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Holistic Therapy and Overall Design in Two
Sanatoria for Nervous Ailments in the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, 1900-1910

Nicky Imrie
Birkbeck College, University of London

Josef Hoffmann’s Purkersdorf Sanatorium near Vienna 
(1904 - 05) (figure 1) and Leopold Bauer’s Priessnitz 
Sanatorium in Gräfenberg, Silesia (today Lazné 
Jesenik in Moravia, Czech Republic) (1909 - 10) (figure 
2) are two examples of sanatoria for nervous ailments 
built in the first decade of the twentieth century. In 
the following discussion, approaches to design at 
these sanatoria are shown to be linked to the holistic 
treatment methods employed. This approach to 
therapy can be regarded as a result of developments in 
psychiatry and neurology and to reflect contemporary 
reform tendencies seen collectively in what is known 
today as the Lebensreform (life reform) movement. As 
figures 1 and 2 clearly show, visually these sanatoria 
differ considerably. Therefore, the significance of 

the geographical location, the historical and cultural 
context and the architects’ own beliefs for the design 
of the two sanatoria shall also be investigated. While 
Hoffmann’s design has been described as the most 
appropriate form for housing the treatment of modern 
nervous ailments,1 it is the intention here to demonstrate 
that the form of buildings in this era serving the same 
function need not be analogous; other approaches to 
design are equally viable.

Nervous ailments and their treatment
Conditions such as neurasthenia (nervous exhaustion) 
and hysteria were by no means novel in the late 
nineteenth century. However, what was new was 
an explanation of the aetiology of nervous ailments, 

This article will investigate the overall design schemes of two sanatoria for nervous ailments built in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire between 1900 and 1910. I will seek to show that the approaches to design at these sanatoria 
are linked to holistic treatment methods employed, which themselves could be regarded the product of 
both developments in psychiatry and neurology and demonstrate strong links to the contemporary cultural 
phenomenon, Lebensreform (life reform). At the same time, the significance of the geographical location and 
cultural context of each sanatorium shall also be considered.

Around 1900, the mental (and physical) health of the population of the Austrian sector of the Habsburg Empire 
was a cause for  governmental, medical and public concern. Theories on the treatment and cure of nervous 
ailments, as advocated and practised by private sanatoria doctors, concentrated on effecting change on an 
afflicted person’s entire lifestyle rather than merely treating the symptoms of ailments such as neurasthenia. 
These doctors, Richard von Krafft-Ebing among others, maintained that the causes of nervous ailments - the 
rapid and tangible changes occurring in contemporary life and a resulting decline in hygiene - could be tackled 
using a range of therapy, which they administered at specially established sanatoria. Their holistic approach 
began with a change of location - removal of the patient from the harmful urban environment -, and consisted 
further of alterations to diet and sleep habits, an increase in physical exercise, exposure to the sun and air, in 
addition to a battery of therapeutic techniques involving water, electricity and mechanical apparatus. Later, 
psychotherapy was also introduced at many sanatoria. Central to sanatorium treatment was the delivery of 
therapy within a carefully structured daily routine.

Contemporaneously, progressive architects in Austria-Hungary were encouraged to produce designs which 
corresponded to the needs of modern life, including the improvement of hygiene.

This article seeks to demonstrate that the overall designs of Josef Hoffmann’s famous Purkersdorf Sanatorium 
near Vienna, 1904 - 05, and Leopold Bauer’s Priessnitz Sanatorium in Gräfenberg, Silesia (today Lazné Jesenik 
in Moravia, Czech Republic), 1909 - 10, were responses to the holistic therapy employed. Moreover, the 
location of both sanatoria on the site of existing hydrotherapy clinics emphasise the link to holistic therapy. 
However, Hoffmann’s and Bauer’s designs contrast sharply: the revolutionary white, rational, proto-modernist 
Gesamtkunstwerk at Purkersdorf and the massive, grey edifice at Gräfenberg which clearly draws on historical 
architectural language. Nevertheless, each architect created an overall design, a harmony of exterior and interior 
features, to provide the framework for the stringent therapeutic regime conducted by the doctors. Furthermore, 
this article will propose that the geographical location of each building and its cultural environment played a 
significant role in each overall design created and the marked differences between the two. Above all, in the 
course of this comparative investigation this article seeks to offer fresh subject matter and analysis to the study 
of sanatoria for nervous ailments in the Austro-Hungarian empire around 1900.
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FIGURE 2: Priessnitz Sanatorium, Leopold Bauer, 1909 – 10. 
(photographed by the author, July 2005)

