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PREFACE

We Finns have been building saunas for longer than the span of our recorded history. Sauna technology and building practices have evolved over the centuries, with the steady development and refinement of materials, working methods and construction techniques. For generations, Finnish builders have accumulated sauna know-how to such an extent that it would be hard to find a carpenter or handyman who has not constructed a sauna or two. The fact that there are getting on for 3 million saunas for a population of 5.5 million people tells us that hundreds of thousands of saunas have been constructed in just the past fifty years.

Global interest in sauna has been rising and falling over the past hundred years, and is currently on the rise. However, sauna construction practice has not followed the same trajectory internationally as it has in Finland. When sauna-hungry hobbyists or professional contractors outside Scandinavia and the Baltics face the challenge of building their very first sauna, they have scant resources to lean on, which is why I have written this book. For me as author, Finnish Sauna presents a major challenge as it diverges from the design-focused writing I have practised since I established Saunologia.com in 2016. But over the years I have gained practical experience of various Finnish sauna construction styles, and I finally felt ready to create a guide for wannabe sauna builders.

This book is intended to complement my previous book, The Secrets of Finnish Sauna Design (2021), which aimed to provide a fresh approach to sauna planning. According to customer reviews, its main shortcoming was in omitting practical build instructions, which I’d felt were outside the scope of a design book. But of course these considerations are of equal importance to the realization of an actual sauna and should be addressed, even if it takes a whole new book to do it!


[image: A hand holds a lit matchstick inside a metallic sauna stove, igniting kindling and paper as flames begin to emerge.]


GETTING THE BEST FROM FINNISH SAUNA

This book is divided into five parts. Part A takes you into the world of Finnish sauna to explain and illustrate this millennia-old tradition. Part B is a guide to what you should know and do before beginning the process of getting or building a sauna of your own. It provides background information about Finnish saunas and their design, and covers the legal aspects of constructing a sauna. It also gives advice for budgeting and managing a construction project.

Part C begins with the practical construction guide. This covers the foundations and structures that are built first but eventually hidden. These include insulation, the vapour barrier, drainage and so forth. Part D describes the construction and installation of visible sauna parts and discusses construction materials and their availability. And finally, in Part E we explore the sauna in action. This involves tips for using your sauna and recommended maintenance procedures to keep it running for another hundred years.

Although the instructions in Parts C and D proceed step by step in an order that most builders will be able to follow, please read them completely and thoroughly to understand what will happen at each step and how these steps relate to one another before you begin.




PART A

FINNISH SAUNA
FUNDAMENTALS


[image: A person in a light-coloured robe and dark socks pouring water from a wooden bucket into a partially frozen body of water in the snow. The image depicts a person wearing a light-coloured robe and dark socks, standing in a snowy environment. They are pouring water from a wooden bucket into a body of water that seems to be partially frozen, evidenced by the snow and ice surrounding the area. The bucket has a rope handle, suggesting it is designed for ease of use in a sauna setting. This scene likely relates to the Finnish tradition of sauna, where hot sauna sessions are often complemented by cold plunges or rinses, reflecting the book's theme of understanding and experiencing Finnish sauna culture.]





CHAPTER 1

GETTING TO KNOW FINNISH SAUNA AND THE MAGIC OF LÖYLY


[image: A white-on-black illustration showing a wooden sauna bucket and ladle. The image depicts a detailed drawing of a traditional wooden sauna bucket and ladle. The bucket is crafted from wood, featuring horizontal wooden slats held together with two bands, likely made of metal or a similar material to provide stability. The texture and grain of the wood are clearly illustrated, adding a rustic and authentic feel to the items. The ladle, used for pouring water onto hot sauna stones to create steam, is shown resting against the bucket. Its long handle and rounded bowl are designed to allow safe handling of the hot water. This image complements the surrounding text, which discusses Finnish sauna culture and construction. The inclusion of this image in the section highlights essential tools used in a sauna, tying into the broader theme of understanding and building Finnish saunas. These items are part of the traditional sauna experience, which is deeply ingrained in Finnish culture, as discussed in the text.]





