders 

of liminality are fraught with energy.  There is the proximity of the 

before and the after.  The community, both initiated and naïve, loom 

just beyond.  The initiate’s own lifestyle of yesterday and of tomorrow 

are separate, yet so near collision.  For courageous and curious 

individuals, there is a sense of power that surges movement toward the 

“borders of the uncharted and unpredicted.”25 

The borders are “charged with power and mystery.”26  Inspiring both 

insecurity and delight, “they are sources of danger, a threat to our 

orderly conceptualizations and desire for form and predictability, but 

also … they are sources of renewal, possibility, innovation, and 

creativity.”27 

These borders or crossings, reconnect to the origin of liminality, the 

limen, or threshold.  According to The Oxford English Dictionary, 

Threshold refers, first, to a door sill or entrance to a building.  It is ‘the 

                                                 
23 Turner and Turner 203. 
24 Turner 29. 
25 Myerhoff 117. 
26 Myerhoff 117. 
27 Myerhoff 117. 

Fig. 7.  The borders of liminality are “charged 
with power and mystery.” 
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piece of timber or stone which lies below the bottom of the door, and 

has to be crossed in entering a house.’  Secondly, it refers to a ‘border’ 

or ‘limit (of a region).’  It is ‘the line which one crosses in entering.’  

This application is a reference to entrance, as ‘the beginning of a state 

or action, outset, opening’ and to technical language, as ‘a lower limit.’  

In psychology, a threshold is the limit of consciousness, as in the 

subliminal.  In physiology, a threshold is the limit below which a 

stimulus is no longer perceptible, or the intensity of a stimulus that 

must be exceeded for a certain reaction to occur.28 

Contemporary culture theorists George Quasha and Charles Stein 

comment on the connection between threshold and the period of 

liminality. 

A limen in Latin is a threshold.  While its current usage 
is principally behavioral with respect to the threshold 
of a physiological or psychological response, in fact, 
liminal or borderline states are anywhere that 
something is about to undergo a phase transition or 
turn into something else.  They range from the 
ordinary to the extraordinary – from, say, the everyday 
hypnogenic state between sleeping and waking to the 
final margin between life and death.  We tend to set 
these all-important states in opposition to each other 
as though their borders are clear and absolute, but 
when we study liminal states we may discriminate 
virtually limitless nuances, even to the point of 
challenging the major distinctions themselves.29 

 

Ritual identifies a framework for extraordinary experiences.  This 

framework bolsters architecture aimed at defining remarkable events in 

space and time. 

 

                                                 
28 “Threshold,” Oxford English Dictionary, 1989 ed. 
29 George Quasha and Charles Stein, Gary Hill:  HAND HEARD / liminal objects (Paris: 
Galerie des Archives, 1996) 34. 
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III. 
PERCEPTUAL AWARENESS 

AS A MODEL FOR 
AN ARCHITECTURE OF LIMINALITY 

The first awareness of a new sensation or a new experience in 

studies of psychology, physiology, art, and theory links to further 

fields of liminality.  Physiologists test points of stimulus 

perception, artists experiment with the oscillation between the 

real/surreal and possible/impossible, and theorists attempt to 

define spaces away from conceivable limits. 

In Psychology and Physiology 

The term limen was introduced into the field of psychology in 1824 as 

an equivalent to the German schwelle.  It referred to the limit below 

which a given stimulus ceases to be perceptible, or conversely, the 

minimum amount of stimulus or nerve-excitation required to produce a 

sensation.  The term was expanded upon in 1895 as the stimulus limen, 

reizschwelle, referring to the just-noticeable stimulus.  The difference 

limen, unterschiedsschwelle, refers to the just-noticeable stimulus-

difference. 

As the field of psychology has noted limen as a limit of mental 

perception or cognition of a stimulus, the field of physiology has 

deemed it to be the point at which a stimulus is just-noticeable, or just-

sensed physically. 

Fig. 8.  The limen is the borderline delimiting 
the first perception of a new sensation. 

Liminality refers to the 

first awareness, or 

perception, of a new 

sensation or experience. 
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Similarly, the concept of the sub-liminal is of note.  This deals with 

stimuli that are below the threshold of conscious perception.  

Furthermore, these stimuli can be used to influence the subconscious.  

Wilson Brian Key’s book, Subliminal Seduction:  Ad Media’s Manipulation of 

a Not So Innocent America, assesses advertising’s use of subliminal 

techniques that speak to society’s more primal and suppressed 

motivations.  Marshall McLuhan describes, “The ad as camouflage 

often uses the blatant appeal to hide more subtle and powerful 

motivations than appear on the surface.”30  Comparatively, liminality 

and sub-liminality both seek to establish the point at which they can 

elicit an emotive response. 

In Art 

Liminality, in the field of art is used to describe the oscillation between 

real/surreal and possible/impossible.  Artist Gary Hill explored the 

sensation of liminality in media.  His art installation, HAND HEARD 

/ liminal objects, projects a world that oscillates from improbable and 

illusory to real and apparent.  As the viewer enters the installation, he is 

confronted with video images of hands, projected six-feet tall.  The 

hands slightly shift as they are inspected by the people to whom they 

belong.  

Witnessing the exhibit brings the viewer to realizations of the real and 

surreal.  Hands are of reality.  People are of reality.  The towering 

proportions and detachment of the figures brings the exhibit into the 

realm of the liminal and the questionable.  Where does the reality lie?  

Because these objects are beyond the everyday realm, what else falls 

into that zone?  How much of what is experienced as within reality is 

actually without reality? 

In explanation of the projected hands and heads, George Quasha and 

Charles Stein note, “They are only liminally fantastic.  They hover at the 

margin of impossibility.  They offer a disciplined perplexity grounded in 

                                                 
30 Marshall McLuhan, Introduction, Subliminal Seduction:  Ad Media’s Manipulation of a Not 
So Innocent America, By Wilson Brian Key (Englewood Cliffs:  Prentice Hall, 1972). 

Fig. 9.  HAND HEARD installation. 
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the ordinary.  Their violations of the canons of reality might under 

certain perceptual circumstances almost risk being overlooked.”31  

“They bespeak a domain of their kind, the liminal state itself, a 

balancing act along the junctures of unknown versions of the real.”32 

The relationship inspires inquiry into the extension of reality.  “Objects 

that are only liminally what they seem to be, may lead to some measure 

of open reflection. …  The objects invite inquiry into their very nature 

– a process of inquiry that, the truer it is, the more nearly endless is its 

state.  Liminality could be described as the state in which reality 

questions itself, inquires into what it is to itself.”33  Art depicting reality 

bordering on impossibility spurs inquiry about actual the position of 

the borderline. 

In a Place between Places 

Liminality, as an encapsulated zone can be experienced as a sensation.  

Artist Gary Hill likens this zone of suspended reality to surfing.  There 

is a moment of ecstasy when the wave covers the surfer and he is 

sheltered inside the “Green Room.”  There is a fleeting flash of floating 

stillness.  All is quiet inside the green room.  All is in commotion 

outside the green room – crashing thunderous waves, forces of gravity 

and motion. 

All the effort, all the exertion the surfer has put forth is to reach that 

zone.  “When the surfer stands and looks down the face of the wave he 

knows he is on the way to being there.  He is lifted in the process of 

entering the extant question of Being.  It is not about whether he 

makes it to the green room or not, for it is all grounded in the process 

of becoming with the wave.”34 

As writer Robert Mittenthal asserts, entering the green room and being 

surrounded by such power and unpredictable force is an affirmation of 

                                                 
31 Quasha and Stein 37. 
32 Quasha and Stein 38. 
33 Quasha and Stein 35. 
34 Robert Mittenthal, “Standing Still on the Lip of Being: Gary Hill’s Learning Curve,” 
Gary Hill (Seattle: University of Washington, 1994) 91. 

Fig. 10.  The “Green Room”. 
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life.  The energy inherent to an in-between state is both fascinating and 

enticing.  Even the threat of danger does not deter the surfer-liminary.  

The promise of excitement and re-initiation in the world-away is too 

alluring to deny. 

In Therapeutic Bodywork 

In Western therapeutic bodywork many treatments are reported to take 

their patrons into a liminal borderline body-mind state.35  This 

connection challenges the scientific distinction between the body and 

the mind, asserting the notion of body-mind holism.  When the body 

and mind are at oneness, a person is said to have reached their Still 

Point, poetically described as a “momentary suspension in the body’s 

fundamental pulsation.”  During this borderline state, the body is said 

to inherently be able to correct its own imbalances.  Moreover, the Still 

Point’s liminal awareness is connected to a sense of wholeness.  That is, 

the margin is the threshold of an experience of totality. 

Finding one’s own Still Point, and in other words, existing within 

liminality, is a discourse between the body and the mind.  Certain forms 

of meditation, yoga, massage, and other disciplines of movement unite 

thought and activity.  Hydrotherapy, in particular, uses water 

temperature to blur all sensations, inspiring a whole mind-body 

connection and relaxation.36  In this line of thinking, liminality is a 

world of a different balance.  Quasha and Stein state, “… To be at the 

limen does not mean to be off-center or moving away from centrality.  

For the Still Point is anywhere that the discovery of the threshold takes 

place:  Center and periphery are one in the present moment.”37 

Still Point has an overriding quality of timelessness.38  Quasha and Stein 

note that while liminality in therapeutic bodywork does occur within a 

definite space and time, it also challenges their being. 

                                                 
35 Quasha and Stein 34. 
36 Ethlie Anne Vare, “The High of Hydrotherapy,” Spa Finder (1997) 13. 
37 Quasha and Stein 35. 
38 Quasha and Stein 34. 

Fig. 11.  The Still Point is 
body-mind oneness. 
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In the Nature of Water 

Liminality is experienced everyday.  A flowing creek.  A steaming cup 

of tea.  A solid mountain glacier.  Water is the only substance known to 

man that is stable as a solid, liquid, and vapor.  Temperature is the only 

factor that will produce a change of state.  No amount of force or time 

can inspire such a metamorphosis.  This undeniable strength and 

resistance disappears as ice turns to liquid and liquid vanishes to vapor. 

 

Perceptual awareness studies contribute to the understanding of extra-

sensory states of mind and body.  Analyses of conditions which spark 

an extraordinary sensory experience serve as a reference to help 

architecture reach its sensory aspirations. 

Fig. 12.  Old Faithful geyser sprays water 
vapor into the sky at Yellow Stone National 
Park. 
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IV. 
THE PUBLIC BATH 

AS A MODEL FOR 
AN ARCHITECTURE OF LIMINALITY 

The ritual of the public bath is an ancient practice.  Individual for 

each culture, it responds to environment; climate; religious, 

political, and social tenets; and contemporary technologies.  The 

practices of each culture follow a ritual progression of hygienic 

cleansing activities to motivate physical and mental revitalization 

and transformation. 

The common thread for historical and cultural exemplars of the 

public bath is the display of a period of extraordinary events and 

guidelines, which lead to sensory, spiritual, corporeal, and social 

transformations. 

The Roman Bath 
History 

The public bath was a leisurely ritual for the ancient Roman.  By the 

coming of the Common Era, most cities and even small villages had at 

least one bathhouse.  The structures’ scales ranged from small and 

mundane to grand and resplendent.  The baths layouts were defined by 

the bathing sequence.  The ordered spaces present in every bathhouse, 

the caldarium (hot room), tepidarium (warm room), and frigidarium (cold 

room), created a temperature progression. 

Historical and cultural 

exemplars of the public 

bath display periods of 

extraordinary events 

and guidelines, which 

lead to sensory, 

spiritual, corporeal, and 

social transformations. 
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Romans had been enjoying smaller and simpler bathhouses, balneum, for 

about 200 years when Emperor Agrippa built the first thermae in 25 

BCE.39  Thermae were more elaborate and introduced the double 

circulation baths, both hot and cold facilities.  This larger form became 

very popular.  Following Agrippa, each emperor gained the favor of the 

citizens and bolstered his own image by building larger and more 

impressive thermae.  Moreover, the entrance fees were kept small to 

ensure their popularity. 

The public bath was more than a place for cleanliness and to relieve 

ailments, it was a place to socialize, to network, and for business 

dealings.  And, for the very wealthy, it was a daily pre-dinner ritual.  

Even women of higher classes bathed publicly, but separately from the 

men.  In large cities, men and women had individual buildings. 

Everyone came to the baths, and each for his own purpose.  

