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Buildings
Sauna

Bottom Löyly sits on 
the edge of an industrial 
area that will become 
residential in time.

Well that was unexpected. I know I’m going 
to a sauna, I know where it is in Helsinki and 
roughly what it will look like, but I hadn’t 
thought exactly how Löyly might be used. 
As I walk from the city centre along the new 
and empty narrow coastal park through the 
foggy rain, in the distance I can make out 
groups of people wandering to and fro be-
tween the building and sea under the grey 
sky. It’s June, not properly cold but not warm, 
and these people are wearing bikinis and  
swimming trunks.

Around me are the beginnings of Helsin-
ki’s industrial zone: the sea on one side, the 
port entrance in front, distribution ware-
houses and grey-clad prefab offices lining the 
road on the other. It’s pretty bleak; a place not 
accommodating to pedestrians at the best of 
times, let alone ones with few clothes on.

The area is called Hernesaari, and in the 
middle of its coastline Löyly, one of a growing 
breed of public saunas, has landed. Abutting 
the water’s edge of Helsinki Park, Löyly an-
ticipates a different future. For now it looks 
out of place, but it is designed to tempt peo-
ple to explore the area as the City of Helsinki 
transforms it over the coming decade into a 
purely residential quarter. 

Its design – narrow and low – by small, 
young Finnish practice Avanto Architects, 
responds more to what’s coming than what 
is here now. Paths and people cross through, 
past and over the building intuitively, like 
those in the park. Views are preserved for 
future housing behind. The building comes 
more from the sea, a mass of driftwood clev-
erly sculpted on the shore.

Löyly, named after the humid heat and 
‘spirit’ of the sauna, started in 2011 as a tem-
porary sauna village further up the penin-
sula, designed by the same architect. After 
that it went through two changes of client 
before Jaspar Pääkkönen, an actor, and the 
Finnish MP Antero Vartia could make the 
programme and finance work. 

Today Löyly is less than 2km from the 
city centre and while there is a renaissance 
of public saunas in Finland, Anu Puustinen, 
co-founder of Avanto Architects, tells me 
running costs are so high that the only way 
this one could survive was through the addi-
tion of its restaurant and bar. 

But no-one could have anticipated how 
popular the place would be. Two weeks after 
opening, in spite of the weather and empty 
sun terraces on top and in front, inside it is 

Ground floor plan
1 External stair to roof 
 terrace
2  Entrance 
3  Restaurant
4  Raised bar
5 Kitchen
6   Outdoor kitchen 

 service area
7  Unisex WC
8 Sauna reception
9 Women’s changing
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10 Men’s changing
11  Showers
12 Spa
13 Fireplace lounge
14 Scenery  sauna
15 Private sauna
16 Smoke sauna
17 Wood store
18 Terrace
19 Steps to sea