[image: A traditional Finnish sauna interior featuring a wooden bench with blue and grey towels, birch branches, a copper bucket, and a lantern. 'The image depicts a traditional Finnish sauna interior. The scene includes a wooden bench with a stack of neatly folded towels in shades of blue and grey, suggesting readiness for a sauna session. Adjacent to the towels is a bunch of fresh green birch branches, often used in Finnish saunas for 'vihta' or 'vasta', a traditional practice of gently hitting oneself to increase circulation. A copper bucket with a wooden ladle is positioned on a lower bench, typically used for pouring water over hot stones to create steam, enhancing the sauna experience. A lantern is placed next to the birch branches, providing a rustic and warm ambience. The overall setting reflects a cosy, natural environment, emphasising relaxation and traditional Finnish sauna culture. The context from the surrounding text highlights this image's relevance to understanding Finnish saunas, capturing both their functionality and cultural significance.]




1

AN EVENING AT THE SAUNA

Most Finns recognize and appreciate the concept of an evening at the sauna, known in Finnish as saunailta. The best analogy for most of us is an evening at the theatre with friends. Both sauna and theatre take place somewhere out of the ordinary and involve a carefully pre-arranged stage, a setting that temporarily transports you to a different world but only comes alive with people. You don’t just walk into the experience; it takes some planning and an investment of time and money. All of your company will enjoy a shared experience that will be talked about before, in the interval and after the show. This is also how Finnish sauna is enjoyed at its best.

Just as there are many types of theatre productions, so too are there variations to the sauna experience. Some are plain and simple, even everyday indulgences. Other saunas require patience, taking a whole day to fully consume. For outsiders, the huge variety in sauna proceedings and their staging can make it very hard to see through to the core of the show, which is the simple pleasure to be derived from sitting in a hot room and splashing water onto heated rocks.

In Finland, a sauna (pronounced “saʊnə”/“sow-nuh” by the locals) is both a place and an activity. The Finns understand this very well, but our language does not make it easy for outsiders to see the difference. So, even though you’re holding a book that describes how to build your sauna space in detail, I want to highlight that a Finnish sauna is more than just a place. It is an arena, and its patrons are the actors who bring their own rituals and beliefs to the sauna play and make it live. If you’re in a sauna among Finns, you’ll find that they all have similar expectations of how they will enact the plot.

WHAT IS A FINNISH SAUNA?

A sauna is an essential stage for many events in life, both those that are one-off as well as those that are repeated and more everyday. Finns are introduced to saunas from an early age, a practice so deeply ingrained that they have a strong intuitive sense of what a proper sauna experience should entail. This tradition was honoured in 2020 when UNESCO included Finnish sauna culture on the world’s Intangible Cultural Heritage list.

A sauna is a type of north and east European sweat bath which has existed in some form for at least a millennium, and probably longer. In fact, etymological studies of the word sauna date it to three thousand years ago, in the language that preceded modern Finnish. Finns are proud to say that sauna is the most widely recognized Finnish word globally. This is testament to the Finns’ centuries-long, uninterrupted devotion to building and using saunas; now they are part of the weekly schedule for up to 60 per cent of Finns. Nobody knows exactly how many saunas there are in Finland. The national data source, Statistics Finland, estimated that there were more than 2.5 million saunas at the end of 2023. This probably covers about 90 per cent of all saunas and excludes a couple of hundred thousand unregistered, mobile and other special saunas. Most of these saunas are private. With around 2.5 million saunas for a population of 5.5 million, Finland certainly has the highest sauna density globally.


[image: A Finnish postage stamp with a drawing of a sauna next to a lake and forest on it.]


Stamp from the “Traditional Finnish Arts” issue, 1977.



