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The European Spa as a Transnational Public Space and Social Metaphor 
Conference report "Spas as Common European Cultural Heritage“,  
Baden-Baden 2019 
 
From November 5th to 7th 2019, the 
members of the international research 
network "The European Spa as a 
Transnational Public Space and Social 
Metaphor" gathered in Baden-Baden 
to discuss the topic of "Spas as Com-
mon European Cultural Heritage". The 
meeting was hosted by the two local 
Associated Partners, the Town Muse-
um Baden-Baden and the Department 
of World Heritage nomination and Ur-
ban Design. 
  

 
 
The two-day symposium started with 
explorations on the ground. Heike 
Kronenwett introduced us to the Town 
museum and its permanent and tem-
porary exhibitions. We learned how 

exhibits of the golden age of spa cul-
ture and travelling – an elegant historic 
carriage or a 19th century pharmaceu-
tical travel kit, – can be displayed in-
novatively among archaeological re-
mains of ancient Roman bathing tradi-
tion. We understood that periods of 
difficult cultural heritage, such as war 
times for example, are not as easily 
communicated to the public as the 
more entertaining aspects of historical 
spa life with its amazing luxury and 
entertaining scandals. Heike Kronen-
wett and Lisa Poetschki then guided us 
through the contemporary cityscape of 
Baden-Baden, showcasing how world 
heritage and the living city today over-
lap and interact.  
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Besides from iconic buildings such as 
the Kurhaus or the Pump room, the 
historic spa town is characterized by its 
vast villa areas and, not least, by those 
parts of the town, where the craftsmen 
produced the supply for and the sou-
venirs of the resort as a pleasure place. 
 

 
 
Saturated with "empirical" impres-
sions, we plunged into a day of more 
theoretical explorations with four talks 
by the project´s Principal Investigators. 
The lectures led us from the 19th cen-
tury with its blossoming of spa culture 
to contemporary challenges, as the 
often lamentable state of resorts and 
spa towns for example in the post-
socialist countries. We discussed para-
digm shifts in spa culture, for example 
the de-medicalization of the spa-
discourse in the early 20th century, as 
well as recent trends such as "decay 
photography" and a fascination with 
decline, which strangely resonates with 
initiatives for the preservation of cul-
tural heritage. Geographically, we 
travelled from the German and English 
seaside resorts to Stalin's spas at the 
Crimea and the Black Sea, touching 
upon questions of how spas can be 
(mis)used for political mobilisation.  
 
 

In a separate section, the Associated 
Partners from Croatia (Pula / Brijuni), 
Germany (Baden-Baden, Bad 
Wildungen), Poland (Sopot) and the 
UK (Bath), as well as representative of 
the European Historic Thermal Town 
Association EHTTA, displayed their 
local experiences in promoting their 
spas as cultural heritage. What prob-
lems are contemporary spa and health 
resorts confronted with when it comes 
to promoting public health (from cure 
to wellness)? How can one repurpose 
a spa heritage in periods of de-
medicalization? How can one integrate 
the local population into these pro-
cesses? What is best practice? (for ex-
ample Sopot: collecting memories of 
local citizens on the museum's web-
site) And what are the dreams and vi-
sions? (for example Harrogate: re-
opening the historic Pump room as a 
space for the local population to be 
able to come together "at the waters") 
 

 
 
The academic part of the meeting was 
open to the interested public, as were 
the two public events, a reading with 
Amsterdam based Croatian-language 
author Dubravka Ugrešić, and a panel 
discussion with representatives of our 
Associated Partners from Croatia, 
Germany and the UK, labelled "Look-
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ing for the Future in the Past? History 
and Heritage in Spa and Resort Devel-
opment". Although Dubravka Ugrešić 
had to cancel her participation on 
short notice, she was able to attend 
the reading virtually via Skype, talking 
with the public about the different rep-
resentations of men and women in spa 
literature. The eminent topic of the 
spa love affair, the so-called "Kur-
schatten", where women tend to be 
depicted as objects of the male desire, 
served as a good starting point for 
this. The panel discussion on the next 
day offered interesting insights into 
today's challenges for spa towns. Their 
transnational nature, with people 
meeting from all over Europe and in-
creasingly the world, pose challenges 
with regard to mass-tourism, (lack of) 
sustainability and climate change. At 
the same time, precisely because of 
their inherently cosmopolitan charac-
ter, spa towns and seaside resorts, can 
help stem the tide of nationalism – 
then and now. 
 
The conference was organised as part 
of the HERA 2.066 project “The Euro-
pean Spa as a Transnational Public 
Space and Social Metaphor”, bringing 
together researchers and practitioners 
from Britain, Croatia, Germany, The 
Netherlands, Poland and Sweden. The 
next project conference with research-
ers (Principal Investigators) and practi-
tioners (Associated Partners) is 
planned for late summer / autumn in 
Sopot (Poland). 

 
 
www.theeuropeanspa.eu  
 