FIGURE 1: Purkersdorf Sanatorium, Josef Hoffmann, 1904 
– 05. (photographed by the author, June 2005)

namely the notion that they were caused by the 
unhealthy, demanding and unregulated lifestyles 
brought about by urbanisation, industrialisation, 
technological and scientific progress, and in general 
a faster pace of life. Following the lead of American 
doctor and electrotherapy expert, George Miller Beard, 
who first described the variety of physical indications 
of neurasthenia,2 doctors across German-speaking 
territories, such as Richard von Krafft-Ebing in Vienna, 
Hermann Oppenheim in Berlin or Paul Julius Möbius 
in Leipzig, regarded nervous ailments as functional, 
i.e. considered real physical, nervous conditions. 
As such, their somatic symptoms were treated 

with a corresponding range of physical therapies 
such as sun and fresh air cures, hydrotherapy, 
electrotherapy, passive and active exercise (known as 
mechanotherapy), in addition to alterations to diet and 
sleep patterns.3 Therapy was delivered within a strict 
daily regime in a location far removed from the patients 
usual environment; mountain and coastal climates 
were considered particularly beneficial.4

By 1900, a further and highly significant aspect 
of the treatment of nervous ailments was added: 
psychotherapy. It was considered fundamental to 
the therapeutic plan; German psychiatrist Krafft-
Ebing, who was responsible for the foundation of the 
original phase of Purkersdorf Sanatorium, believed 
that the Gemüt (mind and soul) was affected by the 
somatic symptoms of functional nervous ailments 
and consequently required comfort, encouragement, 
guidance and distraction. 5 It is important to point out 
here that the concept of psychotherapy is different 
from our understanding of the term today and from 
Freudian psychoanalysis which was being developed 
at this time. Psychotherapy meant constant supervision 
of patients by their doctors, the persuasion or 
psychological influencing of the patient that his or her 
programme of physical and dietary therapy would be 
successful, that recovery and a better, healthy future 
were possible. Krafft-Ebing represented the views of 
many nerve doctors in his belief that nervous ailments 
were universal conditions requiring an overall approach 
to treatment, an holistic approach which would re-
educate patients in the ways of living a more healthy 
lifestyle and thus preventing future relapse. 6

My use of the term holistic is an attempt to translate the 
German word allgemein, meaning in this context total, 
overall, universal. Moreover, the connotations “holistic 
medicine” carries today are not entirely inapplicable 
here. First, somatic psychiatry’s approach to treating 
nervous ailments bore a strong resemblance to the 
healing methods of naturopathy - at the time a central 
philosophy of proponents of alternative lifestyles 
outlined by the term Lebensreform7 - a precursor of 
today’s alternative medicine. Second, in Austrian 
culture today, hydrotherapy, dietary measures and 
other non-orthodox approaches to combat physical 
and “nervous” conditions (in today’s world stress or 
burn-out syndrome) at a rural or coastal location far 
from home are commonplace. To go ‘auf Kur’ for the 
benefit of one’s health appears to be as popular now 
as it was one hundred years ago.
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Holistic approach to therapy practised at 
sanatoria for nervous ailments
Evidence of the practice of this holistic approach to the 
treatment of nervous ailments - and its persistence long 
into the era of Freudian psychoanalysis – at the time of 
or after the building of Hoffmann’s and Bauer’s designs 
can be found in the Purkersdorf Sanatorium annual 
report of 1911.8 A further example can be found in an 
adverting brochure for the Priessnitz Sanatorium dating 
from no earlier than 1928.9 Sanatorium advertisements 
in guidebooks on Austro-Hungarian spa resorts 
published in 1909 and 1914 also provide evidence of 
an holistic therapeutic approach to treatment.10