Saunas are considered a source of comfort; after all, Finland is a very northern country with long periods of scant natural heat and light. Modern saunas are given a prominent position in newly built detached houses, reflecting the invigorating and health-promoting experience that they offer. Saunas can be relatively expensive to build, which further demonstrates the national commitment to the tradition. The sauna used to be considered a special, even holy, space governed by a strict code of conduct. Although old beliefs have largely been abandoned, some still echo today as many Finns like to enjoy a sauna in reverent silence, or conversing in hushed tones. On the other hand, the social side of Finnish sauna means that conversation can flow, and the intimacy of the space may even encourage a discussion of more difficult topics. The tone and volume are usually restrained, however, and even if they don’t go down to whispers, conversations are usually only held among people who know each other, like at a dinner in a restaurant.

There is a distinction between a sauna building – which can vary from a simple room to a luxury cabin with multiple facilities – and a sauna room. These dedicated hot rooms can now be found almost anywhere in Finland due to the advent of the electric heater. But the room is hollow without its patrons and their sauna rituals. These rituals carry no religious meaning, however; they are nowadays a practiced procedure followed by people with a mutual understanding. Although the core of the ritual is pretty simple, the complete Finnish sauna experience is a complex journey that includes the various stages of planning, attending and post-sauna, each with several associated decisions and actions.

We can also define Finnish sauna based on its objective characteristics. The following definition is my variation of a proposal recorded by the International Sauna Association (ISA) at a convention in Aachen in 1999 and includes several structural and functional requirements to be explored within this book:


A sauna is a hot room with walls preferably made of wood. It is heated by a sauna heater powered by firewood, electricity, gas or another energy source. The heater is equipped with a sufficient amount of sauna stones to provide steam, known as löyly in Finnish. Heating can be continuous or in advance. The temperature, measured at a maximum of one metre (3’4”) above the highest bench, is usually between 60°C and 105°C (140°F and 220°F). The humidity is varied by pouring water onto the stones, resulting in a peak dew-point temperature exceeding the body surface temperature of the bathers.



Many more detailed suggestions exist, but I do not find them as helpful. I’ll provide a comparison of the Finnish sauna ritual to a few similar or dissimilar forms of sweat bathing in Chapter 3.

THE IMPORTANCE OF LÖYLY FOR THE FINNS

“Without good löyly there cannot be good sauna.”

Risto Elomaa, President of the International Sauna Association

The poetics of löyly

Löyly is a Finnish noun pronounced “løy̯ly”/“lur-lou“. It refers to the steam produced when water is thrown onto the hot stones of the heater. It is impossible to overestimate its symbolic meaning.

Löyly is the spirit, or soul, of sauna. Many old Finnish songs, poems and tales in folklore praise the löyly at the heart of sauna, and several adjectives exist to express its fleeting nature, how it feels, how it tastes, how it transforms and even cures the sauna user. I liken löyly (at its best) to a soft blanket that envelops us with its warm embrace.

Löyly is not constantly present in a sauna, nor does it surface everywhere equally. It must be created repeatedly as it can vanish in minutes, if not seconds. Löyly (loosely) follows the so-called Law of Löyly, jokingly coined by Finnish author Sakari Pälsi in the 1960s. This means that the embrace of löyly is felt only in the hottest layers of the sauna room, above the top of the heater. While this is not exactly true, it conveys the idea – we need to move closer to the ceiling to get the best of löyly. In the lower layers of the room, löyly will be merely a ghost of its strong presence at the top.


[image: Diagram shaped like a pyramid showing the dimensions of löyly: with duration on the bottom left, taste and smell on the bottom right and intensity at the top.]


The dimensions of löyly.



The creation of löyly is the key differentiating feature of the contemporary Finnish sauna ritual. Finns will expect it, even demand it, and very few can do without – it is the anticipated highlight of every session. Only löyly reveals the truth or the soul of the sauna. I admit to being someone who’s often short of time, but when I’m visiting saunas for professional purposes and don’t have time to enjoy them fully, I always pour on at least one ladle of water to get a feeling for the spirit of that particular sauna.

How does löyly happen?