“Sometimes, according to the satirists, the poet was there, reciting his 

verses in the midst of the defenseless bathers.  ‘How pleasantly the 

vaulted space echoes the voice!’ he says to himself.”40 

Architecture of the Roman Bath 

Architectural programs for the baths reflected that they were central to 

everyday life.  They offered swimming pools, running tracks, sporting 

grounds, lounges, lecture rooms, libraries, reading rooms, and 

“porticoes for games and promenades.”41  The Stabian Baths at 

Pompeii provided spaces open to the street for independent merchants, 

and spaces opening into the facility that served the bathhouse. 

For environmental planning, warm rooms were located on the south 

side.  The hypocaust heating system incorporated large fire furnaces 

under the floors.  The heated water flowed into the warm baths 

                                                 
39 Mikkel Aaland, Sweat. The Illustrated History and Description of the Finnish Sauna, Russian 
Bania, Islamic Hammam, Japanese Mushi-buro, Mexican Temescal and American Indian & 
Eskimo Sweat Lodge (Santa Barbara: Capra Press, 1978). 
40 Grant Showerman, Rome and the Romans (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1937) 
357. 
41 Showerman 357. 

Fig. 13.  The Baths of Caracalla in its days of 
splendor. 
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through a plunge, while the cold water settled to the bottom and was 

carried out into a tank for re-heating.  Heat radiated out from the walls 

by way of embedded hot air tubes.  Walls were actually a better source 

for heat because the floors were 40-50 cm thick.  Some baths used a 

system called tegulae mammatae to heat the hot rooms.  These stoppered 

openings could be plugged or unplugged to allow the hot air to flow 

from the heated hollow walls. 

The Baths of Caracalla was the latest, largest, and most striking example 

of public bath architecture.  The Emperor Caracalla built them to 

signify his wealth and power.  Also known as Thermae Antoninianae, the 

baths were built in Rome between 212 and 216 A.D.  They could 

accommodate 600 people, a truly spectacular scale. 

At Caracalla, the bathing building is centered in a garden complex.  The 

major design consideration is the intersection of the two major axes in 

the frigidarium.  The short axis is the path through the bathing sequence 

and the long axis joins the frigidarium to the exercise courts.   

The caldarium was circular and domed and surrounded by the sweat 

rooms.  They had large windows to optimize their southern exposure.  

The tepidarium was the temperature transition area and offered a prelude 

to the grand frigidarium.  The frigidarium was enclosed by three groin 

vaults, all covered in glass mosaic tile.  Four plunge baths were located 

at the sides and covered by barrel vaults.  Light levels were low 

everywhere and the marble and polychrome glass mosaic tilework 

glittered and sparkled magnificently. 

The Sequence 

Bathing typically took place in the time after noon and before dinner.  

The practice began by undressing and taking some exercise in the 

palaestra.  Patrons would commonly play sports with leather balls and 

wrestle.  They would then scrape the dirt and oil from their bodies.  

Moving into the laconicum, or sudatoria, similar to today's dry-heat sauna, 

they would induce a sweat and follow up with a hot bath in the 

Roman Bath Sequence 
Arrive 

Undress in the Apodyterium 

 

Exercise in the Palaestra 

Scrape Body Oils in the Unctorium 

Induce Perspiration in the Sudatoria 

Hot Bath in the Caldarium 

Medium Hot Bath in the Tepidarium, or 

Swim in the Natatio 

Cold Plunge Bath in the Frigidarium 

Massage 

Redress in the Apodyterium 

 

Socialize and network in lounges, lecture 

rooms, libraries, and reading rooms 

Depart 

Fig. 14.  Sequence of the Roman Bath. 
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caldarium, a hot and steamy room.  A transition to the cold plunge bath 

(frigidarium) could be made by taking a warm bath in the tepidarium or a 

swim in the natatio.  The ritual would be concluded with a rub-down 

and re-dressing before dinner or another activity.  A shorter program 

would include exercise, scraping, rubbing, a cold plunge, and re-

dressing. 

Analysis of Liminlity during the Roman Bath 

During the Roman bath ritual, an experience in liminality is 

characterized by the transformations made manifest by extraordinary 

events, occurring in the forms of sacra, ludus, and communitas, during the 

Period of Liminality, which is preceded by a Pre-Liminal phase and 

concluded with a Post-Liminal phase. 

The ritual of the Roman bath is marked as a monumental time and 

place, first, by bold architectural gestures.  (See Appendix A.)  Massive 

and resplendent walls, arches, and vaults marked the commencement of 

the bathing ritual.  Once the patrons crossed through the thick garden 

walls, the rigorously ordered bathing ritual began.  The series of step-

by-step treatments was choreographed with a temperature gradient.  

The progression of warming, cooling, and then steadying, acted to 

relax, energize, and normalize the body.  There were social benefits, in 

addition to these physical benefits.  The bath was a core of the 

Roman’s daily life.  It was the seat of friendly relationships and business 

networking. 

Sacra:  Every bather possessed tools and toiletries essential for the bath 

ritual, which sometimes even included bathing servants. 

Ludus:  There was a rigorous adherence to the bathing ritual order and 

customs. 

Communitas:  The bath was arguably the key to all notable Roman social 

relationships, as it was the seat of business networking and social 

friendships. 

PROGRESSION 
Treatments 

Fig. 15.  Liminality in the Roman Bath. 
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The most poignant aspects of the Roman bath ritual, which mark it as 

an experience in liminality, relate to the communitas that arises from the 

strict adherence to the ritual order, sequenced with the temperature 

progression.  During the Period of Liminality, transitions through 

sensory and social realms produce corporeal and social transformations. 

The Turkish Hammam42 
History 

The slowly smoldering torch of the grandeur of the Roman Empire 

ignited fires elsewhere in the world.  As it was dying out, elements of its 

society inspired life in cultures as diverse as that of Islam.  The ritual of 

Roman bathing inspired the hammam in Islamic communities.  

Hammam in Arabic means ‘spreader of warmth.’   

Arabs conquering the Roman Empire encountered the steam baths of 

the thermae.  Steam bathing seemed to be an ideal means of cleansing 

for their religious doctrine and climate, and it was even believed that 

heat enhanced fertility.  When Muhammad recommended sweat 

bathing in 600 A.D., the hammam began to flourish.  Until this 

benediction, followers of Islam had rinsed with cold water and never 

bathed in tubs, which was thought to be bathing in one’s own filth.  

Jarring cold showers were quickly replaced by warm treatments when 

the bathers realized the comfort and relaxation of the steam heat.   

Religious significance mingled with Islamic regulations for hygiene and 

purification and the hammam became paired with the mosque.  

Religion called for cleansing after a journey, a sickness, and after time 

spent in prison.  Some wealthy citizens even paid for the construction 

of a hammam as an act of penance. 

                                                 
42 Unless otherwise noted, the main source is Sweat, Mikkel Aaland. 

Fig. 16.  The harara of the Cagalogu 
Hammam, constructed in the 1500's. 
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Hammam was also a rite of passage.  It was visited on a newborn's 

fortieth day of life, in preparation for wedding, upon a guest's arrival, 

and before entering the army.43 

Each town or village had its own hammam.  Bathing at the local 

hammam was a time to socialize.  Moreover, it was a time to assert 

personal cleanliness.  Even though wealthy citizens usually owned 

private baths, they took to the hammam to show that they were clean.  

Women had a place, too, at the hammam.  While always separated from 

men, they could remove their veils and converse freely.  Women were 

free to put on makeup, nurse their children, smoke, and talk without 

reservation. 

The barber, and today the tellak, was the bath attendant.  His duties 

included massages, shaving, and scrubbing.  In particular, scrubbing the 

callouses from the soles of the feet was believed to release bad vapors 

from the body. 

The hammam slowly fell out-of-favor in the 1800’s with the rise of the 

Industrial Revolution.  Only the poorer classes were still patrons and 

the wealthy began to withdraw their support, even removing the 

architectural ornaments. 

Architecture of the Hammam 

The architecture took on an air of calm and solitude with the warm, 

quiet atmosphere of the steam bath.  During their golden era, Roman 

baths had become larger and more spectacular, the Turkish hammam 

became smaller and more individually focused.  Ceilings were low and 

lighting was dim.  The staged, stepwise formation of spaces in the 

Roman bath developed into a smooth time-space arrangement.  Bathers 

undressed in the camekan (changing area) and then proceeded to the 

harara (hot room) for their massages.  The steam room adjoined the 

                                                 
43 Burak Sansal: Official Tour Guide, Istanbul – Turkey, Website, “The Turkish Bath,”  
http://www.allaboutturkey.com/hamam.htm, current as of 03/28/03. 
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harara and the bather moved between the two rooms for the routine of 

treatments.  The day concluded with a leisurely tea service. 

The Sequence 

Although the hammam experienced a decline in popularity, many are 

still in operation today.  Deep cleansing steam baths still alternate with 

rigorous scrubs, massages, and hair removal.  Many visitors even enjoy 

sampling the different bath experiences of hammams across Turkey. 

One patron recounts her Turkish bath experience: 

When we arrived at the haman it was totally empty and 
we were the only people there aside from the tellak 
(the bath attendant). We were given pestemals (… a 
sarong) … .  We were shown into our own private 
little camekan (cubicle) to undress...  We were then led 
into the haman itself where we were told to lay down 
on the circular marble slab in the middle of the room 
and wait.  The room was beautiful, all done in 
gleaming white marble, and a cathedral ceiling with 
cut-outs of stars and circles that allowed the natural 
light to come through in rays.  The room was lined 
with marble basins and water spouts all around it, so 
we filled a basin with cold water and used a little metal 
bowl to soak ourselves down before laying on the 
heated marble to sweat any toxins out of our bodies.  
We were left to sweat for about 20 minutes before the 
tellak came back… 

He started by spraying me with cold water (which was 
a welcome alternative to hot water given how humid it 
was in the hamam) and scrubbing me from head to toe 
with a “kese”, a woolen mitt…. 

After about 15 minutes of scrubbing, he led me back 
to my basin and indicated that I should rinse off … 
and then lay down and sweat again...  

The tellak brought me back for the soaping 
procedure….  He used a giant cheesecloth type bag, 
sewn together on three sides, which he filled up with 
water and bubble bath gel and blew air into it 
producing a huge amount of soapy bubbles…  He 
scrubbed me to within an inch of my life … a process 
that lasted about 15 minutes. He sent me back to the 
basin to rinse off… 

Turkish Bath Sequence 
Arrive 

Undress in Camekan 

 

Sweat on marble slab in Sweat Hall 

Rinse at a basin with a faucet and metal 

bowl and sweat in Sweat Hall 

Tellak sprays patron with cold water and 

scrubs with a kese, a woolen mitt in 

Treatment Room 

Sweat in Sweat Hall 

Soaping in Treatment Room 

Rinse in Sweat Hall 

Massage in Treatment Room 

Rinse and sweat in Sweat Hall 

Tea service in Courtyard 

 

Redress in Camekan 

Depart 

Fig. 17.  Sequence of the Turkish 
Hammam. 
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Next came the massage.…  He kneaded muscles I 
didn't even know I had, with just the right amount of 
strength…. 

After the massage, we were told to rinse off and lay on 
the marble slab and sweat for as long as we liked. We 
were brought fresh pestemals and towels for our hair. 
When we emerged from the hamam room after about 
10 minutes we were served apple tea… 

All this for about $6.00!44 

 

Analysis of Liminlity during the Turkish Hammam 

During the Turkish Hammam ritual, an experience in liminality is 

characterized by the transformations made manifest by extraordinary 

events, occurring in the forms of sacra, ludus, and communitas, during the 

Period of Liminality, which is preceded by a Pre-Liminal phase and 

concluded with a Post-Liminal phase.   

Sacra:  Within the confines of the hammam, there are sacred rules, 

ordered events, and symbolic bathing implements.  Every bather brings 

with them a case of required garments, toiletries, and tools.   

Ludus:  First, distinct code of conduct and rules different from usual 

society apply within the hammam.  It is regulated by its own lengthy 

codes of social conduct and building sanitation.  Most notably, though, 

the hammam is the only place Islamic women are free to unveil 

publicly.  Women may talk, wear make-up, breast feed, and smoke 

freely. 

