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Pissoirs in Paris: A Hygienic Revolution or a Grand Statement?
 This critical analysis will explore Charles Marville’s photographs of urinals in the 19th century Paris. It will examine the implications of constructing the public urinals for the people of Paris in the wake of modernisation and urban transformation in 1850s and 1860s during the municipal architectural improvements in the time of Baron Georges-Eugene Haussmann. The analysis will argue that the public urinals were created to enhance the affluent lifestyle in Paris rather than improve the sanitary conditions of Paris as a whole. Additionally, Charles Marville’s possible involvement in manipulating his photos to further Haussmann’s agenda for the rebuilding of a much better Paris will be considered. 

Charles Marville (1813-1879), who was appointed the photographer of Paris, played a crucial role in mapping and documenting the Haussmannisation of Paris. In the early 1960s, Marville was commissioned by the prefect and urban planner Georges-Eugène Baron Haussmann to map and document the transformation of Paris during the reign of Napoleon III.[footnoteRef:1] His photos provide an insight into the historical changes occurring in the city as well as the emergence of public urban culture.  [1:  National Gallery of Art, ‘First U.S. Exhibition on French Photographer Charles Marville at National Gallery of Art, Washington September 29, 2013 – January 5, 2014’ (2018) <https://www.nga.gov/press/exh/3209.html>  [Accessed 15 December 2018].] 
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Image 1: Urinal, Jennings System, plateau de                            Image 2: Public Urinals in Paris                                                                                              
 l’Ambigu, 1876 albumen print from collodion                           by Charles Marville.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Monovisions Black and White Photography Magazine, <https://monovisions.com/vintage-public-urinals-in-paris-by-charles-marville-19th-century/> [Accessed 17 December 2018]] 

negative, Musée Carnavalet, Paris, by Charles Marville[footnoteRef:3] [3:  National Gallery of Art, ‘Charles Marville: Photographer of Paris’, Nga.Gov, 2018 <https://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2013/marville.html>   [Accessed 15 December 2018].] 

                                                                                 
The public urinals, formerly called ‘pissoirs’, were originally introduced in the early 1840s for the elite (the flâneur) to frequent the city as well as a means of dissuading people from urinating in public spaces which contributed to the great stink that plagued the city in the late 19th century. The representation of the public urinals in the photo depicts an artistic and hygienic city with trees that beautify the city as well as a blooming capitalist economy which is depicted by the advertising posters shown on the left side of the photograph in image 1, and on the pissoir itself shown in image 2, with the words: ‘PARFUMERIE DE LA Societe Hygienique . Both urinals are open to the street with very little coverage; in image 1 there are about four or five compartments for men to easily answer the call of nature while perusing the city. This shows that even with the urban changes going on, it is still a very male chauvinistic society where women obviously would not have been able to use the urinal due to the way it was created to suit only the male anatomy.  The gaslight not only serves as a form of illumination for the people using the urinals, but also for public transparency. Thus, people can see what is going on in the urinals whilst the ones using it also maintain a form of decency against female eyes.   
Although on the surface, the photos do achieve the aim of depicting a hygienic city, which is what Haussmann intended in the first place, the muddy soil and puddles around the urinals suggest otherwise. These can be seen in most of the photos of the urinals taken. It is not clear whether this was intended because Marville wanted to provide factual evidence of the changing city without favouring and boosting the agenda of the reigning government, or whether it was just a mere oversight in the case of the urinals. It could also be, as Richard Woodward says, that Marville’s photographs neither applaud nor condone the violent disruptions mandated by Haussmann, but that he viewed and documented these changes with the curious indifference of a sociologist and the dedication of an artist.[footnoteRef:4] A further explanation, as his contemporaries suggest, is that Marville’s photos of the city were meant to flatter the people in power while he personally gained by rising to a higher position.[footnoteRef:5] It is possible that this is the case considering that he was specifically chosen among other photographers by the municipal government to document the city, probably because he was more likely to submit to the demands of the higher powers given his humble background and the fact that Paris had a history of favouring the bourgeois members of society. An example of this is the displacement of lower-class people during the architectural refurbishments of the city. Contrary to Woodward, Colette Wilson suggests that Marville was known to have changed the appearance of the old streets and alleyways in his photos in an attempt to make them look unsanitary in appearance and to justify Haussmann’s demolitions in the city.[footnoteRef:6] If this is true, it supports the idea that Haussmann wanted to use Marville’s photos as a statement to the world about the changes occurring in his city, but on his own terms. It was all to promote a certain narrative by exacting a kind of social control over the people and their mobility in the city.  [4:  Richard Woodward, “Photography: Picture Perfect Paris”, Wall street journal, 23rd Oct 2013, p. 3 Available at: https://search.proquest.com/docview/1443980891?accountid=130472> [Accessed 16 December 2018].]  [5:  Richard Woodward, “Photography: Picture Perfect Paris”, Wall street journal, 23rd Oct 2013, p. 2 Available at: https://search.proquest.com/docview/1443980891?accountid=130472> [Accessed 16 December 2018].]  [6:  Colette Wilson, ‘Memory and Politics of forgetting Paris, the Commune and the 1878 Exposition Universelle’ Journal of European Studies, 35(1) (2005), 47-63 (57).] 