To create löyly, you need a heater with hot stones and the means to add water. Finns normally use a dedicated pail and ladle. Sauna ladles are larger than your kitchen ones, holding 250 ml (a cup) or more, and ideally with a handle at least 50 cm (20”) long. Ladles were traditionally wooden, though nowadays composite materials and metal/wood combinations are common. The design of the ladle should allow you to throw water onto the stones accurately, or the handle must be long enough for the ladle to be comfortably tipped over the heater.

The pail is used to transport water and to store it in the proximity of the heater. It should hold at least 2 litres (half a gallon). Generally the amount of water needed depends on the volume of the sauna as well as its temperature and that of the heater, so the bigger the sauna, the bigger the pail and ladle. Most Finnish saunas, especially those in regular use, tend to be quite small, and the pail and ladle available at every supermarket (not just hardware stores) are usually the same compact size.

There are many ways to create löyly. The prevalent contemporary Finnish method is a crude splashing of one or two ladles over the stones. In contrast, many proponents of a more classic style appreciate slow streams of water targeting a single spot, which works especially well if the heater holds a lot of hot stones. These two approaches do produce different results. A quick splash is met with a potentially fierce reaction that generates an invisible burning-hot layer, first felt on your ears and shoulders. This effect passes quickly and is followed by a more modest wave of löyly. A careful and slow pour produces a different type of experience, where the “attack and decay” of löyly will be hardly noticeable. The slow pour is the recommended technique, especially with very old-fashioned stoves that may still have wood-burning residue inside them which can explode into ash or dust when the quick-splash method is used.


[image: A woman sitting in a Finnish sauna, wrapped in a towel, pouring water from a ladle onto the heater, surrounded by wooden panels and greenery outside the window. The image depicts a woman sitting in a traditional Finnish sauna. She is wrapped in a towel, sitting comfortably on the wooden sauna bench. In her hand, she holds a sauna ladle with a long handle, from which water is being poured or splashed towards the sauna heater off-screen. This action is part of creating 'loyly', the Finnish term for the steam and heat sensation experienced in a sauna. The surrounding space is clad in wooden panels typical of sauna interiors, and a window offers a view of the greenery outside, suggesting a serene and natural environment. A hygrometer and a clock or thermometer can be seen on the wall, instruments often used in saunas to monitor conditions. The description ties into the surrounding text which discusses the process and traditional practices involved in generating loyly, including the types of ladles and techniques used.]


The technical aspects of löyly

The creation of löyly is an evaporation process that uses a significant amount of energy – 2200 kJ/kg (100 kJ/lb) – and cools down the stones. This energy is of course not lost, but is contained within the hot, moist sauna air. It moves around the sauna room at a moderate speed, first hitting the ceiling and then slowly moving sideways and eventually downwards. During this journey, it constantly dissipates and diffuses in the air.

Water vapour increases the humidity of the air. A hygrometer will show that the relative humidity may jump some twenty to forty percentage points. What is surprising, however, is that löyly fails to move the needle in the thermometer, even though it is definitely noticeable for those in the sauna: the air suddenly feels much hotter.

The mystery of löyly requires an explanation. Because the temperature of human skin is quite constant, from around 35°C (95°F) under normal conditions to 40°C (105°F) in a sauna, condensation occurs if the humidity is high enough. As vapourized water returns to liquid, it releases much of the energy it has captured from the stones. This gives the sensation of löyly, which can range from feeling like a small tingle of heat on your body to an engulfing, burning sensation that overwhelms and nearly incapacitates you.

People may talk about seeing löyly when water is poured onto the hot stones, particularly if the sauna is relatively cool (below 60°C/140°F). This is not löyly, however, but liquid water, tiny droplets that have formed simultaneously with löyly. It is an indication that the air has become saturated with water and can hold no more in gas form. Like a mist, it drifts with löyly and quickly turns to gas when it encounters a larger volume of air inside the room.

That’s not all there is to the effect of löyly. The rapid evaporation of water results in a swift expansion in volume of air, because one unit of liquid water can turn into more than 1,400 units of steam (an extreme simplification of the rules of physics). At its most extreme, when a very hot heater is combined with a large volume of water, it creates an audible löyly “boom”, a wave of pressurized air that can even momentarily swing the sauna door open as the increase in pressure seeks to normalize. This will create a movement of air inside the room that may be barely noticeable but, combined with the increasing humidity, can affect our perception of löyly.