In the 1911 report, Purkersdorf chief doctor Ludwig 
Stein highlighted the significant influence of the 
year-round climatic conditions of the location in the 
Wienerwald. He continued by describing the splendid, 
hygienic therapeutic facilities at the sanatorium, the 
clean and comfortable accommodation provided for 
patients, the abundant enjoyment patients could make 
of light and air, which Stein regarded as the Leitmotiv 
of the sanatorium. Finally, he emphasised the grandeur 
and beauty of the large park in which the sanatorium 
(comprising eight buildings in total) was set.11 In two 
case studies outlined in the annual report, patients with 
nervous conditions, depression and nervous sickness, 
were prescribed combinations of hydrotherapy, 
electrotherapy, light treatment and carefully supervised 
dietary regimes.12 Attention is drawn to the importance 
of a regulated daily routine; in particular depressed 
patients incapable of making decisions would require 
such guidance or ‘psychological influencing’.13 A 
further stipulation was the removal of patients to a 
sanatorium far from their usual environment.14 

In the advertising brochure for the Priessnitz Sanatorium 
and the spa guidebooks, the wide range of physical 
therapy available is described. This included light, air 
and sun baths, artificial light therapy, mechano- and 
electrotherapy. The climatic conditions in Gräfenberg, 
the education of the staff and the special attention to 
and supervision by the doctor of patients’ diets were all 
highlighted in the brochure as providing a therapeutic 
programme which would lead to the recovery of 
patients’ health.15 The peace and quiet offered by the 
gentle, green landscape of the Sudeten mountains and 
the ‘euphoric influence’ of the climate were deemed 
the ideal basis for psychotherapy performed by the 
specially trained doctors of the sanatorium.16 It seems 
likely that psychotherapy was fostered and practised 
by the doctor in charge of the Priessnitz Sanatorium 

in 1910, Dr Rudolf Hatschek. In 1913 he wrote, 
psychotherapy should ‘play the first and foremost role 
in the treatment of nervous ailments.’17 Further, he 
considered psychotherapy to be as old as medicine 
itself, although in the past it had been instinctively 
rather than deliberately practised.18

The goals of holistic therapy at the Purkersdorf and 
Priessnitz sanatoria were then first and above all, to 
restore patients’ nervous strength and second, with 
the assistance of psychotherapy, to reform patients’ 
lifestyles: to return them to the world healthier and 
equipped with the skills to continue leading a healthy 
life. In short, sanatoria for nervous ailments can be 
considered expressions of how psychiatric discourse 
was becoming increasingly involved in the everyday 
life of individuals around 1900.

The architects’ approaches to design
Now that the common medical basis of Purkersdorf 
Sanatorium and Priessnitz Sanatorium has been 
established, the beliefs and approaches of architects 
Josef Hoffmann and Leopold Bauer will be 
investigated. The visual differences between the two 
buildings will be compared and yet it will be suggested 
that both architects applied an overall design scheme 
corresponding to the holistic approach taken to 
treatment inside.

In their early writings before and just after 1900, both 
Hoffmann and Bauer demonstrated a strong interest in 
reform. As an architect emerging from Otto Wagner’s 
class at the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts and within 
the wider movement of rethinking Historicism, 
Josef Hoffmann’s ideas referred directly to reform in 
design. Leopold Bauer, also a graduate of Wagner’s 
masterclass, was, on the other hand, at this time more 
concerned with reform through design. The purpose 
of improving hygiene and living conditions for the 
residents of rapidly expanding cities such as Vienna 
was for him the primary consideration in the design 
process.

Josef Hoffmann
In 1897, Hoffmann’s article “Architektonisches von 
der Insel Capri” (Architecture on Capri) appeared in 
the journal Der Architekt. In it, he outlined experiences 
of the ‘spontaneous Mediterranean architecture’19 
he encountered during his travels. Evidently, the 
buildings of Capri and the Austrian Riviera left a lasting 
impression.  He wrote,
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The example of vernacular art, as it exists here 
in these small simple country houses has a great 
effect upon every impartial mind and further reveals 
how deficient we are in this at home. The example 
of Capri and other locations should not however 
lead to the imitation of this style of architecture, but 
should serve the purpose of awakening thoughts of 
living in an unpretentious fashion.20