Secondly, the cleansing practices at the hammam are highly sensory 

experiences.  There are lengthy periods of relaxation in the heat and 

humidity followed by vigorous treatments given by a tellak.  These 

physically intense, and sometimes painful, treatments include vigorous 

scrubbings with a woolen mitt and powerful massages that can be 

harsh.  Some tellaks are especially rough on men, for whom it is an 

affront to their dignity to cry out in pain.  Because the treatments 
                                                 
44 Blazingatrail.com, Website, “Once in a Lifetime... Welcome to Chris and Becky’s 
Round-the-World Adventure!” 
http://www.blazingatrail.com/journals/turkishbath.html. 

PROGRESSION 
Treatments                           Socializing 

OUTSIDE WORLD 

OUTSIDE WORLD 
Fig. 18.  Liminality in the Turkish 
Hammam. 
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contrast so sharply to the periods of relaxation, the bathing sequence 

becomes a physically and sensorily intensive experience. 

Communitas:  Patrons join in friendship and freedom not found in 

everyday life.  The liberties afforded to the women, in particular, mark 

the hammam as a new and liberated world-away. 

The Period of Liminality is comprised of two stages.  The first stage is 

constituted by the bathing sequence.  The second stage is constituted 

by a period of socializing, including a tea ceremony.  Traditionally, men 

and women commune separately.  It is during this time that women are 

able to unveil and converse freely.   

The most poignant aspects of the Turkish hammam ritual which mark 

it as an experience in liminality arise from the codes of conduct and 

activities that are distinct from the times preceding and following it.  

During the Period of Liminality, transitions through social and sensory 

realms produce personal and corporeal transformations. 
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The Finnish Sauna45 
History 

While the Roman Empire’s taste for grand bathhouses had influenced 

the mainlands of Europe and Asia Minor, Northern Europe developed 

a form of bathing more attuned to its own climatic and cultural 

traditions.   

A popular Finnish proverb extols, “If a sick person is not cured by tar, 

spirits or sauna, then they will die.” 

Sauna is sweat-bathing when perspiration is induced from the dry heat 

of an insulated chamber.  Most research shows that Nordic tribes have 

observed some form of sweat bathing as far back as the beginning of 

the Common Era.  Nomadic tribes assembled portable structures, and 

as peoples became more and more stationary, the structures grew to 

resemble the traditional savusauna. 

Sweat-bathing experienced a decline in popularity in Norway and 

Sweden during the early eighteenth century.  Their people felt that it 

wasted firewood and that the bathhouses rotted too quickly.  Some 

doctors claimed that it lead to the spread of disease.  In addition, with 

the invention of linen undergarments, people preferred to wash their 

clothing than their bodies.  Finland held strong to its sauna, though.  It 

was key to their culture. 

The sauna was a special space, almost sanctified.  It was always warm, 

had plenty of water, and was germ-free, due to the tannic acid from the 

smoke.  It was common for minor surgeries to be completed in the 

sauna.  Also, many women gave birth in the sterile atmosphere of the 

sauna. 

                                                 
45 Unless otherwise noted, the main source is Sweat, Mikkel Aaland. 

Fig. 19.  A traditional savusauna lodge. 
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Finnish Sauna Sequence 
Awaken early in the morning and trek to 

the sauna lodge 

Light a fire under a pile of rocks in the 

sauna lodge 

Allow the rocks to heat and the smoke 

to fill the lodge 

Extinguish fire and allow smoke to clear 

 

Return to the Cabin 

Linger in the dry heat 

Alternate dry heat with cold plunge 

baths, loofah scrubs, and whisking the 

skin with birch twigs 

 

Depart and enjoy communal activities 

With burgeoning industrialization, the great timber reserves were 

exploited.  The wealthy set a new fashion for bathing in showers and 

tubs.  Sauna was reserved for holidays, but it did not retain its former 

mystique.  More interest was paid to the danger of fire, and electrical 

heating units replaced the traditional fire.  Because wood rotted so 

quickly, buildings began to be constructed of concrete, but were 

difficult to keep heated.  The sauna was no longer environmental, nor 

economical.  Its popularity plummeted around the 1930’s. 

However, during World War II, the sauna experienced a resurgence.  

Military troops erected sauna tents for hygiene, and as economical 

entertainment.  Although the savusauna was no longer a feasible 

method of sauna, groups of scientists did much research and 

experimentation in re-defining a contemporary sauna.  The Sauna 

Society of Finland opened a small public sauna in 1946 and a larger 

complex near Helsinki, complete with medical research facilities, in 

1952.  Industrial manufacturers soon devised a metal-cased stove unit, 

sized even for home use.  Home sauna units and pre-fabricated sauna 

rooms have brought the sauna worldwide recognition and popularity. 

The Sequence 

The savusauna is the traditional sauna custom.  It begins when a fire is 

lit beneath a pile of rocks in a log cabin.  For a day, the smoke from the 

fire fills the cabin and escapes through the crevices in the logs.  When 

the rocks are hot enough, the fire is extinguished, the smoke is cleared, 

and the savusauna is set.  The savusauna is an experience for the senses.  

With hallowed silence, the scent of the birch and the emanating heat 

could truly be sensed. 

After a long day, toiling in the field, farmers in Finland would repair to 

their warm smokehouses to ease the soreness from their muscles 

before having dinner and visiting with friends.  Many times, 

neighboring farmers would each take a turn preparing the evening’s 

sauna and then call friends when it was ready. 

 
Fig. 20.  Sequence of the Finnish 
Sauna. 
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Many public saunas are still in existence throughout Finland.  Both the 

traditional savusauna and the more contemporary electrical stove 

structures warm the bodies of Finns and its sauna devotees.  One avid 

visitor recounts, “All public saunas provide an array of paraphernalia: a 

vihta (birch twigs collected in midsummer and frozen or dried for 

winter use) to whisk the skin; scented soaps and shampoos; loofahs for 

scrubbing the skin … [and] a woman dressed in white, who for a small 

fee, will scrub the bather.”46  In addition, today, home sauna units and 

pre-fabricated sauna rooms are popular throughout the world.  Today, 

sauna still communicates the cleansing facets of its predecessor, the 

traditional savusauna, and has become environmentally sensible, albeit 

less of a social and cultural bastion. 

Analysis of Liminlity during the Finnish Sauna 

During the Finnish sauna ritual, an experience in liminality is 

characterized by the transformations made manifest by extraordinary 

events, occurring in the forms of sacra, ludus, and communitas, during the 

Period of Liminality, which is preceded by a Pre-Liminal phase and 

concluded with a Post-Liminal phase. 

During the sauna there are Pre-liminary steps of preparation (i.e. 

building the fire; allowing it to burn; extinguishing the fire; and allowing 

the smoke to fill the cabin), which are followed by long periods of 

waiting.  These steps of preparation and the periods of waiting act to 

build anticipation, readiness, and excitement for the main event, the 

Period of Liminality.  The Period of Liminality is made up of a series of 

hot sweat baths punctuated by quick bursts into cold water baths or 

showers.  These quick variations in sensory input mark this period as a 

time separate from the rhythms and sensations of regular experience.  

The Post-liminary procession to a nearby gathering or spending time at 

home with the family is a celebration of renewed life. 

                                                 
46 Aaland Sweat. 

PROGRESSION 
      Pre-Liminality                                                    Liminality                                Post-Liminality 

[Slow] 

[Slow] 

[Quick] 

[Quick] 

[Quick] 

[Quick] 
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Sacra:  During the Period of Liminality, certain “sacred” objects appear 

that are used only for the sauna experience.  These include the vitha 

(birch twigs) to whisk the skin and special herbs and medicinals. 

Ludus:  Certain activities and behaviors occur only during the sauna 

experience.  Such as, rapid bursts of running from sweat cabin to frigid 

lake, and striking oneself and one’s companions with branches. 

Communitas:  There is a hearty display of camaraderie.  Sauna is the 

unofficial national pastime of the Finnish people and is customarily 

enjoyed communally with family, friends, and neighbors.  Even during 

World War II, saunas tents were erected on the war front for Finnish 

troops to boost morale. 

The most poignant aspects of the Finnish sauna ritual which mark it as 

an experience in liminality arise from the rhythm of its events.  It 

portrays a rhythm of slow, slow / quick, quick, quick / slow, with 

respect to the of Pre-liminal, Liminal, and Post-Liminal phases.  Thus, 

the Period of Liminality carries a distinct rhythm from the times 

preceding and following it.  During the Period of Liminality, transitions 

through the realms of time and sensation produce corporeal and mental 

transformations. 

The Japanese Bath 
History 

Japan’s bounds include land, sea, mountain, stream, snow, and sun.  

These diverse climatic conditions and changing seasons led them to 

their enduring manner of bathing.  The bath’s heat provided long-

lasting warmth for the body during cold periods and washed away 

perspiration in the hot weather.  The Japanese bath, ofuro, and its 

traditions are traced back even to the eighth century.  There are three 

domains where the Japanese practice their ritual of bathing. 
Fig. 22.  A Japanese family at the onsen. 
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The earliest, onsen, or hot springs, were visited for medical remedies by 

Buddhist priests as early as 737 A.D.  The many volcanoes of Japan 

produce hot springs, bubbling with beneficial minerals.  It is believed 

that the sulphur, calcium, sodium, and other mineral alleviate 

rheumatism, high blood pressure, and diabetes, among other ailments.47  

Many onsen also featured an inn, or ryokan, offering traditional 

hospitality, Zen gardens, and tea ceremonies.48  Today, there are more 

than 2,500 onsen locations.49 

Next to arise was the sentoo, a public bath.  These were a part of almost 

every urban neighborhood, until the 1970’s with the advent of the 

home washroom.  During the eighth century, in their infancy, men and 

women would bathe together, as the sentoo was a venue to socialize and 

visit.50  And, most recently, the private bath is now a feature of most 

Japanese households.51   

The Sequence 

Whether the bather is washing at the onsen, sentoo, or in the family home, 

there is a scrupulous code of etiquette.  The bather first disrobes and 

stores garments in a locker or basket.  If the bath is in a public venue, 

the bather holds the washcloth over the front of the body and walks to 

the bath area.  The bath begins by sitting on a low stool or kneeling at 

spigots with hot and cold water.  When there is no piped hot water, it is 

acceptable to dip from the hot bath.  The bather soaps completely and 

then thoroughly rinses away all the soap.  Only at this time can the 

bather get into the tub.  The water is steaming hot, about 104° F.  The 

bather steeps in the tub for as long as he desires, but he does not drain 

the water.  The bath is used repeatedly.52  In a family home, the whole 

                                                 
47 Japanese Culture and Daily Live, Website, “Bath / Ofuro.”   The Japan Forum 
Newsletter No.6 “A Day in the Life,” June 1996.  
http://www.tjf.or.jp/eng/ge/ge04ofuro.htm, current as of 03/28/03. 
48 Alexia Brue, “The Spa World in Perspective,” Spa Finder  (Spring 2002): 16-22. 
49 Brue 16. 
50 Japanese Culture and Daily Live. 
51 Japanese Culture and Daily Live. 
52 Frommer's A World of Travel Experience, Website, “The Japanese Bath,”  From 
Frommer's Tokyo, 7th Edition by Beth Reiber, Wiley Publishing, 2002.  
http://www.frommers.com/destinations/tokyo/0085032575.html, current as of 
03/38/03. 

Japanese Bath Sequence 
Undress and stow away garments in 

Dressing Area 

Approach the Washing Area, while 

holding a washcloth over the front of the 

body 

Sit on a low stool or kneel at hot and 

cold running water spigots 

Soap the body 

Rinse completely 

Approach the Bath Area 

 

Soak in the hot bath 

Emerge from the bath, and reserve the 

water for the next bather 

 

Return to the Dressing Area and redress 

 



AAA NNN    AAA RRR CCC HHH III TTT EEE CCC TTT UUU RRR EEE    OOO FFF    LLL III MMM III NNN AAA LLL III TTT YYY    

 444333

family might share one hot bath together, or individually, with the head 

of the household entering first.53 

Analysis of Liminlity during the Japanese Bath 

During Japanese bath ritual, an experience in liminality is characterized 

by the transformations made manifest by extraordinary events, 

occurring in the forms of sacra, ludus, and communitas, during the Period 

of Liminality, which is preceded by a Pre-Liminal phase and concluded 

with a Post-Liminal phase. 

The Japanese bath ritual is bounded by Pre-liminary and Post-liminary 

steps which are actually more rigorous than the core of the Period of 

Liminality.  This creates emphasis on the Period of Liminality, the 

actual bath-time, through intensive preparation and conclusion.  The 

Japanese bath is a solitary experience.  The waters are very hot, bringing 

on deep relaxation of the body and mind. 