The art of löyly lies in mastering the use of water with every specific heater, in its specific condition (the heat of the stones and its distribution), in order to provide the smoothest experience. A smooth löyly – in Finnish, “lempeä löyly” – is the subjective experience of getting just the right amount of löyly for your particular preference.

In essence, löyly is just water, but it should be created with the purest water available, carefully cast on good-quality sauna stones that have been heated to a temperature of at least 150°C (300°F). Impurities in the water or unclean stones may create löyly that smells bad, tastes bad, or irritates your eyes or skin, and so in Finland, drinking water is normally used. It is safest to use cold water, but to tease out the maximum löyly from the heater, warm water can be used. The warmer the water, the less heat will be drained from the stones as it evaporates.

Löyly is a substance that can be manipulated and controlled. It first travels along the contours of the ceiling, then falls down the walls. Obstacles will slow the movement of löyly, or even temporarily trap it. In contemporary Finnish sauna practice, most patrons passively expect the löyly to follow their whims and embrace them with its warmth, with no effort on their part. In other sauna cultures, such as those of Germany or Russia, the löyly is moved around the sauna using whisks, a large fan or a towel. These create an airflow that affects our perception of heat. Try exhaling a breath of air onto your arm – it feels hot not because your breath is fiery, but because the hot air moving in the room briefly disrupts the thin invisible layer of air on top of your skin, increasing the conduction of heat to your skin.

HOW MODERN FINNISH SAUNAS ARE TYPICALLY USED

The use of sauna has varied through the ages. In the early twentieth century there was a strict code that had been passed down in old tales and beliefs, but the twenty-first-century Finnish sauna tradition is relatively flexible, simplified and personal, and quite secular. There are no absolute rules on sauna practice, but even without them there are common patterns across the country and between households. Given the incredible number of private saunas, individual users can cherish their own rituals.

The proceedings start with the decision to take a sauna. This is followed by the sauna heating process, which in the era of electric heaters may be no more than the click of a virtual button on a smartphone app. Heating is judged complete once the sauna has reached a set temperature, typically some 70 to 80°C (158 to 176°F). The bathers then undress, take a shower and climb onto the benches. For reasons of hygiene, most people carry some kind of towel or bench cover to sit on.

A few minutes after entering a dry sauna, somebody will create löyly by throwing water onto the stones. The löyly temporarily cuts the conversation, which then resumes as the hottest wave subsides, and possibly turns to the quality of the löyly. Once most of the perceptible löyly is gone, more will follow – three or four pours is standard. By this time the baseline humidity has increased and the bathers have become hot enough, so they hurriedly leave the sauna. This is the first cycle.

This may sometimes be the only cycle, or it may be repeated several times with intervals to cool down and take a shower or plunge, have a drink or a snack, or otherwise improve one’s wellbeing. A sauna may be anything from a quick fifteen minutes after a workout to several hours of conversation, swimming and so forth. In Finland, it is not uncommon for people to consume light alcoholic drinks in the process, despite known health hazards. Luckily, few people go into the sauna intoxicated.


NO PHONE ZONE

In Finnish saunas, you will encounter few written rules or instructions. Among the written or unwritten ones, a ban on handheld electronic devices is one of the most prominent nowadays. As smartphones have intruded every other space, Finns for the most part keep them away from the sauna. This is dictated by both necessity and tradition. A break from the digital world emphasizes the mental function of sauna as a counterbalance to stress and our otherwise reactive lifestyles.


[image: Photograph of a blackboard with Finnish writing on it and a drawing of a mobile phone with a cross through it, to symbolise Kännykkävapaa-alue – a mobile-free zone.]


Kännykkävapaa-alue – mobile-free zone. Many public saunas have posted bans on phones. Rajaportti, Tampere, Finland.