The urinals were not just facilities eased nature’s call but were also used for male same-sex sexual escapades frowned upon by the law in this period.[footnoteRef:7] Hygienists demanded the construction of public urinals that would facilitate boulevard life by enabling freer circulation of people whilst also safely promoting and ensuring bourgeois propriety in the name of public health.[footnoteRef:8] Granted that the urinals were initially created to satisfy the bourgeois male population’s experience of the public modern society, the urinals were also used by the working-class men. It is hard to say if the urinals would still have been created as an indispensable necessity to promote public hygiene in Paris, had it not been for the desire to promote the flânerie lifestyle of the more ‘respectable’ members of society.  [7:  Simon Leung, ‘Transcripts: Some notes between pricks’, in The Invisible Flaneuse?, ed. By Aruna D’Souza & Tom McDonough (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), PP 79-93, (79). ]  [8:  Andrew .I. Ross, ‘Dirty desire: The uses and misuses of public urinals in nineteenth-century Paris’, Berkley Journal of Sociology, Vol 53 (2009), 62-88 (p. 62).] 

The process of urbanisation during Haussmannisation that took place in the second empire which was to change the overall look of Paris whilst also maintaining a tight control over the channelling of effluence in the city was totally dependent on the success of sanitizing the streets of Paris. The sewer systems and the urinals were expanded to improve sanitisation and aid ventilation and circulation around the city. It is also important to highlight the fact that public urbanisation was ‘designed to contribute to the aesthetics of the city’.[footnoteRef:9] The urinals were created to present a decorative appearance, hence the grandiosity of most of the urinals in the city. This control of hygiene and aesthetics, however, threatened to slip away when the urinals were misused and men found ways to use the urinals for sexual encounters even through the adjoining stalls that were supposed to protect decency. Tom McDonough confirms in his notes on Simon Leung’s transcripts that the ‘sheltered space of the urinals, public yet anonymous, enabled and encouraged sexual encounters among its male visitors’.[footnoteRef:10] Therefore, ‘to assert and ensure proper behaviour’ among the people in the city the police had to conduct raids on the pissoirs from the 1850s onwards to discourage male homosexual prostitution.[footnoteRef:11] [footnoteRef:12] Hence, the creation of the urinals that left no decency but still maintained their purpose. The urinal in image 2 has no coverage of the body and only allows one man to urinate. These single urinals were possibly introduced to curb same-sex sexual activity between men, indicating the extent to which the city bureaucrats would go to assert ultimate control over public behaviour. Or, as Andrew Ross states:  [9:  Andrew .I. Ross, ‘Dirty desire: The uses and misuses of public urinals in nineteenth-century Paris’, Berkley Journal of Sociology, Vol 53 (2009), 62-88 (p. 72)]  [10:  Simon Leung, ‘Transcripts: Some notes between pricks’, in The Invisible Flâneuse? ed. By Aruna D’Souza & Tom McDonough (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), pp. 79-93, (79) ]  [11:  Andrew .I. Ross, ‘Dirty desire: The uses and misuses of public urinals in nineteenth-century Paris’, Berkley Journal of Sociology, Vol 53 (2009), pp. 62-88 (p. 62)]  [12:  Simon Leung, ‘Transcripts: Some notes between pricks’, in The Invisible Flâneuse? ed. By Aruna D’Souza & Tom McDonough (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), pp. 79-93, (79) ] 

The failed administration of public urinals shows that the appropriation of new urban spaces by social dissidents had the power to disrupt the expectations and intentions of those who built them, creating new cultural meanings from the bottom-up.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Andrew .I. Ross, ‘Dirty desire: The uses and misuses of public urinals in nineteenth-century Paris’, Berkley Journal of Sociology, Vol 53 (2009), pp. 62-88 (p. 62)] 

Although Paris was not quite ready for the very much needed hygienic revolution and the modern public urban change in the city, it was even more unprepared and unwilling to accept a public urban sexual culture that threatened the harmony that urban sanitation was supposed to bring to the society. There is also a sense that the less respectable members of the city, or as Ross calls them ‘dregs of society’, were responsible for the contamination of the facilities meant to foster public hygiene, thus rendering them unusable for the bourgeois members of the city.[footnoteRef:14] However, it could certainly be the other way round, in that the bourgeois members of the city would have had the liberty to commit these ‘unspeakable’ acts without facing significant consequences, as they would have been the only ones able to afford to pay male prostitutes to commit these acts with them in the urinals.  [14:  Ibid, p. 76] 

In conclusion, one has the sense that the hygienic revolution in Paris was initiated for the benefit of the affluent members of society, despite the lower-class members benefiting from it in some cases. Even though the hygienic revolution was much needed, the grand statement in terms of beautifying public spaces, was significant in the case of the urinals. Most of the changes that occurred in Paris came about because the bourgeois society initiated them rather than Paris needing a change as a whole.   Steven Zdatny sums this up neatly when he says: 
Those who doubt the virtues of modernization have sometimes argued that change does not equal progress and that modern standards of hygiene represent above all a dubious process of waste, commodification, and bourgeois cultural hegemony.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Steven Zdatny, ‘The French Hygiene Offensive of the 1950s: A critical moment in the history of manners’, The Journal of Modern History, 88(4) (2014), pp. 897-932 (p. 932).] 

When Haussmann brought down the historic buildings and expanded the grand sewer networks in the city in order to create space for recreational institutions, and urbanise Paris, the public urinals were created as part of this boulevard and park lifestyle for the bourgeoisie. 
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