Sacra:  The bath-tub itself is actually esteemed to the level of a “sacred” 

object because it is not seen as a bathing place, but rather as a place for 

meditation and rejuvenation. 

Ludus:  Patrons of Japanese baths know that the baths are never 

drained from bather to bather.  It is felt that the preliminary scrubbing 

has actually removed all dirt and that the soak is for relaxation, not 

hygiene. 

Communitas:  Although, the Japanese bath is predominantly a solo 

experience, there is still an evocation of communitas due to the displays 

of public nudity and the shared bathtubs. 

The most poignant aspects of the Japanese bath ritual that mark it as an 

experience in liminality arise from, first, its intensive phases of 

preparation and conclusion, and then the sensory experience of the 

extremely hot waters.  During the Period of Liminality, transitions 

                                                 
53 Japanese Culture and Daily Live. 

PROGRESSION 
    Preparation                  Bath             Conclusion 
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through the realms of time and sensation produce mental and corporeal 

transformations. 

Comparative Conclusion 
When one embraces the spirit of the bathing ritual in its intrinsic form, 

as it has been intended, rather than as a tool for some other benefit, 

liminality takes root.  Liminality is the special meeting of mind and 

body that produces transformations of the spiritual, mental, emotional, 

and corporeal states.  It is not possible to deem one bath experience as, 

“More Liminal,” or “Less Liminal,” than another because the bathing 

ritual is what one makes of it. 

Significant manifestations of liminality in the precedential public bath 

rituals include the following: 

 Roman Bath:  Communitas arises from the strict adherence to the 

ritual order, which is choreographed with a temperature 

progression.  During the Period of Liminality, transitions through 

sensory (via temperature progression and vigorous exercise) and 

social realms produce corporeal (via physical fitness and bodily 

renewal) and social (via business and friendship relationships) 

transformations. 

 Turkish Hammam:  The codes of conduct and activities are distinct 

from the times preceding and following it.  During the Period of 

Liminality, transitions through social (via societal regulations) and 

sensory (via temperature fluctuation, energizing scents, and 

rigorous physical massage) realms produce personal (via mental 

and spiritual respite) and corporeal (via bodily detoxification, 

relaxation, and rejuvenation) transformations. 

 Finnish Sauna:  The events have a rhythm of slow, slow / quick, 

quick, quick / slow, with respect to the of Pre-liminal, Liminal, and 

Post-Liminal phases.  Thus, the Period of Liminality carries a 

distinct rhythm from the times preceding and following it.  During 

the Period of Liminality, transitions through the realms of time and 

sensation produce corporeal (via bodily detoxification, relaxation, 
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and rejuvenation) and mental (via mind rest and social interaction) 

transformations. 

 Japanese Bath:  There are intensive phases of preparation and 

conclusion, and the bath is a highly sensory experience of the 

extremely hot waters.  During the Period of Liminality, transitions 

through the realms of time and sensation produce mental (via mind 

rest) and corporeal (via bodily detoxification and relaxation) 

transformations. 

The historic public bath as a model displays liminality as a time of 

extraordinary events and guidelines, which lead to sensory, spiritual, 

corporeal, and social transformations.  

It can be seen that architectural manifestations are more integral to the 

experience of liminality in some bath rituals than in others.  Corporeal 

and sensory transformations, such as those resulting from temperature 

progressions, are inseparable from their architectural manifestations.  

However, architectural manifestation is a secondary promoter of 

spiritual, mental, and social transformations, which truly result from 

internal readiness. 

Architectural stimuli will further analyzed in the upcoming chapter, 

“Methods for Making An Architecture of Liminality.”  The Public Bath 

models several keys to architectural concepts of liminality.  These 

concepts include (1) Realizing the Intrinsic Aims of the Ritual; (2) 

Spaces for Sacra, Ludus, and Communitas; (3) Tripartite Sequence of 

Ritual; (4) Strict Adherence to Ritual Order; (5) Temperature 

Progression; (6) Events of Each Phase Have Distinct Rhythms; and, (7) 

Key Importance Given to Phases of Preparation and Conclusion. 
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V. 
THE ARCHITECTURAL 

THRESHOLD 
AS A MODEL FOR 

AN ARCHITECTURE OF LIMINALITY 

Bernard Tschumi, Alexander Fernandez Bales, and Nur 

Altinyildiz with Gulsum Baydar Nalbantoglu note the 

architectural threshold’s role as an element of transition, which 

heralds, delineates, and monumentalizes two distinct states. 

“Sequences” 

In “Sequences,”54 architect and theorist Bernard Tschumi categorizes 

sequences themselves into three groups:  Transformational, Spatial, and 

Programmatic.  The transformational sequence is a device or procedure 

used for laying out spaces.  The spatial sequence is the method of 

grouping the spaces and is founded on typological precedents and their 

morphological variations.  The programmatic sequence is the usage and 

the occurrence of events planned for the spaces. 

Tschumi views ritual as a framework held in place by its spatial and 

event sequences.  For Tschumi, ritual calls for a highly structured 

program that orders movements, events, and spaces into a progression.  

Design connected to ritual sequence disregards the significance of the 

individual steps in the journey.  The route as a whole is more important 

                                                 
54 Bernard Tschumi, “Sequences,” The Princeton Journal Thematic Studies in Architecture, 
Volume One: Ritual (Princeton: The Princeton Architectural Press, 1983) 29-37. 

The threshold is an 

element of transition, 

which acts to herald, 

delineate, and 

monumentalize the two 

distinct states it joins. 
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than any one of the events along it.  In this system, the program is 

dominant over the character of any one single space. 

The transformational sequence is based on rules and discrete 

architectural elements.  Passage through this sequence becomes its own 

theoretical object.  The process must become the result, with the sum 

of transformations being at least as powerful as the ultimate 

transformation.  Transformational devices, or rules of transformation, 

include compression, rotation, insertion, and transference.  They may 

show “particular sets of variations, multiplications, fusions, repetitions, 

inversions, substitutions, metamorphoses, anamorphoses, 

dissolutions.”55 

Transformational devices provide sequences with emotional and 

sensory value.  Those at St. Peter’s include pressure (access doors), 

limited liberation (atrium), opposition (atrium walls), very short 

pressure (basilica doors), total liberation (transversal of nave), and final 

contemplation (space of central system). 

Spatial sequences are rooted in historical precedent and are calculated 

organizations, such as configuration-en-suite, enfilades, spaces along a 

common axis.  Each emphasizes a planned path with fixed points and 

pauses.  In other words, it is “a family of spatial points linked by 

continuous movement.”56  Spatial sequences may be closed or open 

arrangements.  Closed sequences have a conclusion because the chosen 

rules ultimately imply the completion of a process or its repetition.  

Open sequences are without closures, and new elements of 

transformation can be added or juxtaposed. 

A program is a formal notice of proceedings, celebrations, courses of 

study, etc.  Programmatic sequences are events, uses, and activities 

“strung along a collection of spaces, frame after frame, room after 

room, episode after episode.”57  Programs suit one of three categories:  

                                                 
55 Tschumi 30. 
56 Tschumi 31. 
57 Tschumi 31. 

TRANSFORMATION 

TRANSFORMATION 

Fig. 25.  The route as a whole is more 
important than any one of the events along it. 
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Those that are indifferent to the spatial sequence; those that reinforce 

it; and those that work against it.  Programmatic sequences are generally 

inferential, and their usage and events are concluded from their décor.  

Spatial sequences are generally structural, and their experience is 

independent of the meaning evoked by the programmatic sequence. 

“The linearity of sequences orders events, movements, and spaces into 

a single progression that either combines or parallels divergent 

concerns.”58  Not all architecture is linear or made of clearly-defined 

parts.  Some fragmentary experiences without beginnings or ends, 

produce a jumble, where meaning is derived from the order of 

experience, rather than from the composition as a whole.  Order of 

experience refers to time, chronology, and repetition.  Not all 

architecture reads at a glace, like a billboard. 

Forms of composition include collage sequences, thought of as 

collisions, and montage sequences, thought of as progressions.  

Contracted sequences split up individual spaces and actions.  In this case, 

the beginning of a use in one space might be followed immediately by 

the beginning of another use in a further space.  An expanded sequence 

“makes a solid of the gap between spaces.  The gap thus becomes a 

space of its own, a threshold, corridor, or doorstep – a proper symbol 

inserted between each event.” 59  Expanded and contracted sequences 

in combination can form coordinated or rhythmical series. 

“The frame permits the extreme formal manipulations of the sequence, 

for the content of the congenial frames can be mixed, superimposed, 

dissolved, or cut up, giving endless possibilities to the narrative 

sequence.”  Physical manipulations of space can be grouped as formal 

strategies, such as repetition, disjunction, distortion, dissolution, or 

insertion.  It is important to note, though, that the insertion of new 

elements within the sequence can change the meaning of the sequence. 

                                                 
58 Tschumi 33. 
59 Tschumi 35. 

Fig. 26.  Not all architecture is linear.  Some is 
fragmented or jumbled, and meaning is 
derived from the experience of the 
composition as a whole. 

and 

Fig. 27.  Contracted sequences place one 
spatial event right after the other.  Expanded 
sequences provide a break between events.  
The break becomes a space of its own as a 
threshold, corridor, or doorstep. 

and 
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In rituals and their routes of initiation, successive challenges await the 

participant.  “Here, the order of the sequence is intrinsic.  The route is 

more important that any one place along it.”60 

Tschumi states explicitly, “A ritual implies a near-frozen relationship 

between space and event.  It institutes a new order against the disorder 

it aims to avoid.  When it becomes necessary to mediate the tension 

between events and spaces and fix it by custom, then no single 

fragment must escape attention.  Nothing strange or unexpected must 

happen.  Control must be absolute.”61 

“Mapping Rituals in a Carthusian Monastery:      
La Certosa di Calci” 

Alexander Fernandez Bales discusses the preservation of rituality in the 

monastic life though the careful coordination of wall and boundary.62  

The Carthusian Order of monks was initiated by Saint Bruno in the 

town of Chartreuse in 1084.  He based the doctrine on the practices 

and ideals of hermit the lifestyle, and not on any previously written 

information.  

The monks were served by lay brothers.  Both groups lived in the same 

structure, which was arranged to suit the daily rituals of the monks, to 

preserve the monks’ vow of silence, and to shelter them from those 

outside the community.  “The monks sought this detachment from 

normative urban conditions in order to abide by their strict and specific 

vows in silence.  The monastery became, in effect, a vessel for exile – a 

vehicle that brought those who chose to join closer to God.”63   

The building’s structure is based on this idea of exile.  The concentric 

series of walls and layered spaces distinguish the outer landscape 

(profane) experience from the inner cloister (sacred) conditions.  The 

outermost area is a broad wall.  Moving inside, there is a zone for 

                                                 
60 Tschumi 34. 
61 Tschumi 34. 
62 Alexander Fernandez Bales, “Mapping Rituals in a Cathusian Monastery:  La Certosa 
Di Calci,” The Journal of Architectural Education  55 (2001):  264-67. 
63 Bales 264. 

Fig. 28.  Monastery walls separate the sacred 
from the profane. 

 O U T E R  
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communal prayer and feast activities.  The innermost cells are the 

monks’ individual quarters. 

Bales discusses the importance of the wall element and outlines its 

significance in the monastery.  He places them in the following 

categories:  Walls as Boundary/Spatial Definers; Walls as Representational 

Devices; Walls as Points of Exchange; Walls as Definers of Hierarchies; and, 

Walls as Acoustical Amplifiers. 

Walls used as Boundary/Spatial Definers first separate the monastery 

from the outer community and landscape, the domains considered 

profane.  Within the complex, a progression of parallel boundaries 

further delimits the entrance of outsiders.  The most internal court is 

reserved only for the monks.  Moreover, the passage across each 

boundary is a threshold, heralding entry into the next and even more 

sacred space. 

Walls used as Representational Devices re-calling the hermits’ ideals of 

separation and solitude.  Crossing from one boundary zone to the next, 

there is a threshold, constructed as an intermediate holding cell, 

evoking isolation. 

Walls used as Points of Exchange allowed the observance of the daily 

rituals of meal delivery, eating, and prayer without disturbance or 

corruption of the sacred spaces.  There is a threshold between each 

monk’s individual cell and the outer profane area.  The threshold, called 

an ambulatory, is a thick zone that is only transgressed by the lay 

brothers at a specific time each evening. 