How long it takes for users to have had enough of the sauna depends on many factors, but Finns don’t time their sauna sessions. They move back and forth, possibly spending more time socializing outside the sauna than inside. In a larger group, some people may join an evening at the sauna without ever going into the sauna itself. The ideal sauna journey reflects the value of being present and of relaxation, and there is no deadline for the sauna to end. This ideal is seldom a reality, however. Saunas shared by multiple households (for example in a cooperative or modern housing development) are usually booked for only sixty or ninety minutes at a time, and the households are required to stick to these slots. Similarly, many Finnish public saunas have a two-hour admission policy. Even though they don’t always enforce this, it communicates a clear time frame for patrons to follow. Two hours at most small venues is usually enough, but it is quickly spent at locations offering multiple saunas and refreshments. In your home sauna, an hour might suffice, depending on the company and the types of breaks you like to have. I tend to keep the breaks short to avoid completely cooling down between the rounds, which would force the sweating process to slow down. For this reason my private sauna sessions seldom take more than an hour.

When it is time to leave, people usually wash themselves thoroughly if they didn’t already do so before the sauna. In public saunas, washing first is encouraged for reasons of hygiene, although an old tradition exists in which a person is washed by an attendant during the interval. Some like to take a gentle concluding löyly, or just sit in the sauna very briefly to get a bit of extra warmth before they dress. The details always depend on the facilities and the prevailing climate.

Cooling down properly is essential after a sauna session. Ideally one would lie back and relax with a cold drink in hand. Getting dressed, doing your hair and putting on make-up in the post-sauna glow should wait until you feel restored, and your body is at a regular temperature and thoroughly dry. This is sometimes easier said than done, but trying to rush this cooling part or doing it under counterproductive conditions can ruin much of the enjoyment. A dressing room that is too humid or cold, or no dressing room at all, can leave you feeling uncomfortable. One such sad closure is known as “after sweat”, jälkihiki, which happens when you don’t get a chance to cool off properly but continue to sweat significantly long after. It is a fact that the Finnish climate – generally cold outdoors and dry indoors – makes cooling easier than in locations closer to the equator.

In a private sauna, there’s usually some maintenance to do afterwards, such as emptying the pail, collecting seat covers to dry or to be washed, and possibly airing the sauna. Because there is mechanical ventilation in most modern integrated saunas, you can get by with minimal effort if you keep the sauna clean and uncluttered. And of course an electric sauna must be switched off, or a few small pieces of firewood added to a wood-burning heater to ensure the room dries after use.


THE FINNISH MEDITATION

Going to a sauna on your own has a special twist to it. Even if it is acceptable to be socially disengaged in a public sauna, being alone in one forces you to focus on the sauna environment and on yourself. The sauna then becomes a vehicle for meditation and gives you an opportunity to seize the moment, to be mindfully present, or to let go of conscious thought altogether. Just don’t drift into a deep sleep, or you’ll risk dehydration and hyperthermia.



RITUALS THAT ENHANCE THE SAUNA EXPERIENCE

The basic sauna ritual can be enriched in many ways that don’t necessarily appear in everyday, modern Finnish sauna use. Additional elements involving songs and incantations are part of a tradition originating from earlier eras of Finnish sauna culture (see Chapter 2). These elements have been partially forgotten or abandoned, and they are rare events in modern saunas, but they still have their proponents who invite the curious to deepen their sauna experience.

The yoga teacher and founder of Sipoonkorpi Heritage Sauna, Otto Kronqvist, has compared the trajectory of Finnish sauna rituals to that of yoga. In Finland and India, many feel a strong ownership of these traditions; they are natives, so to speak. But being a native yoga or sauna practitioner today is not the same as it was one or two hundred years ago. Yoga is often practised more as a sport than a spiritual discipline, especially outside India. The remnants of the ritual are for the most part physical exercises, with little thought of philosophy or a deeper sense of belonging. Kronqvist sees a similar development in Finland within mainstream attitudes towards sauna. It has been stripped down to its minimum, with only the core
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