The effect of the simplicity of this vernacular architecture 
upon Hoffmann was clear: simplicity was something to 
strive for in design. However, it was not something to 
be imitated but to be borne in mind as a principle for 
or in the spirit of the design. In addition to rejecting 
imitation, Hoffmann revealed he could not abide the 
disguising of basic structural forms. Ornament, if there 
was to be any, should remain simple and authentically 
artistic. The simplicity in the design of this sort of 
architecture was, however, not just a surface effect. It 
was much more the ‘realisation of the direct correlation 
between necessity and design.’21

With this in mind, in “Einfache Möbel” (Simple 
Furniture) published in the journal Das Interieur in 
1901, Hoffmann set out a personal vision of how a 
building and it furnishings ought to be generated: ‘a 
house should emerge as one piece and that its exterior 
should inherently reveal its interior to us. […] Equally 
essential is the style of every piece of furniture.’22 Thus, 
for any design project Hoffmann advocated not only 
simplicity and authenticity associated with purpose, 
but also the conception of a design as a whole, where 
each room of the interior and even the furniture within 
these rooms could be understood as one integrated 
entity drawn from the appearance of the exterior. I will 
analyse how these principles were employed in the 
design for the Purkersdorf Sanatorium below.

Leopold Bauer
In his 1899 book Verschiedene Skizzen, Entwürfe und 
Studien, Leopold Bauer was particularly interested in 
concrete issues with respect to future cultural progress 
and setting his architectural ideas in a social context. 
He recounts his experience at a gathering of architects 
where his serious plea for a decisive improvement of 
street maintenance in Vienna was met with derisory 
laughter. The ideal of the ‘elimination of dust and 
dirt’ had to be pursued in order to aspire to cultural 
advancement.23 It seems that Bauer saw himself 
not only sharing the concerns of those who were 
campaigning at the time for sanitary reform, but also 

as a pioneer-like figure among architects in his reform 
efforts. He explained that covering the road surfaces 
with tarmac, providing adequate sewerage, placing 
gas pipes and electricity cables under the streets und 
furnishing vehicles with rubber tyres would effect great 
change in the level of hygiene on Vienna’s streets.24

Bauer was also very aware of the benefits of clean air, 
light and green space. He vigorously disapproved of 
the advancing urbanisation in Vienna:

It is a scandal, here, where it is inexcusable, to 
build rooms in perpetual darkness and to sanction 
them with flawed building regulations. Humane 
measures would certainly result in aggrieved 
landowners and speculators. But what is this loss 
(or better expressed, this thwarted gain) in the face 
of poor accommodation detrimental to the health of 
thousands of families?25

Around 1900, it appears that Bauer was very much 
occupied with the improvement of health and welfare 
issues through design and planning. By the time he 
came to design the Priessnitz Sanatorium in 1909 
however, a second component in his design ethos, 
strikingly divergent from his once close allegiance to 
Wagner’s teachings, was manifest.26 At the opening of 
his Chamber of Commerce in Troppau (today Opava) 
in 1910, he stated:

Modern architecture is influenced by two powerful 
factors. On the one hand, every building must 
epitomise the strict demands imposed [upon it] by 
the irrefutable necessities of life. On the other, this 
embodiment should be fashioned in such a manner, 
that shows its dependence upon and the influence 
of building methods from previous centuries.27

The ‘dependence upon and influence of the architecture 
of the past’ opens up a great difference between 
Bauer’s and Hoffmann’s approaches to design of their 
respective sanatoria. This point of disparity provides a 
point of departure from which to begin the comparison 
of the Purkersdorf and Priessnitz sanatoria buildings.

