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Introduction

In the first half of the 19th century, the bathing tradition experienced a strong boost. Not was 
a visit to a spa undertaken for health reasons, but it was also becoming increasingly popular 
for relaxing and entertainment.1 In order to meet this rising demand, numerous new spas 
were founded and existing spas were extended and modernized, with the result that some 
local structures changed completely within only a few years. This expansion can be observed 
particularly in Styria.2 Even though in 1820 there were already 59 spas,3 a large part of the 
curative waters was exploited only to a limited extent or not utilised at all. Only a few health 
springs had achieved regional or trans-regional importance. The one with the best reputation 
was Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn/Rogaška Slatina in today’s Slovenia, but the warm baths at Tobel-
bad – located south of Graz –, Neuhaus/Dobrna and Römerbad Tüffer/Rimske Toplice near 
Cilli/Celje, were also renowned and respected while Gleichenberg in Eastern Styria was still 
in the construction phase. Compared to international bathing tourism, none of these institu-
tions played a significant role.4 In the first section the circumstances are investigated of how 
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the Styrian spas developed in the first half of the 19th century and which factors influenced their 
expansion. Subsequently, the focus is placed on the commercial side of the spa business, where 
organization, personnel and public appeal are described. The last section deals with commer-
cialization and marketing with a description of the commonalities and differences of the single 
institutions.

Formation and development

For the Styrian spas at the beginning of the 19th century, we can assume that the conditions 
were extremely primitive; even the famous Rothitsch-Sauerbrunn was no exception. In 1801, 
there were only three inns, run by farmers, where guests could be accommodated; any other 
visitors had to live in “makeshift shelters” on site. The drinking fountain was not protected 
from pollution and a donkey’s stable served as a “makeshift bath”.5 In 1803, the Styrian estates 
started to develop the spa business. This development continued for several decades and 
resulted in them attracting 1,600 guests in 1845.6

 A similar development can be observed for almost all Styrian spas which experienced a 
remarkable growth period, especially in the second quarter of the 19th century. The number of 
guests, and hence turnover and profit rose, and most spas doubled their economic output in this 
period. But despite this common success story there are significant differences between the 
spas; these differences were significant for the profitability of the single commercial enter-
prise.
 It became apparent that the ownership situation was key to the spas’ development. The two 
warm baths at Neuhaus and Tüffer were privately-owned at the start of the 19th century;7 while 
this had the advantage of allowing for unlimited decision making power but was also asso-
ciated with a comparably restricted economic basis. In addition, the landed gentry and bour-
geois lacked entrepreneurial skills, which led to these two spas expanding only a little until the 
1840s. Significant growth was only achieved after a change in ownership. In 1840, Tüffer was 
sold to the Triestine entrepreneur Gustav Uhlich, the owner of a huge brewery and a spinning 
factory. He expanded and improved the existing structure through high expenditure and effort.8 
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The development of Neuhaus was similar: only from 1847 onwards did the new owner, Johann 
Count of Hoyos, set the essential impulse for transforming Neuhaus into a modern spa.9