Walls used as Definers of Hierarchies visually and physically distance 

the priest from the monks, and the monks from the lay brothers.  Walls 

are as simple as a row of candles or a light screen, or as defined as 

masonry fortifications.  

Walls used as Acoustical Amplifiers are found in the refectory.  Walls 

are shaped so that the few words spoken aloud will resound throughout 

SACRED 
 
 

PROFANE 

(exchange) 

Fig. 31.  Walls as Points of Exchange. 

Higher Status 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lower Status 

Fig. 32.  Walls as Definers of Hierarchies. 

Fig. 29.  Walls as Boundary/Spatial Definers. 

OUTSIDE COMMUNITY 
 

LAY 
 

MONKS 
  

LAY 
 

OUTSIDE COMMUNITY 

Fig. 30.  Walls as Representational Devices. 

(isolation) 

BOUNDARY ZONE 2 
 
 

BOUNDARY ZONE 1 
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the space.  The monastery’s structure is actually a tightly-fitting diagram 

for monks’ rituals and their way of life. 

“At the Threshold of Architecture” 

Bilkent University’s Department of Interior Architecture and 

Environmental Design introduced a design studio tackling two of the 

leading assumptions about space in the discourse of modern 

architecture, and the findings are discussed in “At the Threshold of 

Architecture.”64  The first is that the site is devoid of any prior images, 

meanings, or connotations.  The second is that the user is similarly 

devoid of subjectivities, perceptions, or imaginations.  Much 

architectural design rests on the false premise that living, thinking, 

perceiving, and feeling are universal conditions, or that it is possible to 

start from zero and liberate a given situation from prior context or 

significance. 

Major conceptions of space are first addressed in the studio.  It is a 

relatively new idea to think in terms of composing space.  Historically, 

architectural design positioned positive elements (floors, ceilings, walls) 

around a negative element (space).  Space took precedence when 

architects were given the duty of designing for a manner of living, 

rather simply designing buildings.  Many designers chose to view space 

as a tabula rasa, free from any connotation or mental constructs.  This is 

a flawed view, as “space, real or imaginary, is always loaded with 

memories, sensations and traces.”65 

It is key to acknowledge that spatial design does impact the user’s 

manner of living and of being.  Moreover, as in the findings of Bruno 

Zevi and Siegfried Gideon in the 1950’s, “there are deliberate links 

between qualitative attributes of space and the mental disposition of its 

                                                 
64 Nur Altinyildiz and Gulsum Baydar Nalbantoglu, “At the Threshold of 
Architecture,”  Journal of Art & Design Education 20 (May 2001): 195-204. 
65 Altinyildiz and Nalbantoglu 196. 

Fig. 33.  Traditionally, the threshold is 
viewed simply as a passage, but its 
expanded significance is as a place for 
dynamic interaction. 
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occupiers.”66  That is, space has the ability to inspire mood and 

emotion. 

The first semester of the studio was entitled “Interpretations.”  Its aim 

was simply to study the architectural elements wall, window, and door 

without being burdened with constructs of subject or space.  The result 

was the realization that wall, window, and door are all categorized 

under the common theme Threshold. 

“Works of architecture always embody thresholds, like those between 

bedrooms and bathrooms or between public and private realms.  Yet, 

design priority is often given to functional spaces separated by 

thresholds.  The design of the threshold itself where interaction actually 

occurs remains secondary.”67 

The students presented two contrasting concepts of threshold.  The 

first concept was an absence of architectural materiality.  The 

assignment was to create a wall to protect the earth from being 

consumed by the sea.  The wall element was proposed as a flow of 

steam rising from a void between the earth and sea.  The second 

concept was a new approach to the spatial orientation of a threshold.  

The new interpretation was demonstrated as a building with a glass 

core nestled within a surrounding threshold zone of open space.  The 

core is the seat of the building’s production activities, which are 

displayed and are, therefore, the reason for any encounters and 

interactions.  The encounters and interactions take place in the 

surrounding threshold space.  Both of the concepts of threshold raise 

the element to the rank of a designed space. 

During the second semester, students viewed an arbitrary film, in this 

case, Federico Fellini’s Amarcord, and identified several recurring 

themes, including, first, Beginnings and Ends and, second, Different 

Layers of Realities.  The film remained the frame of reference for the 

                                                 
66 Altinyildiz and Nalbantoglu 197. 
67 Altinyildiz and Nalbantoglu 197. 

Land          Sea 
Fig. 34.  Threshold as a void. 

Fig. 35.  Threshold in the surround. 
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design process throughout the quarter with new ideas spiraling off it, 

and, thus, the studio was entitled “(dis)connection.”   

It was determined that the theme Beginnings and Ends linked with the 

five senses, and inspired two coordinating and contrasting projects.  

One project proposed a building with a path that stopped at five 

different units each adding a new stimulus to the experience.  It was 

concluded that as knowledge of the environment increases, the 

possibility for imaginative assessment decreases.  The other project 

took the opposite approach.  The path began with all five senses being 

stimulated and removed each of the sensations one-by-one, leaving 

nothing but memory.  It was concluded from this project that 

reminiscences of the senses allow for endless possibilities of 

imagination. 

Different Layers of Realities connect with history and site excavation.  

One project applied the analogy of path, viewing the path to the site as 

a journey of obscurity, the path away from the site as desertion, and the 

site itself as decay.  Another project uses contrasts of surface as theme.  

Excavated areas are isolated and viewed from inside and from outside 

glass shells. 

In consideration of site, it was determined that the connection between 

building and site is undeniable.  The proposed projects are not rooted 

to the site, but perch on them, as mobile structures.  This does not 

discount the site; it actually calls for a strong revaluation of it.  Physical 

and non-physical characteristics of a site, such as “its smell, its layers, 

traces of its former inhabitants, its desertion,” and human abilities of 

perception, imagination, intellect, and memory all play a role in the 

design. 

The boundary and relational conditions on the site as referred to with 

terms such as threshold, transition, encounter, inclusion, and intersection.  “The 

intriguing aspect of boundaries is their being places where relations are 

constructed.  The self meets the other at the boundary – identities are 

view 

Fig. 38.  Threshold approached as a multi-
layered surface. 

Fig. 36.  The passage through thresholds 
shows that greater knowledge of the 
environment decreases possibility for 
imaginative assessment, and that lasting 
memories of senses allow for greater 
possibilities of imagination. 
 

DESERTION OB
SC
UR

ITY
 

Fig. 37.  Threshold approached as a multi-
layered path. 

DECAY 
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constructed there….  Attempting to design thresholds … relies on 

acknowledgement of the load of a site.  The threshold constructs 

relations between elements found in the canvas-space.”68  Thresholds, 

in this studio, are shown to provide shelter as a place for interaction, 

and the place where relationships actually take place. 

 

Analyses of the architectural threshold attest to the possibilities for 

capturing and highlighting the energy inherent to domains of crossing 

and transition.  Thresholds encompass physical, mental, sensory, and 

spiritual passages. 

                                                 
68 Altinyildiz and Nalbantoglu 203. 
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VI. 
METHODS FOR MAKING 

AN ARCHITECTURE OF LIMINALITY 

We have gained insights in Liminality from studies of ritual, 

studies of perceptual awareness, exemplars of historical and 

cultural public baths, and from the discourse of architectural 

thresholds.  These insights have been implemented in an 

architectural language, An Architecture of Liminality.  This 

language of design seeks to capture the power inherent in 

transition and transformation. 

Insights from An Architecture of Liminality are crucial to 

designing powerful and compelling spaces whose integral theme 

is transition.  These spaces include Spas, Churches, Theaters, 

Museums, Transportation Facilities, Parks, Health Care 

Facilities, and Educational Facilities. 

Architectural Implications of Ritual as a Model 
Ritual as a model for An Architecture of Liminality displays 

liminality as the critical phase for transformation and renewal.  

Activities and policies within the period are distinct from regular 

experiences and time constraints of customary society. 

Tripartite Sequence of Ritual 

 The three stages of ritual (Preliminal, Liminal, and Postliminal, also 

known as the Separation, the Period of Liminality, and the 

An Architecture of Liminality 

refers to models of liminality to 

capture the distinct energy 

inherent to certain transitions 

and transformations. 
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Reaggregation) will be addressed.  The progression through the 

stages may be flowing, or it may be segmented and articulated. 

Differentiation between Inside and Outside Worlds 

 The space(s) for the Period of Liminality will create some notable 

dialogue with the conditions of the outside world.  The period is 

noted to be a sort of limbo, betwixt and between the regular 

experiences of everyday society.  Whether through a bold wall or a 

glaring view, this dialogue establishes a necessary comparison 

among past, present, and future experiences. 

 The physical boundary between the inside and outside areas will 

animate some discourse with the everyday world beyond.  That 

discourse may be a comparison, a parody, a caricature, or 

something completely different from the everyday.  In any case, it 

will produce some commentary that causes the everyday to be 

doffed or to be questioned. 

Fig. 39.  Tripartite Sequence of Ritual. 

Fig. 40.  Differentiation between Inside and 
Outside Worlds. 

Fig. 41.  Tripartite Sequence of Ritual.  
Procession through this residence takes 
place in three phases, each with an 
increasing sense of release. 
 
Fig. 42.  Differentiation between Inside 
and Outside Worlds.  This restaurant 
removes the inside experience from the 
outside experience.  Moreover, insiders 
become voyeurs of the outside and can 
make comparisons. 
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Sequestered Liminality vs. Public Liminality 

 The concept of sequestered vs. public liminality addresses the 

degree of separation from the everyday world.  Some ceremonies 

are private and blind to the outside world, and others view and are 

viewed by the community. 

Transformation as a Progression 

 The progression of activities and events will allow for a journey, 

rather than a here-and-there rigid sequence.  Spaces for rest, 

thought, meditation, conversation, refreshments, etc., will be 

provided between definite activities.  These spaces will allow 

patrons to tailor the experience to their needs and readiness. 

Fig. 43.  Sequestered Liminality vs. Public 
Liminality. 

Fig. 44.  Transformation as a Progression. 

 

Fig. 45.  Sequestered Liminality.  Activities in 
this bathing area are hidden.  The light 
sneaking in from the obscured window serves 
to emphasize this division. 
  
Fig. 46.  Public Liminality.  The rotunda 
readily displays the activities within its core. 
 
Fig. 47.  Transformation as a Progression.  
The entry path to this medical office is a slow 
and meditative journey. 
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Spaces for Sacra, Ludus, and Communitas 

 Spatial allowance will be made for Sacra (communication of 

“sacred” knowledge), Ludus (new forms of “play” are observed), 

and Communitas (social interaction unimpeded by status roles).  

Their significance will vary by project, clientele, and even by the 

day.  However, spaces for free interaction, meeting, greeting, 

gathering, conversing, gossiping, eating, drinking, people-watching, 

running, dancing, etc., should be liberally available.  Ideally, these 

spaces will seem pre-populated, that is, deeming them equally 

desirable and functional when occupied by none, by one, or many.  

This is achieved by free-flowing and sequential spaces, which are 

already alive with architectural occupants, such as columns, water 

features, plants, integral furniture, etc. 

Borders Are Charged with Energy 

 Borders become of interest.  They relate to the ideas of power, 

mystery, danger, unpredictability, yet also renewal and possibility.  

Border conditions, because they herald a change of state, will be 

addressed.  Borders between inside and outside, between wall and 

floor, and between one event and the next, are all conditions of 

transition.  The critical borders that evoke significant transitions 

and transformations will be identified on a project-by-project basis. 

Fig. 48.  Spaces for Sacra, Ludus, and 
Communitas. 

Fig. 49.  Borders Are Charged with Energy. 

Fig. 50.  Spaces for Sacra, Ludus, and 
Communitas.  This space serves as a passage, a 
pool, and a place for rest.  These mixed 
activities allow for lots of varied communal 
interaction. 
 
Fig. 51.  Borders Are Charged with Energy.  
An overall experience of release and energy 
excites this space due to the perception of 
“jeopardy”. 
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Architectural Implications of 

Perceptual Awareness as a Model 
Perceptual awareness as a model for An Architecture of 

Liminality displays liminality as the domain of transition from 

one state of awareness to another. 

Threshold of Perception as a Significant Crossing 

 The crossing-over juncture becomes of supreme importance.  

Whether as a line, a border, or a zone, it connects two distinct areas.  

