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Latrine

The contribution explores the importance of public latrines within cities, highlighting how they represent essential 
spaces for dignity and collective well-being. Analysing the history and evolution of these places, the text highlights 
their crucial role in the structure of the city and how they reflect power dynamics and social inequalities. Public 
latrines, long neglected, are presented not only as functional infrastructures but also as symbols of public health 
and social justice. The essay discusses the increasing privatisation of these spaces and the implications for 
access to basic services, especially for vulnerable groups such as women, children and people with disabilities, 
proposing the reintroduction of the latrine into the contemporary urban imagination.

Latrine

Il contributo esplora l’importanza delle latrine pubbliche all’interno delle città, sottolineando come esse rappresentino 
spazi essenziali per la dignità e il benessere collettivo. Analizzando la storia e l’evoluzione di questi luoghi, il testo 
evidenzia il loro ruolo cruciale nella struttura della città e come riflettano le dinamiche di potere e le disuguaglianze 
sociali. Le latrine pubbliche, a lungo trascurate, sono presentate non solo come infrastrutture funzionali ma anche 
come simboli della salute pubblica e della giustizia sociale. Il saggio discute la crescente privatizzazione di questi 
spazi e le implicazioni per l’accesso ai servizi fondamentali, specialmente per le categorie vulnerabili come donne, 
bambini e persone con disabilità, proponendo la reintroduzione della latrina nell’immaginario urbano contemporaneo.
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressione 
grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra linguaggi. 
La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri tema-
tici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spazio di 
ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di rubri-
che che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere del-
le diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, progetto, racconto, 
lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viaggio, ring, 
tutorial, intervista, fundamentals – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The journal is 
conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a discourse 
on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sections that 
offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme analysed: 
editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, transla-
tion, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, interview, fundamentals. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, col-
lective perception. The principal aim of these sections is not 
to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investiga-
tion of different instances of design and to provide tools and 
materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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A PLACE

the Association of Engineers include a description of gender-neutral pub-
lic toilets that can produce a reduction of about forty percent on space and 
construction and operating costs. The modern gender-neutral toilet is an 
accessible public toilet designed for use by any group of people (Kogan 
2007). Open-plan, semi-open designs arranged in open spaces, supplement-
ed with outdoor seating and flushing devices that serve as fountains, regen-
erate the tradition of making public toilets directly accessible from streets, 
parks, and squares. Prototypes for renovation or contemporary design inte-
grate additional functions, multi-user facilities, and family-friendly locker 
rooms to guarantee safety, socialisation, and urban reactivation.

Public latrines can and should reintegrate the urban imaginary. ‘To 
rethink latrines is to rethink cities, with a view to greater equity and sus-
tainability’ (di Robilant, Koolhaas, Petermann, Trüby 2014, p. 178). The 
recent Tokyo Toilet project built seventeen public toilets in the Shibuya 
district with the aim of rethinking the concept of accessible, safe, and 
beautiful public toilets (Genovese 2023). These innovative toilets are inte-
grated into broader urban redevelopment projects, and in Wim Wenders’ 
documentary Perfect Days they are described as ‘small sanctuaries of peace 
and dignity’, unexpected and surprising places where one can regain a 
sense of calm and dignity. And if the true essence of a city is reflected in 
its most miserable corners, public latrines reflect this misery. The public 
bath constitutes the foundation of an entire social and cultural structure, 
of the sense and meaning of its urbanities.
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emergent spaces. With the decline of the urban sphere, companies, public 
or private, discover, by design or by accident, that they can make money no 
longer from urban peeing, pecunia non olet but precisely from the failure of 
the urban. If one needs to go to the bathroom, one buys something. Services 
are offered to paying customers only, subject to consumption. And if there 
is deemed to be a safety problem, the public or private company’s bathroom 
is simply closed. The privatisation of public bathrooms reflects a commodi-
fication of space and increasing selection in access to essential services that 
affects us all, since ‘the urban inequality is not just about the poor not having 
enough money, it is also about the powerful making enough money to buy 
urban necessities out from under the poor’ (Sassen 2014, p. 118).

If the modernisation of the city also passed through the construction 
of public baths or their solemn grafting into pre-existing civic artifacts, 
today these fundamental places appear obliterated memories, absent wit-
nesses of a past when the public city was a priority. Some are temporar-
ily reopened under the slogan of ‘providing a necessary service during 
events in the historic centre’ a sentiment driven by tourist needs rath-
er than a genuine commitment to public welfare. The good living room 
of the tourist market supplants the sense of urbanity. And, at the same 
time, architectures that once made explicit the presence of an essential 
service are replaced by temporary, functional anonymous artifacts, intend-
ed to respond to situations as emergency, which find no visible meaning 
in urban construction. These are sometimes smart spaces, mostly of short 
duration, in any case selective. As unnecessary accessories, they highlight 
the cultural transformations implied by the current city.