 Diverse starting conditions can be reported for the spas owned by the estates, such as 
Tobelbad and Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn. Despite the diversities of these two spas, they could count 
on sig nificant financial power; however, they had to struggle with cumbersome administrative 
structures. This had a negative effect on leasing out the institution, shown by the example of 
Tobelbad at the onset of the 19th century. Only when the estates took over the spa under their 
own initiative, did the anticipated profit ensue.10 The spa in Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn had been 
managed in this way from the beginning and hence it was more successful.11 For this spa we 
can observe a very intensive period of expansion which was possibly due to the immediate 
competition of the Gleichenberg acidulous spring in Eastern Styria.
 The third, and at the same time most progressive type of ownership, is the private limited 
company – this system was implemented only in Gleichenberg. In 1834, Mathias Constantin 
Capello, Count of Wickenburg, founded the “Gleichenberger und Johannisbrunnen Aktien-
verein”. One thousand shares each priced at 100 florins were issued and the amount received 
from the share issue formed the nominal share capital of the company; it also served for pur-
chasing the required land for building the spa.12 This business model turned out to be extra-
ordinarily profitable and trendsetting. After two long construction periods, supported by 
private and commercial building contractors, the expansion of Gleichenberg to a modern spa 
was finished by 1848. 
 It is interesting to note that the infrastructure had no determining role for the development 
of a spa. Admittedly the spas in Lower Styria would benefit from the construction of local and 
regional roads and the push of the Southern railway from Vienna to Trieste from the 1840s 
onwards;13 however, the examples of Tobelbad and Wildbad Einöd show that easy access alone 
is not enough. Tobelbad was located only a few kilometers south of the regional capital Graz, 
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and despite its long tradition, it only prospered to a limited extent until the mid-19th century. 
Wildbad Einöd was situated along the post road from Judenburg to Klagenfurt and attracted 
solely local guests.14 The spa at Gleichenberg however, was built in the midst of a swampy 
valley in Eastern Styria, far from trans-regional roads; nevertheless, it managed to achieve 
rapid growth.

The spa as a commercial enterprise

During the first 50 years of the 19th century running a spa was a booming business and high 
profits could be generated – if the necessary expertise was put in. This was especially true for 
the spas with cold wells for drinking purposes. These spas were perceived as more modern, 
lively and easy-going than the traditional acratotherms.15 This period-related preference was 
beneficial for Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn and Gleichenberg. The Styrian spas at Neuhaus, Tobelbad 
and Römerbad Tüffer tried to meet the new demands and offer their curative waters for 
drinking, but they lacked the skills to progress the idea and failed.16

 Demand always exceeded supply in all the Styrian spas, with the shortage of guest accom-
modation creating a bottleneck. Rooms and apartments were mainly offered by the spa’s 
operators; therefore it was up to them to increase the amount of accommodation available by 
building more. While the private investors were limited by financial resources, the spas owned 
by the estates inhibited their own development by striving for monopolization. In Rohitsch-Sau-
erbrunn, all available estate-owned rooms and apartments had to be occupied before the inn-
keepers or other private landlords were allowed to lent their rooms.17 Only from 1823 onwards 
did the first people interested in buying property in Tobelbad get a chance to build houses 
and hotels in the town – this resulted in a retarded expansion.18 Gleichenberg however, put 
emphasis on private initiatives from the beginning, whereby it was able to offer a large number 
of hotel rooms much earlier.
 In order to optimize the occupancy levels, the spas aimed at dividing the cure into periods, 
so-called “rounds”, and to request binding reservations from the guests. Customers’ wishes 
could only be fulfilled to a limited extent. Depending on the spa there were five to six “rounds” 
which lasted between 21 and 24 days. The cure season started at the beginning of May and 
lasted until either the end of September or October.
 Such a health spa business required a large number of employees. The management of the 
baths lay in the hands of the bath director, who was supported by a controller and/or a clerk for 
all administrative tasks.19 Due to the presence of the spa doctors, the high standard of health 
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care in the Styrian spas was promoted in the early 19th century. The estate-owned spas had 
a clear competitive advantage in this respect: Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn hired a doctor in 1804; 
Tobelbad did the same in 1810.20 Privately-owned spas could or would not afford such expen-
diture at that time. Only with the expansion of Römerbad Tüffer and Neuhaus in the 1840s, 
were the first spa physicians employed.21

 Other members of the staff were male and female servants who were responsible for 
cleaning and filling the baths as well as to provide immediate support to the guests before and 
after bathing. So-called bottling servants or fountain maids helped at the drinking fountain; 
cleaning was done by chambermaids and servants; the laundry was dealt with by special 
laundresses. The catering manager and his employees took care of food and drink. Larger spas 
had additional boilermen, gardeners and coachmen. These however, were merely seasonal jobs 
in the summer months; during winter these job opportunities were absent.
 The spa represented an important economic factor from which the local population bene-
fitted.22 The food supply for the guests had to be guaranteed, and although these villages had 
created vegetable gardens and greenhouses and were keeping domestic livestock as well, there 
was a high dependency on deliveries from outside the area. In the course of the increasing 
level of bathing tourism, the guests imposed ever growing demands upon a spa. Whether or not 
a spa responded to the customers’ wishes could be decisive for its prosperity. In the first half 
of the 19th century whey treatments were very popular and were offered at almost all the 
Styrian spas. Whey served as an additive to both the acidulous springs and the bathwater. 
Every day the doctor, the pharmacist or the spa’s own dairyman provided the guests with the 
desired product, sweet and warm whey from cows or goats.23

