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O
Demands of

Daily Living

The Bathhouse

s an anthropologist, I do lay claim to an inventory of

modest virtues that have served me well in the field over

the years. These were perhaps best summarized by a
student who—in a routine written evaluation
courses —observed that I was amiable,
and clean.

Cleanliness is a virtue whose sustained pursuit in the field
is rarely documented in published reports. Even in Scandinavia,
a culture enamored of the bath—wholesome and invigorating
refinements of which have been widely adopted in America’s
finest homes— there remain vast inhabitated areas where the
daily bath is unknown.

On the island of Taarnby, keeping clean, by standards with
which I was familiar and which I struggled to perpetuate, was
troublesome. For as the weeks progressed, keeping Katie, our
clothes, and myself clean was consuming frightening amounts
of time —time I would have preferred to spend in the pursuit
of ethnographic enlightment. Katie, who was now well entrencb—
ed and thriving in kindergarten, had created for me the unanti-
cipated opportunity for informal interviews wit-h l,l’er tea.cher in
exchange for an occasional ‘‘tale from America’ during the
class’s daily story hour. I had become friendly with Parentsiof
several of the children, as well, paving the way for sessions with

of one of my
informed, persevering,
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them. With only a twelve-inch-square sink in the unheateq

i i - tap, bathing for Thor and mg
d a single cold-water ta ]

kltc}ll?;iz;:d to sponge baths. We did acquire a metal tub large
i 1h to accommodate Katie in a knees-bent position. A
o een designed to protect the young

ection had b
wrapamund head s 1d position the tub in the living

from drafts, and we wou . :
112?:: Iz‘as close as possible to the potbellied kakkelovn. But since

we only had two gas burners, most 9f an hour was needed' to
heat enough water to half fill it. Emptying the tub me'.ant dragg.mg
it through the living room to the garden or bailing into the sink
until the tub was manageable enough to lift.

I seemed to be forever boiling water toward the elusive goal
of well-scrubbed bodies and clothes. I observed our neighbors
and their children with frank appreciation of their ability to
maintain both dimensions of cleanliness without heroic display.
Of course, as Thor pointed out, most families were using the
public showers in the schoolhouse —an experience I had resisted.

““It is time to simplify our lives,” Thor announced with finality
one day. When my eyes opened wide in the beginning of a protest,
he led me from the water-soaked kitchen floor into the living
room. He sat me down and held my hands.

“I know you're shy about this, but think of warm water,
copious, unlimited amounts of warm water pouring over your
whole body’’ He put his arms around me. ‘“You can do it. I know
you can. Besides, as an anthropologist, can you really leave
Denmark without experiencing a bath Danish style?”’

““Oh Thor,”’ I said. ““It’s not that I'm all that shy, it’s just that—
well, it’s just that it’s all so public here. I mean these are villagers
that we work with day after day. It’s not like going into 2
bathhouse full of strangers.”

TeTnilf?:'bV%:%ded.away from me. ‘‘Hey! Why didn’t I think of that.
20ing to o e%ioemto C%Penhﬂgeq. Of course! Honey, you’re really
¥itac] of thp % nce a ath, Danish style. An initiation into the

u e bath in the best possible context.”

Copenhagen?’’
Copzﬁ:::nt;:f}‘::. ﬁ?sn;llairrl:srvitilﬁlizut having the works at /2
; n. As old as the monarchy.
P(lilge luxury, I promise you. Why, one afternoon, and you’ll be
addicted. And you’ll take the Taarnby showers in your stride.”’
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He lifted me from the floor in a bear hug.
afternoon you’ll never forget!’’
There was in Thor a childlike delight in spontaneous gestures
(f)f l}(:ve. I coulld see that he truly wanted this more for me than
or his own pleasure. It was a swe i
o s o ’pI - etness that melted all resistance.
And so, on an ugly afternoon when the heavy rain made
fieldwork unappealing, we arranged to drop Katie off with the
Jensens, whose daughter was also in Fru Arentoft’s kindergarten
class (and whose family diaries dating from the 1890s Thor was
in the process of reading). Thor and I headed for the city.

““I promise you an

The bathhouse occupied almost a half-block on the edge of
downtown Copenhagen. The front of it was like a theater with
a small sign listing a range of prices, one of which, Thor told
me, included a nap in a fine bed and bedside service of a bottle
of well-chilled Danish beer. There was a box office in which a
woman sat flanked by suspended rolls of brightly colored tickets.
These she dispensed to an intermittent stream of people who
were clearly regulars and knew unhesitatingly what they wanted.

““Can you get us two large hot tubs?’’ I asked.

““No bed?”’

““No bed,”’ I laughed. ‘‘No beer.”’

I watched him walk halfway to the window and then come
back. He’d been thinking. ‘‘Listen, don’t you want the works?”’
he said. ‘“Not bed or beer, but the deluxe ticket which gives you
a shower, a steam bath, and then your hot tub. Moneywise we're
talking pennies.”’

There was excitement in his voice. He seemed so eager that
I should enjoy myself in this marvelous experience tl}at was
familiar to him and unfamiliar to me. The rain was horlgqntal.
All 1 could think of was warmth, being enveloped unqualifiedly
and effortlessly in warmth and water.