While the World Health Organization recalls the importance of toilets 
to ensure accessibility in all public spaces, ‘the lack of adequate latrines 
in urban centres is a sign of poor urban planning and social inequalities’ 
(di Robilant, Koolhaas, Petermann, Trüby 2014, p. 102). The decline in the 
supply of public toilets, justified by reasons related to vandalism, crime, 
and financial constraints, supports in fact the lack of consideration about 
their value to urbanity. It is an undercurrent that brands a need. That of 
bringing urban design back central to public discourse.

In Italy, there are no regulatory sources requiring public establishments 
to make toilets available to non-customers. The same goes for local authori-
ties to provide independent toilets in public open spaces. A law was recently 
passed in New York City requiring the city to find at least one feasible loca-
tion for new public toilets in each urban area corresponding to the zip code, 
while some states in the U.S. have recently passed laws to require commer-
cial establishments to open their toilets to customers with a legitimate cer-
tified medical need (De Santis, Gregori 2022).

In the complex relationship between citizenship, bodies, and urban 
spaces, the absence or inadequacy of public toilets produce hidden ine-
qualities (Wiseman 2019), places of non-belonging (Browne 2004), and 
exclusions of people from full citizenship (Greed 2003). As the popula-
tion ages and disabilities increase, the shortage or inadequacy of public 
bathrooms causes degradation and fragility. 

The connection between human physiological needs, politics of shar-
ing (Molotch, Norén 2010), and the market dominance us understand 
many social aspects of our cities. The gradual disappearance of free basic 
services, public latrines, but not only, has become an established prac-
tice, often justified by public order or budgetary reasons. This situation 
has a significant impact on the relationship between the city, citizens’ 
needs and market dominance, as evidenced, for example, by Morris’s col-
umns serving as public toilets and advertising panels or advertising scaf-
folding on the construction sites of historic buildings under restoration. 
The negotiation between social needs and market pressures highlights 
a theme of urban design whose answers are still uncertain. Of these, 
one plausible strategy seems to lie between the long time of the city 
and the short duration of the market. Reasoning about the time of the 
city’s architecture and the duration of the contingent seems to be able to 
become a design issue for building or rethinking some necessary places 
in the city. Places that can respond to needs, designing contexts, gener-
ating civilisation, and yet tuning into what is present in the present time.

The issue of presence is thus joined by the issue of spatial features. 
Standards and regulatory paraphernalia are addressed to structural issues 
only, obsessing over plant aspects leave out issues concerning users and 
spaces. In Italy, for example, the normative reference for bathroom design 
for people with different abilities dates to 1989, limited to the organisa-
tion of the enclosed space, and it is a frequent problem in many countries.

A ‘hygienic imagination’ that divides the ‘clean public space’ from the 
‘dirty realm of the abject body’ by separating men from women, people from 
people with disabilities, and, in an earlier era, members of one race from 
another (Cavanaugh 2010) perishes. Yet, the place of public latrines repre-
sents a potential for spatial inventions for the city, the diverse needs of bod-
ies, and mingled social awareness. In Germany, the revised guidelines of 

We all know the feeling of being mobile in the city and being seized by 
a pressing physiological need. Depending on where you are, things can 
get complicated. From a logistical, safety or hygiene standpoint, espe-
cially for women, children, and people with disabilities (O’Reilly 2016).

Belonging to the ‘microcosms of functional architecture’ (di Robilant, 
Koolhaas, Petermann, Trüby 2014, p. 45), public latrines represent ‘one 
of the few spaces we all need at some point, and we are all vulnerable 
because there are often not enough of them’ (Simon 2011, p. 84). Yet, pub-
lic latrines have long been present among the fundamental sites of city 
architecture. Their history reflects entire eras and restores their meaning. 
Quirky communes and wretched inequalities, individual dignity and col-
lective well-being, ideas of society and power dynamics, they draw out-
posts of the city or spectres of its absence.