The juncture can be highlighted as a presence or an absence of 

form. 

Zones of Sensory Engagement and Awareness 

 The senses are of supreme importance.  The creation of sensory 

zones, places where the senses are heightened when crossing from 

one zone to another, speaks to that notion.  The senses could be 

engaged through Sight (light levels, color palette, material 

reflectance); Sound (water, music, birds, rustling plants, chimes); 

Touch (temperature, material changes, ground under foot); and, 

Scent and Taste (flowers, herbs, candles, aromatherapy, bath 

products, shampoo, soap, treatment scrubs, muds, food, tea). 

Fig. 52.  Threshold of Perception as a 
Significant Crossing. 

Fig. 53.  Zones of Sensory Engagement and 
Awareness. 

Fig. 54.  Threshold of Perception as a 
Significant Crossing.  The crossing from one 
state to another is celebrated in this “bells 
and whistles” threshold. 
 
Fig. 55.  Zones of Sensory Engagement and 
Awareness.  Sight, sound, and touch are 
realized in this enlivened court.  
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The A(abc) Pattern of Transition:  Passages of Slight Variation 

 The oscillation between Surreal vs. Real and Possible vs. 

Impossible.  As seen in certain artworks, surreality sets in when 

things take on a new and slightly different state from their expected 

form, and when that new state is impossible or implausible.  These 

items are only slightly askew from the norm.  This disparity can be 

as a parody, a caricature, as the presence of a foreign entity in 

relation the context, as items out-of-proportion or size in relation 

to context.  This area of surreality causes the viewer question the 

state of possibility and where the change of state occurred. 

 Changes of state.  As seen in the nature of water, this occurs when 

one thing becomes another, but both hail from the same parentage.  

This could be done with material variation; sound variation; 

lighting variation (moving from light to dark via windows that 

become more opaque or glass that changes colors or fixtures that 

change intensity); formal variation (architectural forms that morph, 

showing the shift from one thing to another). 

Fig. 56.  The A(abc) Pattern of Transition. 

Fig. 57.  The A(abc) Pattern:  Surreal vs. Real.  
Surreality treats the impossible as possible. 
 
Fig. 58.  The A(abc) Pattern:  Changes of 
State.  A “negative edge” creates a slight, yet 
definite transition in this pool.  
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The AB Pattern of Transition:  Passages into Opposing 
Conditions 

 As in the Green Room of a crashing wave, transition into an 

opposing condition emphasizes the differences between the two 

diverging states and heightens emotional response.  These 

oppositions may include the following:  Silence/Cacophony, 

Brightness/Darkness, Dynamic/Stationary, Slow/Fast, 

Safety/Danger, Open/Closed, Small/Large, Rough/Smooth, 

Shiny/Dull, Orthogonal/Curvaceous, Natural/Manufactured. 

The Aa Pattern of Transition:  Passages into Absence of 
Perception 

 As in Body-mind oneness, these environments aim to create an 

experience with nothing perceived, such as for yoga, meditation, 

massage, etc.  These factors would include noise from the air 

handling system; external noise; breeze from the ducts; comfortable 

temperatures; comfortable furnishings (or for floor work, 

comfortable floor treatment); lighting levels. These environments 

aim at effortless and comfortable transitions for the patrons. 

Fig. 59.  The AB Pattern of Transition. 

Fig. 60.  The Aa Pattern of Transition. 

Fig. 61.  The AB Pattern.  The opposing 
conditions of natural plantlife (exterior) and 
orthogonal manmade structure (interior) are 
joined in this courtyard. 
 
Fig. 62.  The Aa Pattern.  Passage between 
these two functionally diverse spaces (sitting 
and circulation) is an imperceptible, yet 
certain crossing.  The crossing is a glass shelf 
system, supporting rows of potted plants, 
which adds to the atmosphere of both sides. 
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Architectural Implications of 

The Public Bath as a Model 
The historic public bath as a model for An Architecture of 

Liminality displays liminality as a time of extraordinary events 

and guidelines, which lead to sensory, spiritual, corporeal, and 

social transformations. 

 

Realizing the Intrinsic Aims of the Ritual 

 The Architecture must enable realization of the intrinsic aims of 

the ritual:  Transformation.  These transformations will vary from 

project to project, yet may include meditation, relaxation, 

rejuvenation, medical wellness, social fitness, etc.  Attention should 

be shifted from elements that detract from these aims.  For 

instance, if a retreat is intended for quiet respite, it would be 

inappropriate to include perceptible communication devices that 

might tempt the focus.  The Roman bath was not effective in this 

fashion.  The bath was intended as a sanctuary for rejuvenation, yet 

it would have been difficult to rejuvenate while netoworking. 

Fig. 64.  Realizing the Intrinsic Aims of the 
Ritual.  Focus is easily pinpointed on the 
immediate experience, while blocking 
external distractions. 

Fig. 63.  Realizing the Intrinsic Aims of the 
Ritual. 
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Spaces for Sacra, Ludus, and Communitas 

 Transformations are made manifest by extraordinary events, 

occurring in the forms of sacra, ludus, and communitas.  These spaces 

allow for varied interaction, including types ranging from talking 

and playing to solitude and meditation. 

Tripartite Sequence of Ritual 

 The Period of Liminality is preceded by a Pre-Liminal phase and 

concluded with a Post-Liminal phase.  These three phases can be 

articulated by time, as well as space borders, such as walls, bollards, 

lighting concepts, etc.  

Strict Adherence to Ritual Order 

 Ritual order frames the intended experience, setting the stage for 

the desired transformations, whether they are sensory, spiritual, or 

corporeal. 

Temperature Progression 

 A temperature progression joins the physical, mental, spiritual, 

time, and space transitions into a multi-sense sequence.  Practices 

in hydrotherapy recommend a progression from gentle warming to 

relax the muscles, then cooling treatments that energize, and 

concluding within a neutral temperature zone. 

Fig. 67.  Strict Adherence to Ritual Order.  
Columns direct passage along this path and 
prevent disruption. 
 
Fig. 68.  Temperature Progression.  Spaces 
process through a series of extraordinary 
temperature zones. 
 

Fig. 65.  Strict Adherence to Ritual Order. 

Fig. 66.  Temperature Progression. 
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Events of Each Phase Have Distinct Rhythms 

 Creating distinct rhythms for the events of each phase, Pre-

Liminal, Liminal, and Post-Liminal, emphasizes the transition 

through states.  These rhythms can be formed by architectural 

elements occurring at variable intervals, such as bollards, lighting, 

walls, windows; by spaces of variable heights and areas; by obvious 

texture variations, etc. 

Key Importance Given to Phases of Preparation and Conclusion 

 The phases of preparation and conclusion frame the ritual and 

establish its significance.  Long periods of preparation serve to 

build anticipation and distance the patron from the outside world 

and prior circumstances.  Long periods of conclusion serve to 

monumentalize the transformative events. 

Fig. 71.  Events of Each Phase Have 
Distinct Rhythms.  Rhythms are created 
here by overhead beams, lighting, column, 
and floor tiles. 
 
 
Fig. 72.  Key Importance Given to Phases 
of Preparation and Conclusion.  A lengthy 
entry procession into this building 
monumentalizes the events and activities 
contained within. 
 

Fig. 69.  Events of Each Phase Have Distinct 
Rhythms. 

Fig. 70.  Key Importance Given to Phases of 
Preparation and Conclusion. 
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Architectural Implications of 

The Threshold as a Model 
The architectural threshold as a model for An Architecture of 

Liminality displays liminality as the domain that 

monumentalizes, emphasizes, and heralds places and events. 

Thresholds Punctuate a Framework of Sequences of Events 

 Programs for sequences of events and rituals call for ordered 

movements, events, and spaces into a single progression.  

Completing that progression as a whole is more important than 

experiencing any one single event along it.  In general, the ritual 

participant travels along the prescribed spatial sequence and is 

queued to certain actions and activities.  The possibilities for 

movements and events are all predetermined by the designer.  Any 

amount of option or choice granted to the participant is only what 

is ultimately appropriate for the ritual progression.  Thresholds 

create pause and punctuation within the framework without 

changing its order. 

Fig. 74.  Thresholds Punctuate a Framework.  
This rigorous arrangement is structured by 
thresholds. 

Fig. 73.  Thresholds Punctuate a Framework. 
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Groupings of Thresholds Rely on a Common Language 

 In order to be understood as parts of a whole entity, 

transformational devices rely on a language/set of or rules, 

including compression, rotation, insertion, and transference.  The 

language may show variation through multiplication, fusion, 

repetition, inversion, substitution, metamorphosis, anamorphosis, 

or dissolution. 

Thresholds Allow for Pauses during Sequences of Events 

 Contracted collage sequences occur when one space is followed 

immediately by the beginning of the next.  Whereas, expanded 

sequences occur when the gap between spaces becomes a space of 

its own, such as a threshold, corridor, or doorstep.  The threshold 

is used as a proper symbolic gesture to monumentalize, emphasize, 

and herald ritual progression. 

Fig. 75.  Groupings of Thresholds Rely on a 
Common Language. 

Fig. 76.  Thresholds Allow for Pauses during 
Sequences of Events. 

Fig. 77.  Groupings of Thresholds 
Rely on a Common Language.  
Separate spaces occur between this 
defining vocabulary of a series of 
bookshelves.  
 
Fig. 78.  Thresholds Allow for Pauses 
during Sequences of Events.  
Progression along this single route is 
punctuated by a series of thresholds. 
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Thresholds Join Sets of Diverse Conditions 

 Boundary/Spatial Definers.  Thresholds can be used to separate 

two dissimilar conditions, such as outer/inner, 

welcome/unwelcome, and sacred/profane. 

 Definers of Hierarchies.  Successive layers of passages and 

transitions define zones and degrees of welcome. 

 Points of Exchange.  Thresholds can be points of exchange for the 

delivery and removal of goods by an outside party.  In this manner, 

there is no transgression of the inner space. 

 Solitude/Distance Controllers.  Thresholds are sometimes 

proprietary entities and, thus, may be used to isolate a certain 

condition or mood for consideration. 

Fig. 79.  Thresholds Join Sets of Diverse 
Conditions. 

Fig. 80.  Sets of Diverse Conditions:  
Boundary/Spatial Definers.  This bridge 
separates and joins the differing spaces on 
each of its ends. 
 
Fig. 81.  Sets of Diverse Conditions:  Definers 
of Hierarchies.  The pivoting panel and door 
define the degree of welcome to outsiders. 
 
Fig. 82.  Sets of Diverse Conditions:  Points of 
Exchange.  This threshold allows exchanges to 
take place in the central aisle, while the 
seating nooks to the sides remain discrete. 
 
 
Fig. 83.  Sets of Diverse Conditions:  
Solitude/Distance Controllers.  Occupants can 
define the level of solitude within the retreat 
by opening and closing sliding shutter wall. 

 



AAA NNN    AAA RRR CCC HHH III TTT EEE CCC TTT UUU RRR EEE    OOO FFF    LLL III MMM III NNN AAA LLL III TTT YYY    

 666888

Unconventional Threshold Formations 

 Void.  One design iteration uses the threshold to join land and sea 

through the symbolic gesture of rising steam, a fusion of both solid 

and liquid.  Paradoxically, the steam rises from a void, the antithesis 

of a typical threshold.   

 Surrounding element.  Another design iteration poses threshold as 

a surrounding element that encompasses a core, where the main 

events occur.  Threshold is usually viewed as a passive juncture 

joining one event to the next.  Here, interaction occurs in this 

surrounding threshold zone. 

Fig. 84.  Unconventional Threshold 
Formations. 

Fig. 85.  Formations:  Void.  Glass encloses 
the four walls of this threshold, creating a 
removed zone of a void. 
 
Fig. 86.  Formations:  Surrounding element.  
Key interactions occur within this 
threshold. 
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 Connection between sensory stimulation and possibility for 

creative input.  This concept works in two ways.  First, is that as 

the number of sensory stimuli in the environment increases, 

possibility for creative input decreases.  Second, is that as sensory 

stimuli are removed, reminiscences of those senses allow for 

endless possibilities of imagination. 

 Layered “archaeology” of events.  This path is viewed in two 

manners.  The first is chronologically, layer by layer, assimilating 

the individual meanings of each layer.  The second is 

simultaneously, imparting an immediate flood of knowledge about 

the events. 

 Physicalities.  Thresholds are shown to be as simple and 

transparent as a row of candles or a light screen at the Carthusian 

monastery, and they are shown to be as defined and architectonic 

as arcades at the Roman baths. 