“Sure,” I said. ‘“Why not? The works!” .

He said, ‘‘Oh boy!"’ and was off. He returned.wu%l one red
and one blue ticket, He gave me the red one. “‘This will get you
in the women'’s side, over there,”” he gestured. ‘‘I have to take
this door to the men’s side, and we’ll meet here at, say,’ he looked
at his watch, ‘‘four o'clock. we'll have time for a cup of coffee

before we head back.”
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de?’’ My mind had gotten no further than
» Thor said. *‘If you get the deluxe, that’s
th just has a private room with
he repeated. He gave me a kiss

““The women'’s si
those words. ‘‘Sure/
the way you do it. A regular l’.?'a
a couple of tubs. Four o'clock,

and took off in happy anticipation. ’
[ walked through the double doors of the women's entrance,

a little less convivial and only vaguely troubled as to the eventual
disposition of a little packet of powdered s'08P I had been handed,
together with a small pink bar and a plastic shower cap. I stopped
before a booth. It looked like a checkroom so I slipped off my
coat and lay it on the counter. A woman appeared, took my red
ticket, and wordlessly handed me a steel bracelet with the
number 11 on a silver disc dangling from the center of it. She
also returned my coat and waved a casual hand to the right.

I took this as a cue and moved along the marble corridor. There
were no numbers but at last an aisle and a series of polished
wood doors. The first was marked with a blue-enameled 1, and
in the second aisle, well back, I found 11. The door opened to
a cubbyhole about 2 feet by 3 feet. There was a single clothes
hook and a small mirror, and from the back of the door a folding
bench dropped into place.

Where I wondered, did one get the towel and clogs to wear
into the steam room? I went out into the corridor just as a woman
in a pale blue dress approached the booth. She looked official.
I we.lved my silver bracelet at her, pointing significantly to the
11, intending to convey my plight as soon as I could come up
with a translation for ‘clogs.”” She stared at me, then with a
hesitan.t smile, waved a silver bracelet of her own and disappeared
fr;(;r(ll view down another aisle. I went back to 11 and removed

ress.
ofF‘;‘II:eIrer;ute.s elapsed. I could hear fiistant voices and the sound
er. Leaving my coat and dress in the room, I stepped once
H;?reh into tl.le hall,. soap and shower cap in my hands. I turned
gaﬂ:hzur;ﬂ:::nggn_‘adordtq face a clerk with the name of the

“No! Nol" shgls erctla lin re'd and !)lue on a breast pocket.

. H aid in rapid Danish, clearly pained by my
ppearance. ‘‘Not with clothes!”” And she marched me back to

11. “‘Not with clothes,” she said again ili o

tugged at my slip, indicating I shoguld reS$1 ing but insistent. She

to go, but I held her in a steely grip. i
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It was my intention to explain that, were I to comply with her
requt.ast, I should need some form of cover, and none had been
prov1de.d me. I. spoke rapidly, and I'm sure imperfectly,
attempting graphic gestures of my plight with my free hand. Her
brows furrowed, but then in a no-nonsense voice she repeated
once more, ‘‘Not with clothes.”

I stepped into the booth, removed my bra, panties, and hose,
and took one last look in the mirror. Then, with the bar and
packet of soap in one hand and the shower cap and bracelet in
the other, I stepped into the hall.

I passed the attendant at her post. She smiled in broad
approval, took the silver bracelet with 11 from my hand, placed
it around my wrist, and motioned that I should follow. A turn
to the right, a turn to the left, and we faced a pair of frosted doors.
As she pushed them open into a room active with the splashing
of some twenty nude women, I heard her loud and clear Danish
in the only words I was fully to comprehend for the rest of the
afternoon, ‘‘Here comes an American lady.”” And twenty heads
lifted as one as I stepped into the white-tiled public bath, and
the frosted doors closed behind me.

““Good afternoon,’ I waved, and headed for the open showers.

Another attendant materialized to head me off. ““No, no!’’ she
said. ““You may not!”’ She checked my bracelet and led me to
a bank of wooden pigeonholes, much like those one sees behind
a hotel desk. There she took my bracelet and my soap from me;
tucking the bracelet into hole number 11. I followed her and my
soap to a great marble trough. Along the length of the trough
were little tin basins. Into one of these she dumped the packet
of powdered soap, filled the basin, handed it to me, and
disappeared. _

I observed the women observing me. They were scrubbing away
with great brown wads. I moved quite close to the nearest lady,
basin in hand, to study the wad, wrinkling my forehead to
express desolate perplexity. «What is that?”’ I asked. She
motioned across the room. ‘“That there,’ she gestured.

The room was a steamy gray-white blur. I be';gan a slow,
scrutinizing approach. More basins, s.howers.(whlch had been
forbidden me), and then a great bin fllle(.i with a curly brown
mass. Wood peelings, a kind of excel'smr. A nude woman
appeared. She dipped her hand into the bin, pulled loose a fistful

SO TPAT ST W S RO G rATE. I TRPRETEIG S