Comparative analysis of the sanatoria 
buildings
While the Purkersdorf Sanatorium has been the focus 
of much scholarship, particularly in the last twenty 
five years, there exists a distinct lack of interpretative 
research on the design of the Priessnitz Sanatorium. 
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Thus, it is one aim of this article to alter these 
circumstances. The most recent work on Purkersdorf 
Sanatorium by Leslie Topp (1997/2004) and Christian 
Witt-Dörring (2003) has drawn attention to Hoffmann’s 
design in light of the function or purpose of the building, 
a factor of undoubted significant that had been merely 
acknowledged in earlier studies. 28 This scholarship 
provides a background for comparison with Bauer’s 
design and a point from where established ideas 
on the design of sanatoria for nervous ailments can 
be developed. Above all, this discussion seeks to 
challenge Topp’s assertion that the function of the 
Purkersdorf Sanatorium dictated simplicity, order and 
technological imagery which were new to Hoffmann’s 
design vocabulary, so that ‘a sanatorium building had 
never looked so radically modern or so appropriate to 
its purpose.’29

Despite the disparity of the architects’ approaches, a 
quote from the psychiatrist so inherently linked with 
Purkersdorf, Krafft-Ebing, demonstrates very well 
Bauer’s approach to design at the Priessnitz Sanatorium. 
Krafft-Ebing explained that the advantages of a stay 
in a sanatorium, of the treatment offered there, were 
that ‘they frequently transport the sick into another 
spiritual atmosphere and so leave the many harmful 
influences of domestic and professional life behind.’30 
While Witt-Dörring suggests that the unfamiliar 
qualities of Hoffmann’s revolutionary design ‘removed 
[patients] from the detrimental affects of reality’,31 
it seems possible that at the Priessnitz Sanatorium 
holistic therapy did not only ‘transport the sick into 
another spiritual atmosphere’, but that Bauer’s design 
contributed equally to the psychological element of 
treatment. In fact, in 1919 in a further demonstration 
of his divergence from Wagner’s theories, Bauer wrote 
that the creation of a ‘mystical atmosphere’ was 
intrinsic to any design.32 The following quote from Dr 
Karl Mayr, writing on two sanatoria in Germany in the 
design journal Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration in 
1904, suggests just such an approach to design.

The purpose [of the buildings] had a crucial influence 
[upon their design].  However, there was something 
further: progressive doctors have long known, that 
if the function of an individual organ ever becomes 
unstable, the human being requires not solely a 
physical but also a psychological remedy, or as an 
outstanding doctor … once stated: a second world 
must be created for the patient, to where his soul 
climbs while leaving his body to the knocks of the 

earthly world.  Soothed, refreshed, courageous 
once again, the human being is capable of much 
more energetic resistance to attack.33

Mayr’s prescription for achieving this desired effect 
upon patients required ‘an embodiment of the whole, 
the choice of colours, the finish of the wood, the 
employment of materials with respect to the specific 
hygienic function.’34 Thus, a hygiene-conscious, 
overall design corresponding to the holistic therapy 
undergone by patients was necessary to create this 
‘second world’ which would assist in the restoration 
of patients’ health and ultimately the reform of their 
everyday lives.

As figures 1 and 2 show, Bauer’s design differs most 
obviously from the revolutionary newness of Hoffmann’s 
in its reference to familiar historical elements, which, as 
was mentioned above, was one of two main factors 
for any design for Bauer at this time. If Hoffmann’s 
building is juxtaposed with those already in existence 
at Purkersdorf and the Priessnitz Sanatorium with 
the architecture of spa resort village Gräfenberg, 
the distinction becomes all the more apparent. 
Hoffmann’s design stands in stark contrast to the kind 
of imitation, half-timbered architecture he described 
with detestation in 1897. Bauer’s however, draws on 
elements found in the surrounding buildings, such as 
the five-bay symmetry of the building immediately in 
front of the sanatorium, a specific form of roof window, 
mouldings around door, window and arch apertures, 
relief pilasters on the façade. While Hoffmann 
wanted to create a stable, therapeutic island, Bauer 
deliberately placed his design in its geographical 
context. Furthermore, Bauer is seen as drawing upon 
the architecture of the locality in addition to placing 
the building within an historical context: Gräfenberg 
was the birthplace of Vincenz Priessnitz the pioneering 
‘modern’ proponent of hydrotherapy. Hydrotherapy 
was a major aspect of the holistic treatment practised 
at the Priessnitz Sanatorium. Thus, the sanatorium 
demonstrates not only dependence upon and the 
influence of building methods from previous centuries, 
but also of therapeutic methods from previous 
centuries. The exterior provides the first component of 
an overall, ‘spiritual atmosphere’ linked with the past.