 Another fashion in those days was shower baths, which undoubtedly required an enormous 
amount of technical effort. In 1836/37, Gleichenberg promoted a special “rain or douche bath/
shower bath”;24 some years later Tobelbad and Römerbad Tüffer followed this example. The 
renowned spa Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn, was the only one to ignore this development until 1855. 
If a spa wanted to attract the upper-class guests with their fine tastes, it had to be very creative. 
Gleichenberg for example prescribed baths with soap, bran or malt and used the natural spring 
water for compresses, enemas, and injections, while Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn focused on traditio nal 
methods like herbs and potash.25 Overall, Gleichenberg proved to be very innovative and 
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1854), 210.

30 Albert von muchar, Archäologische Ausgrabungen in Gleichenberg, in: Gratzer Zeitung 42 (15. März. 1845); 
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creative. Some rooms in their dairy farm were equipped with holes in the floor in order to 
allow the vapour from the cowshed underneath to rise up into the room. Inhaling the ammoniac 
professed to have a positive effect on people suffering from a lung disease.26 Effective or not, 
this treatment caused amazement and was much talked about – and the initial purpose set by 
the managers was fulfilled.

Commercialization and advertising

Just like any other company, the spas needed to market themselves. With regards to promotion, 
the Styrian spas mainly chose the traditional way;27 some of them however opted for more 
aggressive, modern approaches which had positive effects on their reputation and awareness. 
 Typically, the tradition of a particular spa was traced back as far as possible. The oldest and 
most esteemed spas were those which dated back to Roman times.28 Every link to show the spa 
had been in use since ancient times was used to promote audience appeal. The Römerbad 
Tüffer or Roman Spa Tüffer carried this affection in its name and displayed Roman stones in 
publicly visible places.29 Gleichenberg also placed a Roman ring fountain in the centre of the 
park.30

 In addition to telling sagas from former times, particular “new legends” were invented.31 
Developers and promoters of the revived institutions were presented in a very dramatic way 
that would draw attention to the modernization efforts. In Gleichenberg for example, the springs 
were named after important people e. g. “Constantin’s spring” in memory of the spa’s founder, 
the Governor of the Region Mathias Constantin Capello Graf von Wickenburg or “Werle spring” 
in memory of Wickenburgs comrade Dr Ignaz Werle from Graz.
 A similar strategy was applied to famous personalities who visited the spa only one time. 
Reference to Archduke John and the “Archduke’s Grove” created by him had to be made in 
every tourist guide about Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn.32 The highest recognition and award was the 
visit of the Emperor, whose glamorous reception was the best publicity. Another important 
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Mai bis 19. August 1984 (Bad Gleichenberg 1984), 72–73.

38 macher, Römerbad, wie Anm. 8, 38–41; Max LeideSdorF, Das Römerbad Tüffer in Steiermark (Wien 1857), 
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drive to raise a spa’s reputation was the recommendation by doctors or scientists. At the begin-
ning of the 19th century, the spa’s managers personally ordered chemical analyses of the springs 
in order to use them as evidence of the beneficial effect of the thermal or acid waters.33

