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COLOUR ME RED!
A 19th-century bathhouse reborn as a luxury restaurant requires a 
willing suspension of disbelief. RDAI has waved just such a magic wand 
over Le Bains in Paris. Devyani Jayakar lingers over the luscious 
design offerings in this carefully orchestrated reincarnation.
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Red. Not blue, or green, or aqua, which 
you would expect to see in a space seeking 
to impersonate a grotto. So if red seems an 
unlikely colour to evoke associations with 
water, ask Denis Montel of RDAI about the 
extensive use of this powerful colour in 
his reinvention of a bathhouse as a luxury 
restaurant. And extensively red it is. These 
are no timid little accents, safely used in 
prescribed small doses. A luxuriant, regal 
crimson sweeps over large expanses of 
walls and ceilings, with truly gasp-worthy 
insouciance. 

“Les Bains used to be a spa, but now it is a 
space for entertainment…and what better 
colour than red to convey that spirit of 
celebration?” asks Montel. In his rendition, 
this is not just any red. Deep, glossy, it has 
a life of its own as it appears to drip and 
melt down the columns just stopping short 
of the floor, covering surfaces with a highly 
reflective finish which makes one imagine 
it must be wet…that if you touched it, 
your finger would come away with a daub 

of slick vermillion on it. Subliminally, this 
completes the association with fluidity in 
the viewer’s mind; and Montel has thus 
accomplished his mission. 
In Montel’s reckoning, his concept for 
this design is anchored in what he refers 
to as ‘telescoping,’ a subtle transition 
from the old to the modern, to create a 
contemporary vision fed by the past. To 
understand this, one must go back a bit 
into the history of Les Bains. Opened in 
1885, Les Bains Douches was a renowned 
bathhouse in Paris. Almost akin to a 
temple, it was dedicated to massages and 
sulphur baths and was patronised by the 
likes of Marcel Proust. In 1978, the place 
transformed into a hedonistic nightclub 
which cultivated clubbing into an art, 
rapidly becoming a cultural phenomenon 
in the process. However, by 2011, well 
past its heydeys, the place closed down. 
To reinvent and save this icon of Parisian 
nightlife, the current reincarnation 
came into being. In the hands of Montel, 

‘Les Bains – La Salle à Manger’ (now a 
restaurant, which includes a bar and two 
patios) has been infused with a new life. 

“The original Bains Douches aesthetic is 
clearly reflected in traces such as the 
façade, the tiles and the thermal bath’s 
original reservoir, but it is also expressed 
in the resonance of forms and in the 
echo of the ceiling’s dome-like shape. 
Experiencing a subtle evocation of water 
was our first concern; but also to recall the 
spirit of the musical and cultural diversity 
that had existed for decades,” says Montel. 

“These domes which probably assisted in 
the condensation of hot steam from the 
spa, provide a significantly high ceiling. 
While the inspiration for such organic 
forms lies in the nineteenth century, its 
realisation demands twenty-first-century 
technologies,” he adds. This complex 
undulating ceiling dips and rises, bulbously 
convex in parts, a recessed concave in 
others - all the time maintaining the 
quality of a shiny red mirror. 
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In this cruciform layout, the geometry of 
the space dictates whether the ceiling 
goes up or down. “Each arm of the right-
angled cross contains an undulation, with 
the ceiling becoming concave at the 
intersection,” says Montel. The complexity 
of the ceiling also serves to conceal 
services, the perforations on its surface 
assisting the acoustics in a time-honoured 
solution. “The moulded ceiling is a unique 
feature, finished in-situ. Its acoustic 
quality and the allure of the high-gloss 
red-lacquered finish was a technological 
challenge. The hidden integration of all 
the technical elements - audio speakers, 
air conditioning and lighting - was 
essential, to provide a lounge atmosphere.”
The plasterboard ceiling frame was 
cast on site by the plasterer and fitted 
with recessed spotlights; their quantity 
minimised so as not to disturb the shape 
of the ceiling, and used exclusively 
to illuminate the tables and the bar. 
Inconspicuous in appearance, with 
carefully controlled lighting levels, they do 
not flood the space with light. 
The intersection of the ceiling and walls 
have also been treated interestingly – 
curving the horizontal onto the vertical 
plane in some areas, while other parts 
form crisp edges. Light once again is 
used to generate a subtle glow, with LED 
strips concealed in coves running steadily 
from wall to wall. The lighting concept 
is developed around the architecture 
of the ceiling, especially its texture, its 
distortions and its high gloss red finish. 

“This involved taking advantage of the 
spectacular ceiling and improving the 
reflections on this red mirror,” says Montel. 
Never directly illuminated, the ceiling 
behaves as a deformed image of the room 
with changing and kinetic light reflections. 
The design language follows an aqueous 
visual, wherein all the lines are flowing, 
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