Fig. 87.  Formations:  Connection between 
sensory stimulation and possibility for 
creative input.  Over-stimulation can blunt 
out the ability for occupants to make their 
own creative assessments.  This space 
excites many senses. 
 
Fig. 88.  Formations:  Layered 
“archaeology” of events.  Layers of 
meaning and knowledge slowly reveal 
themselves along this path. 
 
Fig. 89.  Formations:  Physicalities.  A 
series of walls and columns create certain 
definition of the intervening spaces. 
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VII. 

AN ARCHITECTURE OF 
LIMINALITY EXEMPLIFIED 

THE DESIGN OF A SPA 
Insights from this study of liminality have ultimately been 

demonstrated in the design for a modern-day hydrotherapy spa, 

The Water Spa. 

Project Profile 
The Water Spa synchronizes a progressive sequence of water 

treatments, also called hydrotherapies, for renewed vitality and well-

being.  Hydrotherapy is renowned for its immediate rejuvenating and 

healing benefits.   

Bathing rituals, clarifying rituals, and communal watering are principal 

to this spa experience.  The Water Spa generates personal 

transformation and rejuvenation through a progression of treatments.  

The progression begins with a gradual thermal increase, as 

professionals in the industry recommend.  (See Appendix B.)  A 

temperature increase warms the muscles, relaxes, and detoxifies the 

body.  During this stage, steam treatments, warm water soaks, and 

massage therapies alternate with rest.  A steady temperature is reached, 

and the clients enjoy tea and light refreshments.  The closing therapies 

of cool shower treatments re-energize and rejuvenate the body. 

The Water Spa sits on the banks of the Ohio River, adjacent to 

Cincinnati’s Coney Island.  (See Appendix C.)  The concept of time, 

sequence, and seasonality are inherent both to the rise and fall of the 

Temperature       Energy Level 

BEGINNING      PLATEAU      CONCLUDING  

Fig. 90.  Temperature/Energy Relationship. 

 

Treatments 
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river and to the ritual of Spa.  Moreover, the waters of the river are and 

the interior pools of the spa are linked with systems of visual tension 

and surprising structural containment. 

Program of Services and Amenities 
Gardens and Fountains 

A series of thresholds prepare patrons for experiences in liminality 

Parking  46 Spaces 

Reception Area 

 Entry Stair; Elevator; Desk area for Receptionist/Administrators 

Robing Rooms  4 Rooms 

 Patrons shower, change into a robe, and stow garments in a 

personal cabinet 

Warm Therapy Court Chair Settings 

 For rest between therapies which can be physically taxing 

Treatment Rooms 4 Rooms 

 For massages, scrubs, rubs, and other therapies 

Steam Hall  1 Room 

 Steam therapies purify the body 

Private Sunken Baths 4 Baths 

 Patrons soak in private baths with mineral, salt, scent, temperature, 

and jet combinations of their choosing  

Thermal Pool Court Chair Settings 

 For rest between therapies which can be physically taxing 

Thermal Pools  4 Pools 

 Pools progress in temperature from hot to temperate, readying the 

patron for closing therapies of cool, energizing showers 

Fig. 91.  Warming and Cooling Therapy 
Characteristics. 

Warming 
Relaxes 

Detoxifies 
Slows body systems 

For tension 
 For anxiety 

  

Steam Bath 
Mineral Wrap 

Massage 
Hot Immersion Bath 

Cooling 
Energizes 
Awakens 
Stimulates body systems 
For exhaustion 
For rejuvenation 
 

Vichy Shower 
Swiss Shower 
Scotch Hose 
Cold Immersion Bath 
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Tea Service  Table/Chair Settings 

 Tea served to patrons alongside the reflecting pool 

Cool Therapy Court Chair Settings 

 For rest between therapies which can be physically taxing 

Swiss Shower  4 Swiss 

 Directs water jets at various heights along the body 

Vichy Shower  4 Vichy 

 Light, rain-like shower falling on the patron, who is lying on a flat 

surface 

Water Closets  8 Fixtures 

Service Areas 

 Fire Stairs; Elevators; Storage; Light Cleaning 
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Illustrations of Liminality 
Insights into liminality have demonstrated that it is a critical state of 

transition, which is wholly separate in character from the experiences 

preceding and following it.  In architecture, liminality is explored as 

distinct threshold zones that highlight, monumentalize, and herald 

transition and transformation in physical, sensory, and emotional 

manners. 

Liminality has been interpreted in the following major design concepts 

presented in the previous chapter, “Methods for Making An 

Architecture of Liminality”: 

Tripartite Sequence of Ritual 

 The pre-liminary journey toward the spa, the critical space for 

liminality, is an elongated path with a series of views and denials.  It 

glimpses the spa, and then turns away, building anticipation for the 

events to come.  Bold formal gardens form the penultimate 

threshold, marking passage into the Period of Liminality, the spa.  

The post-liminal recession slowly returns the patrons to the outside 

world.  It provides a long advancing view of the river, recollecting 

the waters of the spa, turns, and closes the experience with an 

extended passage through an alley of trees and a greeting by Lake 

Como and Coney Island, symbols of the outside world. 

Public Liminality vs. Sequestered Liminality 

 The Spa is envisioned as a raised gem.  This gem can be admired 

from the outside, yet it does not visually share the secrets held 

within.  A Period of Liminality occurs within this shining glass 

shell.  The world within looks at the world without, but it is not a 

part of it. 

Fig. 92.  Tripartite Sequence of Ritual. 

Fig. 93.  Public Liminality vs. Sequestered 
Liminality.  The glass shell secretes the period 
of liminality.  
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Spaces for Sacra, Ludus, and Communitas 

Communitas is a state when social interaction is unimpeded by status 

roles.  The activities within this spa can be characterized clearly as 

Communitas.  Variations on public nudity and public bathing are not 

customary for most North Americans, and only in a special time and 

setting, such as Spa, do most people feel comfortable to walk freely in 

their “bathing beauty splendor” alongside strangers.  The dialogue of 

open-planning and glass spatial dividers further enlivens the space with 

tension and excitement. 

Void 

 If one of the most powerful statements is silence, then one of the 

most powerful symbols is void.  Voids are used to establish the 

boundaries of the domain of liminality.  The main building is an 

unattached glass box, sheltered by a hovering, vast, upswept roof.  

Within the building, the floor plane ceases short of the glass shell.  

From this negative boundary rises a constant breath of steam.  The 

space-defining elements, the planes and the pavilions, even draw 

energy from a void.  A reveal is created between the floor and the 

lower edge of the elements. 

Borders Are Charged with Energy 

 The time and space borders of liminality are fraught with energy.  

The spa’s exterior glass shell asserts itself as a tangible, yet non-

visual border.  It excites a dialogue between the inside and outside 

worlds.  Steam rising from the void between the glass shell and 

floor plane further animates and highlights this border region.  The 

pavilion elements within use a “Wrap” vocabulary to demonstrate 

the border concept.  Exterior floating panels of black glass are 

synchronized with the interior illuminated frosted glass Wrap to 

neatly house service utilities. 

Fig. 95.  Void.  Steam rises out the void 
between the floor and the vista. 

Fig. 94.  Spaces for Communitas.  Glass panels 
reveal silhouetted activities. 

Fig. 96.  Borders are Charged with Energy.  
The “Wrap” vocabulary enlivens borders. 
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Spaces of Slight Variation:  Changes of State 

 Solid, liquid, and vapor share a discourse.  Water is juxtaposed with 

its tempered counterpart, steam, and its visual equivalent, highly 

reflective black granite, to create tensions.  These tensions are the 

result of the only slight disparity between the two entities.  The 

long, expansive reflecting pool cunningly illustrates the change of 

state.  The reflective granite floor plane ends abruptly at the water’s 

edge, creating an illusive change of state.  The water and floor meet 

seamlessly. 

Zones of Sensory Engagement and Awareness 

 Beds of smooth, flat river stone spill into the ground plane where 

water splashes to the ground.  These areas are the fountains at the 

entrance drive, the reflecting pool in the entry atrium, the showers 

of the robing rooms, the long reflecting pool expanse, and the 

Vichy and Swiss showers.  These are zones of visual impact 

(dancing water), sound (splashing), touch (smooth stones 

underfoot), and even scent (treatment products). 

Fig. 97.  Spaces of Slight Variation:  Changes 
of State.  The floor plane vanishes into the 
reflecting pool’s edge. 

Fig. 98.  Zones of Sensory Engagement and 
Awareness.  River stones at the robing room 
showers. 
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Experiential Organization Systems 
The Approach 

The approach begins at the bridge crossing the Ohio River.  (This is the 

beginning of the Tripartite Sequence of Ritual.)  The Water Spa is 

glimpsed, sitting on the banks of the river, its silver roof reflecting the 

shimmering water below.  The approach continues along the driveway 

to the spa.  The drive passes through thick forests, groves, long alleys, 

and fountains, which act together to create a series of views and denials.  

Patrons will capture views of the bridge, the river, and enjoy a long 

advancing procession toward the spa. 

The drive passes through a series of thresholds, and hints to the 

organization of the imminent spa experience.  Passing into a hollow in 

the forest, one sees a row of illuminated glass panels, water cascading 

down each one, and then disappearing into an expansive bed of 

smooth, flat river rock.  (These thresholds are Zones of Sensory 

Engagement and Awareness.) 

 The panels’ size (3’-0” w x 18’-0” h), spacing, and placement in the 

site, all respond to the 3’-0” module and grid system. 

 The glass fountain panels are a connection to the false transparency 

of the glass planes within the spa. 

 The glass panels are illuminated and will shine in the evening. 

 During intemperate weather and times water is unable to flow, the 

glass panels of the fountains will still be striking and effective as 

markers of the threshold and clues to the spa’s formal organization. 

  

The drive advances, and the spa shows itself.  It is a large and 

impressive form, well-attuned to its site.  It is long, undeniably 

horizontal, and aligns itself with the river, capturing the splendor of the 

water and creating a metaphor for the inside and outside worlds.  The 

roof, which sails free from the building, sweeps up and out and offers a 

visual release, which is felt from outside and inside the building.  The 
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roof’s sweeping plane continues the gaze up to the sky.  Clad in 

gleaming sliver metal, it reflects shimmering light from the river into 

the spa, and carries images of the glittering interior waters to the 

outside.  (The is an experience of the concept Public Liminality vs. 

Sequestered Liminality, as the spa can be admired from the outside, yet 

it does not visually share the proceedings within.) 

Progressing through an alley of tall poplar trees and rounding the bend, 

the ultimate stretch of the drive builds with a final advance toward the 

spa and a passage through the geometric landscape and stone gardens. 

The Entrance 

The ground-level parking court is punctuated by three cylindrical glass 

atria, plunging through the roof and the building, that allow daylight to 

radiate throughout each level.  Patrons are lead to the main entry 

atrium.  Opening the door, they are greeted by a vast expanse of water.  

A reflecting pool fills the base of the atrium.  Slender, water-level 

planks lead to the grand stair and elevator.  (This is an expression of 

Spaces of Slight Variation:  Changes of State, as the solid floor plane 

seamlessly giving way to a liquid plane.) 

 The stair is a light and airy, suspended structure.  It winds around 

the atrium, with landings set to the side for moments of pause and 

views of the reflecting pool below. 

 The elevator is located at the very core of the building.  It is a 

diminutive, one-to-two passenger car. 

The Configuration of the Path 

The rhythm of the path becomes truly evident in the reception area at 

the top of the stairs.  The vocabulary involves orthogonal passages that 

give way to seemingly-happenstance courts.  (These are the Spaces for 

Sacra, Ludus, and Communitas.) 

 This method actually first availed itself during the approach by car, 

as the orthogonal driveway path passes though fountain “courts” 

surrounded by trees. 
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A 3’-0” module has been applied to all elements, from the grand scale 

of the exterior gardens to the smallest metal fastener inside. 

 The module begins as a 3’-0” floor grid.  All structural elements 

align to that grid, including the ground-level pilotis, the interior 

columns, the exterior glass shell, and the roof colonnade.  The 

ground-level pilotis are offset from the roof colonnade to 

demonstrate that each aligns to its own structural system. 

 All materials hearken from the 3’-0” module.  Panels occupy 3’-0” 

increments of space and rise in height 3’-0” at a time.  Reveals, 

fasteners, and joinery are all loyal to the module. 