Interior spaces of the sanatoria
Hoffmann’s ideal in 1901 was a building created as one 
entity: the exterior revealing the interior. This concept 
has certainly been applied at Purkersdorf Sanatorium. 
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For example, the regular rhythm of dark windows, 
squares subdivided into smaller squares, puncturing 
the white surface where openings and façade edges 
are defined by tiny squares is continued inside to the 
hall.35 As Topp and Witt-Dörring36 have demonstrated, 
the square motif and contrasting black and white create 
a ‘self-referential’ space as it were, where furniture and 
fittings in a variety of materials relate to the form of 
others and simultaneously refer to the exterior and 
to spaces further inside. The hall is one element in a 
very tightly integrated overall design; a reflection, Topp 
suggests, of the strict daily schedule to which patients 
lives were organised.37 The function of the hall, a space 
for circulation, of onward movement, is defined by its 
design, e.g. the black and white tiles continue in the 
corridors leading from the hall, visible through glass 
doors and up the stairs. At the same time, this design 
met the highest hygiene standards.38 At Purkersdorf, 
the design seems to act on a psychological level by 
orientating the patients both physically and temporally 
within their radically new world.  However, it does not 
create a second world as Bauer’s design does.

The hall at the Priessnitz Sanatorium does in fact 
also serve to guide patients through and around the 
sanatorium. The double row of light grey Corinthian 
columns and the long carpet, perhaps with a floral 
pattern, provides an obvious passage through the 
space towards the dining, music and other social 
spaces at the rear of the sanatorium. Simultaneously, 
the columns also divide the hall into three distinct 
functional areas: in the centre horizontal movement; 
to one side, with the grand staircase and lift, vertical 
movement; on the other side a contrasting stationary 
place for patients to meet and gather around the 
fireplace. It seems, however, that the design of this 
space and its functions suggest places outside a 
sanatorium and thus create a second world or spiritual 
atmosphere taking the patients away from the worries 
of their ailments and the healing process. Perhaps 
the striking rows of columns and the stairs suggest 
a stately home or a grand hotel, while gathering 
around a fireplace is perhaps more clearly suggestive 
of a domestic environment. These spaces are not 
only dependent upon and influenced by elements of 
historical architectural vocabulary, but these spiritual 
atmospheres are also reminiscent of both universal 
and individual pasts and thus perhaps provided a 
sense of security in the changing world from which 
nervous ailments emerged.

In contrast to Hoffmann’s tightly integrated design of 
both objects and space, Bauer’s approach to overall 
design seems to highlight differences. In the hall at 
Purkersdorf black and while squares were found on 
the chair in raffia and on the floor in ceramic tiles, 
while at Priessnitz, a differentiation was made in motifs 
between materials.39 On walls and on the fascia of the 
staircase, a naturalistic floral plaster relief can be found. 
In a window, the floral motif has become more stylised, 
in glass crystals and frosted glass. In the metal work 
balustrades of the staircase, the lift cage and outside 
as balcony and loggia balustrades, which all define 
visible public spaces, the floral motif has evolved into 
a series of simple vertical curlicues and rods.  

Moving to the dining rooms of each sanatorium (figures 3 
and 4), Bauer’s interest in differences and Hoffmann’s in 
integration become even more apparent. The coffering 
and wall panelling in dark wood and the chandeliers of 
the dining room of the Priessnitz Sanatorium (figure 3) 
conjure up a spiritual atmosphere quite different to that 
of the hall. The familiar architectural historical elements 
present a space reminiscent of a medieval great hall, 
a place for banquets and entertainment, a contrast 
to the suggested domesticity and grand promenade 
of the hall. Once again, there is differentiation in the 
details: the coffered ceiling and the chandeliers 
hanging from it are octagonal, while elements in the 
same materials associated with the walls - panelling 
and light fixtures - are square. The wallpaper above the 
panelling also appears to possess a square motif, but 
again not entirely similar to that of those around it. If the 
layout of tables seen here was usual, it is possible to 
conclude that Bauer wished for each individual guest 