Markers of the polis since ancient Greece, in De architectura Vitruvius plac-
es spaces designated for public hygiene, including latrines, at the base of 
the civic structure. ‘In ancient Rome, public latrines were places of social 
interaction as much as baths or piazzas’ (di Robilant, Koolhaas, Petermann, 
Trüby 2014, p. 67). Leonardo da Vinci’s illustrious latrines, revolutionised in 
plumbing and ventilation systems, marked key points of the renovated city. 
From the late 19th century to the 1930s, the massive campaign of public bath-
house construction concurs in the testing of the new sanitation conscious-
ness (Cent’anni fa la Sanità 1988) dictating the urban design of modernity. It 
was a general rush, ‘mayors of every city would show up and hold events 
where they boasted about their public baths’ (Simon 2011, p. 84). From major 
capitals to provincial cities. Like Udine, which in 1894 received a gold med-
al at the International Exhibition of Medicine and Hygiene in Rome for its 
public baths. The presence of these places ‘absolutely necessary for health and 
urban decency’ rises to a fundamental criterion for evaluating the wealth of a 
nation (Pedrini 1905). The progress debated in technical manuals and scien-
tific essays is reflected in architectures endowed with a search for solemnity, 
recognisable, accessible, scattered widely throughout the city body. It is archi-
tecture for urbanity. Hospitable objects, functional devices, social tools, pul-
viscular, diffuse, distributed structures, on par with hospitals or health care.

Public latrines are an infrastructure in their own right and as such also 
represent a means of control. From the Cloaca Maxima to Renaissance reg-
ulations, the materialisation of an awareness becomes the norm, produces 
a utilitarian response, and conforms devices for the maintenance of power 
hierarchies (Adorno, Horkheimer 1979). Public latrines are instruments of 
colonisation (Bhabha 1994) within the perverse fascination with hygienic 
purity that characterises all relations between colonial power and indige-
nous resistance (Fanon 1963). Similarly, regulated and monitored by authori-
ties, they become places where people’s behaviour is observed and regulated, 
reinforcing the norms and hierarchies present within society. Cleanliness 
serves hygienic and moral purposes and ‘thus discipline produces subjected 
and practised bodies, “docile” bodies’ (Foucault 1995, p. 138). While public 
latrines can be used as a means of controlling individual behaviour, their lack 
or inadequate quality perpetuates equally pernicious exclusions.

Public latrines, then, prove to be more than just functional architec-
tures. They knot broad meanings, reflecting cultural values, norms, and 
priorities. From the ritual practices related to human excretion of the 
Scatologic Rites of All Nations (Bourke 1891), to the metamorphosis of excre-
ment from waste to social resource of the Ode to Poop (Leroux 1848), to the 
links between human physiological waste and culture of the Histoire de la 
merde (Laporte 2000), public places dedicated to bodily leftovers tell us 
about the vitality of a civilisation or its decline (Spengler 1991). After all, if 
every era can be read in the intertwining of architecture and management 
of physiological residues, past the Vespasians, it is recent news, through 
DNA analysis of uncollected dog droppings, it will soon be possible to 
identify owners who do not collect their animals’ droppings and fine them!

Public latrines are real or missing witnesses to the right to the city (Lefebvre 
1996), gradients of justice and inclusion. Like all residual places, last of the 
discards provoking a never-vanishing sense of repudiation, irreverent primal 
affair that unites us all, these places are an integral part of the urban expe-
rience (de Certeau 1984) in the boundaries between intimacy and collectiv-
ity. The artist Ai Weiwei, for example, uses public latrines as an exploratory 
site of the conditions of privacy, dignity, and inequality, of the social and 
political norms that regulate their use and perception. Similarly, the public 
toilets in Danny Boyle’s film Trainspotting probe microcosms of despair and 
degradation, of the inequalities and challenges of the contemporary city.

In the stage of this ‘unequal city’ (Harvey 1973), dignity, once visible and 
monumental, appears relegated to extraneous, intangible, and ghostly con-
ditions. And urban misery emerges progressively removed from the terri-
tory of architecture along with public latrines. Its structure in public space 
has turned into a latent condition, faded, removed, as if non-existent. Public 
latrines have become increasingly rare, replaced by private toilets in bars, 
restaurants, and shopping malls, or for private use in stations or a few other 

Municipality of Udine, Technical Office, Chief Municipal Engineer, 
Project for Public Latrine in Ricasoli Garden, 1928. Courtesy Comune 
di Udine, U.R.P. e Servizio Edilizia Privata, Archivio PRGR1728, 
PDAS1II17.E, PRGR1916PDAF1II.22.C.

Municipality of Udine, Technical Office, Chief Municipal Engineer, 
Project for Nine Public Latrines on the Civic Castle Square, 1938. 
Courtesy Comune di Udine, U.R.P. e Servizio Edilizia Privata, Archivio 
PRGR1728, PDAS1II17.E, PRGR1916PDAF1II.22.C.
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