 Entities that are not integral to the structural network, such as the 

planes and the pavilions, are shifted from the grid.  This is handled 

overtly.  Shifts always occur at locations six inches from the 

structural grid, which is visible in the granite floor surface, so that 

the dissociation becomes obvious. 

 

The paths are shaped by groupings of planes and pavilions.   

 Planes and pavilions lend direction to the patron’s procession.   

 The path is the “left-over” of these spatial elements. 

The Path-Space Relationships 

The path, parts, and materials are all cooperative due to adherence to 

the 3’-0” module and the open-plan system. 

Planes and pavilions are the main players.  Planes are of textured glass.  

Pavilions are black glass on the exterior and frosted glass on the 

interior.  Both have a reveal between their lower edge and the floor 

plane, giving the illusion that they are floating.  (Both the planes and 

pavilions evoke the concept, Borders Are Charged with Energy.) 

 Planes are akin to the glass fin exterior system.  Textured glass is an 

element of false transparency.  It makes the possible impossible.  

Glass makes views to secret spaces seem possible, but the texture 

actually renders them impossible.  The planes grab light and 

become luminous elements.  Planes are used to guide circulation, to 

guide views, and to enclose liberated activities. 
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 Pavilions employ a “Wrap” vocabulary.  The “Wrap” surrounds 

ventilation, vent stacks, water service, and the pavilion’s 

illumination system.  Pavilions are used for the spaces that are 

necessarily private or require enclosed utilities, such as water 

closets, steam hall, and showers. 

 

Gravel beds spill out from under the floating planes and pavilions. 

 They occur whenever water splashes to the ground.  These areas 

are the fountains at the entrance drive, the reflecting pool in the 

entry atrium, the showers of the robing rooms, the long reflecting 

pool expanse, and the Vichy and Swiss showers.  (The concept, 

Borders Are Charged with Energy, is reinforced as the planes and 

pavilions are brought to attention by the gravel beds, similar to the 

way a placemat spotlights a dinner plate.) 

 

The long, expansive reflecting pool creates and edgeless boundary 

between the reflective granite floor plane and the view to the river.  

(This exemplifies Spaces of Slight Variation:  Changes of State.) 

 The reflecting pool contains the private sunken baths and the series 

of thermal pools.  The water of baths and pools is level with the 

overall water level and the floor plane. 

 When patrons slip into their soak, their eyes will gaze across one 

single continuous plane – floor to water, water slipping over the 

edge of a void and steam rising in its stead.  (This is an expression 

of the concept, Void.) 
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IX. 

APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A 

Plan.  Baths of Caracalla. 
 
Sear, Frank.  Roman Architecture.  Ithica: 
Cornell University Press, 1992. 
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APPENDIX B 

Hydrotherapy 
Recently, water therapy has re-emerged as a source of relaxation and 

renewed health.  Hydrotherapy is re-esteeming water’s powers and 

possibilities.  This re-appraisal has re-opened doors to the ritualized 

public bath, and now, hydrotherapy is gaining popularity in spas across 

the world. 

Hydrotherapy uses water in the treatment of ailments and diseases, and 

hyrdrothermal therapy adds its temperature effects, with hot baths, 

saunas, wraps, etc.  Hyrdrothermal therapy is actually a very old 

practice with roots in ancient Rome, Greece, China, Japan, and 

American Indian cultures.  Water therapies are used to tone the body, 

to stimulate digestion, circulation, the immune system, and to bring 

relief from pain.  

“Hydrotherapy offers a combination of benefits, including 

detoxification, remineralization, relaxation, and improving blood and 

lymphatic circulation.  It effects include many of the words that begin 

with ‘re’- rejuvenation, renewal, revitalization,” says Sylvie Hennessy, 

founder of Prevonia, a manufacturer of hydrotherapy tubs (Vare 12). 

The recuperative and healing properties of hydrotherapy are based on 

its mechanical and thermal effects.  It employs the body’s reaction to 

hot and cold stimuli and the pressure exerted by the water to give 

sensation.  Nerves carry impulses from the skin deeper into the body, 

stimulating the immune system, influencing the production of stress 

hormones, invigorating circulation and digestion, encouraging blood 

flow, and lessening sensitivity to pain.  (Hydrotherapy is even used by 

plastic surgeons to reduce swelling and promote healing.) 

Heat quiets and calms the body, slowing down the internal body 

systems, including the skin, muscles, lungs, heart, stomach, and 

Hydrotherapy has re-esteemed water’s 
powers and possibilities. 
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endocrine system, by engaging nerve reflexes on the spinal cord.  Cold, 

by contrast, stimulates and invigorates the body, increasing internal 

activity.  A hot shower or bath is recommended for tense muscles and 

anxiety.  For exhaustion and stress, a warm shower or bath followed by 

a short, invigorating cold shower stimulates body and mind. 

Water therapies are used as a means of detoxification and 

remineralization.  Remineralizing through the skin is an effective way to 

deliver minerals like magnesium, potassium, calcium, selenium, and 

silica that are missing from one’s diet.  Bathing at hot springs or in salt 

waters is effective.  When spas are not located at a natural hot spring, 

remineralization is accomplished with mineral salts, seaweeds, herbs, 

and muds. 

The aim of many treatments is relaxation.  Research has found that the 

sound of flowing water is white noise, out of which everyone hears 

something individual. 

Treatments and Techniques 

Hydrotherapy treatments and techniques include baths and showers, 

steams, rubs, hot and cold compresses, body wraps, packs, and 

massages. 

 Full and partial immersion baths are used to treat asthma, back 

pain, bronchitis, circulatory problems, common cold, headaches, 

respiratory infection, sleeplessness, and varicose veins.  Types of 

baths include rising temperature and cold baths for arms, hips, and 

feet.  Warms baths should be about 103-104° F and cold baths 

should reach a temperature that is no longer perceived as cold.  

Herbs and other ingredients can be added to warm and rising 

temperature baths. 

 Sauna and steam baths rely on heat to eliminate toxins.  Sauna 

encourages natural cleansing through perspiration and can be used 

in alternation with cold showers or plunges.  In a sauna, heat 

eliminates toxins through the skin.  Some prefer the moist air of a 

steam bath for its respiratory benefits.  Stimulating the blood flow 
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has a detoxifying and immune-boosting effect.  Sauna and steam 

baths are recommended for treating pain from pulled muscles, 

chronic rheumatoid arthritis, bronchial asthma, hypertension, and 

issues with peripheral blood circulation. 

 Showers employ both temperature and pressure.  Swiss shower, 

Vichy shower, and Scotch hose are just a few shower treatments.  

A Swiss shower directs water jets at various heights along the body.  

It provides an invigorating massage.  A Vichy shower is a light, 

rainlike shower falling on the client, lying on a cushioned mat.  In a 

Scotch hose water massage, a therapist directs a high-pressure hose, 

alternating hot and cold water, at the standing client. 

 Wraps are used as a secondary treatment for fever and local 

inflammation.  A cloth is moistened with cold water (or warm 

water for respiratory problems), wrung out, and then wrapped 

tightly around the appropriate location on the body.  A dry cloth is 

placed over the wet one and then the person is wrapped in a 

blanket or another cloth, and should rest for 45-60 minutes or, 

induce sweating, for up to three hours.  Wraps can be helpful for 

arthritis, bronchitis, fever, certain inflammatory issues, 

sleeplessness, sore throat, and varicose veins. 

 Packs can be applied in warm or cold forms.  For a warm pack, a 

cloth is soaked in a hot infusion of herbs, wrung-out and applied to 

the body. Alternatively, the wrap may also be coated with hot mud 

or mustard flour.  Warm packs can be helpful in stimulating blood 

flow.  For cold packs, a cooled cloth is placed on the body may be 

repeatedly applied and removed.  Cold packs can be helpful for 

inflammatory problems, sprains, strains, and headaches. 

 Scrubs and rubs use pressure and sometimes additional ingredients 

for therapy.  Dulse scrub, Fango mud, loofah scrub, Moor mud, 

and salt glow scrubs are popular.  Cold rubs are used for overall 

invigoration, to tone the body, to promote blood flow, problems of 

circulation, and infections of the respiratory system. 

 Underwater massage like acupressure and pressure-point stimulates 

lymphatic drainage, boosting the immune system.  Underwater 

massage uses wands and jets and gives the benefit of deep tissue 
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massage without the pain.  The temperature blurs sensations and 

weightlessness makes certain movements possible.  It even works 

well for the frail and elderly, and those in wheel chairs. 

 Watsu is the shortened name for Water Shiatsu.  It is a massage 

treatment performed in a pool of warm water.  A therapist 

supports the client’s body and uses rhythmic movements, pressure-

point massage, and stretches to induce a state of deep relaxation. 

 

Holistic-online.com.  Website.  “Hydrotherapy.”  ICBS, Inc.  January 
30, 2002.  http://www.holistic-online.com/hyrdrotherapy.htm.  
Current as of 07/25/03. 

Schiff, Laura and Hollis Kline.  “Water’s Wonders.”  Psychology Today  34 
(2001):  69-71. 

Spa Finder, Inc.  “Glossary.”  Spa Finder  [(Spring 2002):  301, 304]  
304. 
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Photo Credit: Vail Cascade Resort and Spa.  From:  Spa Finder  (Spring 
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APPENDIX C 

Site Conditions 
The Water Spa is located on the Ohio River, near Cincinnati’s Coney 

Island on Kellogg Avenue.  The site’s proximity to interstates I-71, I-

75, I-275, and I-471, and Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky Airport and 

Lunken Airport makes a spa experience convenient even for those 

from outside the area.  Those desiring overnight stays or several days of 

spa recreation will retire to one of Downtown Cincinnati’s hotels and a 

shuttle will transport them to and from the Spa. 

Whether people are going to a concert, spending the day at Sunlight 

Pool, or watching the horses, Kellogg Avenue is alive with activity.  Its 

recreation venues and fitness activities are motivating links to the 

outdoors.  En route to the spa, visitors will have their first hint of their 

experience as they glimpse it from the bridge.  This glimpse creates an 

initial spark of excitement and hints at the experience to come.  

Topography & Land Features 

The general terrain is a progression, from north to south, of steep 

hillsides falling to a flat region, leading to the Ohio River with only a 

slight shoreline.  The character of the site is very open and flat.  Lake 

Como, set along the path to the site, is Coney Island's vast man-made 

water feature.  Most of the vegetation has been removed, save for a few 

trees creating a superficial border along the river’s edge.  The I-275 

Bridge to the northwest is a strong visual queue.  Across the river, is a 

panoramic view of Kentucky's tall graceful hillsides and curving 

shoreline. 

Current Conditions 

The site is currently called the “Gate 1” entrance for Coney Island.  It is 

actually a remote overflow parking lot for the picnic grove, Coney 

Island, Sunlight Pool, Moonlight Gardens, and River Bend Music 

Center.  A winding, paved, open path leads past Lake Como, a 
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manmade water feature at Coney Island.  It is used for paddle-boating 

and adds atmosphere and interest to the park.  The path continues past 

Moonlight Gardens, a partially open-air entertainment pavilion and 

dance hall.  At the end of the path lies a vast paved parking lot.  All the 

trees have been removed.  The privately owned site to the northwest, 

which is situated between the I-275 Bridge and Coney Island’s 

property, is currently overgrown and well-treed.  It appears to be the 

formers site of a small abandoned concrete power station. 

Directly ahead and perpendicular to the axis of the path is the Ohio 

River.  The waterline meets the ground with only a slight drop-off.  

There is a concrete boat-put-in spot on the shoreline.  An architectural 

relic/folly is on the site.  It is a tall, thin stone tower, about 12 feet in 

diameter, one of Coney’s original gate houses. 

Nearby Interests 

 The nearby interests and attractions are directed toward outdoor 

fitness and recreation. 

 Coney Island & Sunlight Pool  

 River Downs Race Track 

 River Bend Music Center 

 California Woods Nature Preserve 

 California Woods Golf Center 

 Numerous Yachting Clubs & Boating Facilities 

 I-275 and I-471 

 Lunken Airport 

Zoning & Services 

 Zoning - Hamilton County; City of Cincinnati School District; 

Anderson Township Tax District 

 Land Use: 005-0004-0013-00 Vacant Commercial 

005-0004-0022-00 Vacant Commercial 

500-0460-0077-00 Lodge Hall/Amusement 

500-0460-0077-90 Municipal Amusement 
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