 At the same time, journalistic techniques were increasingly used to promote the spa. Some 
Styrian newspapers regularly published articles which should have been objective, but one 
could recognize that they were rather biased. In some cases the flattering words about the 
advantages of the spa were too good to be true, for example, “Tobelbad has the power to main-
tain youth and delay ageing”.34 Even more subjective were the spa-produced travel guides and 
advice which flew from the pen of the spa’s doctors or directors. Great emphasis was placed 
on publishing medical histories. Both their structure and messages showed an astonishing 
similarity to reports about miracles which can typically be found near places of pilgrimage.35 
The stories of the suffering of various visitors were described in an anonymized and episodic 
way; their unsuccessful attempts at finding a cure at other facilities are illustrated before they 
found their way to the one and only spa that could help them.36

 A lot of publicity was created in Tobelbad, where newspaper articles were published on a 
yearly basis from 1810 onwards. In reality, Gleichenberg was the role model for a profitable 
marketing strategy. Already during the construction phase of the bath, visits by scientists and 
doctors were arranged. Their reports about the village and its uniqueness were already available 
in the bookshops in Graz in 1836, long before the start of the first season. The bookshops in 
Vienna were also supplied with publications. Over the course of some years, a series of papers 
were published under the spa’s name, and thanks to a targeted public relations campaign these 
papers were even translated into Hungarian, Italian, French and English.37

 Despite their enthusiasm, the management of the Styrian spas knew well about their lack 
of sophistication compared with the really famous spas in the realm; therefore they tried to 
catch up with their role models with regard to advertising. In the 1840s, Römerbad Tüffer 
started to promote itself as “Gastein in Styria”, which refers to a very famous spa in the region 
of Salzburg.38 Rohitsch-Sauerbunn, on the other hand, served “artificial water from Karls-
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bad”.39 Gleichenberg, together with European first-class spas like Spa (Belgium), Pyrmont and 
Selters,40 turned out to be very bold by naming their springs.
 A decisive impetus for the institutions came from the systematic dispatch of mineral 
water;41 this however could only be applied by Rohitsch and Gleichenberg. On the one hand 
this helped to maintain contact with the former guests and on the other hand the spa’s name 
was further publicized, thus attracting even more new customers. When the Styrian estates 
started selling the water in Rohitsch in 1803, the amount of bottles sold was 12,000. By 1810, 
this number had risen to 200,000 bottles and by the 1840s more than 500,000 bottles were 
distributed.42 This rapid distribution helped to increase the awareness of the single spa’s brand. 
It is no accident that most of the guests at Rohitsch came from the main sales regions such as 
Hungary, Slavonia, Croatia and the coastal region. Specially employed bottling servants 
scooped the water from the spring and poured it into bottles. To show place of origin, these 
were corked, sealed with pitch and labelled with the Styrian Coat of Arms.43 The significance 
of a well-organized “mail order service” was taken into account during the foundation of 
Gleichenberg and used to achieve the objectives of the spa. A tight network of resellers in 
larger cities – starting from Prague in the North via Budapest in the East down to Trieste and 
Agram – guaranteed good coverage and aimed at creating the need of getting to know and 
visiting the respective spa.44

Summary

At the beginning of the 19th century, the spas and cure resorts in Styria did not know how to 
profit from the boom in bathing tourism. Stuck in strict structures, they stayed within the tra-
ditional geographical and economic boundaries and only expanded hesitantly. Ownership and 
financial power were the crucial aspects for the development of a spa. Generous investments, 
entrepreneurship as well as visionary thinking were necessary in order to expand the business 
rapidly into a competitive institution. A private limited company had a clear advantage com-
pared with private ownership or public authorities. Undoubtedly the initial spark was inspired 
by the foundation of Bad Gleichenberg in 1837. Feeling the growing competition, and having 
a modern example in front of them, other spas in Styria ventured to take a decisive step for-
ward. In order to attract new guests, they had to react to trends and customer needs and wishes 
as well as to show an innovative spirit. Commercialization and advertising were an integral 
part of modern entrepreneurship. By moving in this direction, the two largest Styrian health 
spas Bad Gleichenberg and Rohitsch-Sauerbrunn managed to attract between 1,000 and 2,500 
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guests respectively in the 1850s; the baths in Tobelbad, Neuhaus and the Römerbad Tüffer 
however, only welcomed several hundred.
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