FIGURE 3: Priessnitz Sanatorium, dining room, Leopold Bauer, 
1909 – 10. (Státní okresní archiv Jeseník, Czech Republic. 
Priessnitz Sanatorium, Freiwaldau – Gräfenberg, p. 5)
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to experience the spiritual atmosphere of the dining 
room in his or her own way, different for each one.  
Conversely, at Purkersdorf (figure 4), if dining together 
at one long table was the customary arrangement, as 
the image shows, the design of Purkersdorf can be 
understood not only as a means of orientation of when 
and for how long to engage in particular activities, but 
also where, as Witt-Dörring states, furniture defines 
the function of spaces.40 In the dining room, a ‘system 
of vertical and horizontal co-ordinates’41 exists to guide 
patients’ experience of the space and of how activities 
should be performed. In gathering patients around 
one large table for meals, there is a sense of patients 
being regarded as one single mass entity, themselves 
integrated into the design of the sanatorium.

This notion can be applied further to the patient 
bedrooms of both sanatoria (figures 5 and 6). The 
bedroom ensemble at Purkersdorf, designed by 
Koloman Moser (figure 5), is once again subject to 
a fully integrated, strict geometry, its details echoing 
others within the sanatorium. 42 One could imagine 
that every patient bedroom was designed in exactly 
the same manner. The way in which the bed is the 
focus of the room again defines the function of the 
space and its sparseness suggests the limited amount 
of time patients ought to spend there.43 The design of 
interior spaces and furniture at Purkersdorf Sanatorium 
repeatedly reveals how the daily life of patients was 
organised and how or for how long patients were 

expected to carry out each activity within the strict 
schedule.

Bauer’s patient bedroom (figure 6) contrasts starkly 
with Hoffmann’s. Here, the clutter of furniture suggests 
a multitude of functions, a space in which to sleep, 
to relax on the chaise longue, to read, write or even 
work. Through the arrangement of furniture, patients 
are afforded individual choice in their private space; 
no one specific function is dictated. In contrast to 
the ascetic quality of the Purkersdorf bedroom, the 
Priessnitz bedroom suggests the horror vacui of 
Historicism. Perhaps the patients would have found 
this comforting or felt a sense of security through the 
familiar; perhaps Bauer’s objective here was to produce 
a spiritual atmosphere of domesticity, as he had in 
the hall. Moreover, further images and documentary 
evidence prove that not every bedroom in the Priessnitz 
Sanatorium was decorated identically.44 While the same 
furniture design was employed, the colour of wood, 
wallpaper, painted surfaces and textiles were varied. In 
this way, the sense of a domestic spiritual atmosphere 
in the bedrooms is strengthened; in their own homes 
patients may have possessed similar variations based 
upon one model.

Conclusion
In considering the architecture of Purkersdorf 
Sanatorium and the Priessnitz Sanatorium, one can 
draw the convincing conclusion that the overall designs 

FIGURE 4: Purkersdorf Sanatorium, dining room, Josef Hoffmann, 1904 – 05. 
(OeNB, Vienna. Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration, no. 18, 1906, p. 433)
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produced by Josef Hoffmann and Leopold Bauer were 
influenced by the holistic therapy - the treatment of 
the whole patient - which would occur within their 
built structures. However, the ultimate form of these 
two overall designs was shaped predominantly by the 
architects’ own ideas and ideals. Hoffmann aimed to 
create a simple, integrated building; Bauer to employ 
a range of elements of familiar, historical architectural 
language, to create a mystical atmosphere and to 
place his buildings firmly within a specific geographical 
and historical context. In so doing, Hoffmann’s tightly 
structured, physical world suited the highly regimented 
lifestyle of patients receiving treatment for nervous 
ailments. Bauer’s atmospheric environment afforded 
patients a spiritual second world in which their souls 
could be soothed while their bodies were treated for 
the somatic symptoms of nervous ailments. Finally 
therefore, one could argue that while no other building 
may have looked so radically modern, Hoffmann’s 
Purkersdorf Sanatorium is no more appropriate to 
its purpose than Bauer’s Priessnitz Sanatorium. This 
article has demonstrated that another, equally viable 
approach to the design of sanatoria for nervous 
ailments existed which was just as appropriate to its 
purpose.45
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Czech Republic for their assistance with my research 
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All translations are my own unless otherwise stated.
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