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Fragments: Searching for Garbo  

 

The public toilet […] seems to blur the point of definition at 

which the public becomes the private and vice versa… the 

toilet becomes a public and a private space.1  

 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

 

They say that Greta Garbo’s father was a latrine cleaner. 

 

< > 

Opened in 1904, the Ladies Edwardian Cloakroom on Park Row is set 

back from the street, behind tall bushes, along a winding path. One 

enters through a porch doorway, down a dark-wood panelled corridor, 

past the attendant’s room, into a toilet cubicle. This labial 

entrance sits in contrast to the Gentleman’s equivalent next door: a 

stark protuberance fully exposed on the corner of the street. 

 

As a place where private acts are played out in public (and not 

always the ones expected), the public toilet is both a site of 

revelation and concealment; a liminal space where public and private 

blur.  

 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

I found myself an eavesdropper and an observer of a way of 

life which I hadn’t realise existed. This was the unmentioned 

twilight world of Bristol between the wars. (Hughes, 1977) 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

 

x 

Culturally (particularly mainstream Western media etc.), there could 

be said to be an obsession with kissing; or rather, the idea of the 

kiss. This, despite the inherent strangeness in the act of two 

                                                           
1 Woodhead (1995), p. 238. 
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people putting their mouths on each other’s, and the even stranger 

act of seeing it happen right in front of you. Maybe it has 

something to do with viewing the performance of a private act in 

public and what that appears to signify. Considering Freud’s opinion 

of kissing in theatrical performances as a suggestion towards sex, a 

‘softened hint at the sexual act’,2 allows the kiss to be thought of 

as a symbol, particularly with reference to popular culture.  

 

Both mainstream cinema and music still channel the grand narrative 

of Love, and with that comes kissing (although the two are not 

necessarily inextricably linked, it is a rare situation to be 

intimate without it). Kissing in films is commonly portrayed as a 

romantic gesture. It often signifies a climactic moment, or a 

tipping point in a film: a point of change.  

 

Some kisses, however, are comparatively invisible. But that depends 

on your point of view. Roland Barthes declared that the death of the 

author was the birth of the reader. We see what we want to see; we 

read between the lines, appropriate content, and therefore as 

viewers we can create alternative narrative routes. 

 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Park Row was a popular point for soliciting; so were the 

narrow streets around the back of the Colston Hall and the 

side of the Hatchet. (Hughes, 1977) 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

 

o 

The Roman’s had extensive sanitation, along with public toilets and 

heated public baths, they worshipped the Goddess Cloacina, dedicated 

to Rome’s main sewer, the Cloaca Maxima. Over time Cloacina also 

became Goddess of cleanliness, of filth and protector of sexual 

                                                           
2 Phillips (1993), p. 104. 
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intercourse in marriage.3 Perhaps one can read in the evolution of 

Cloacina’s responsibilities a gentle suggestion as to the fears 

subsequently associated with public toilet use in its various 

guises. 

 

‘Cloaca’ is defined as a latrine or sewer, but it is also used to 

describe the opening in many mammals, such as birds and fishes, 

whereby urinary, intestinal and genital tracts combine to form a 

single exit point.4 One could argue that there is a common 

perception of public toilets (typically male toilets have had more 

overt coverage) as being a ‘common cavity’ whereby such things 

occur.  

 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

A hint of public lesbian loving broke the monotony for me. I 

made a pot of tea for myself and read the news in the Bristol 

Evening World. (Hughes, 1977) 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

 

: 

In 1977 a local press published Ladies Mile, a slim volume sharing 

some of the memories of Victoria Hughes during her time as a toilet 

attendant from 1929-1962, primarily working on Durdham Downs in 

Bristol. Her anecdotes mainly centre on myriad sex workers who 

frequented the toilets across the years. It becomes clear that the 

female public toilet served as more than just a toilet. It was also 

a site of shelter, respite, protection and communality.  

 

Compared to the amount written about sexual activity amongst men in 

men’s toilets, the female equivalent would appear to be a much rarer 

occurrence, but perhaps has been more invisible. Ladies Mile shares 

                                                           
3 Schladweiler, J. (2006), Cloacina: Goddess of the Sewers. Available from: 

http://www.sewerhistory.org/articles/wh_era/cloacina/cloacina.pdf [Accessed 

14 March 2015] 
4 Dictionary definition available from: http://www.merriam-

webster.com/medical/cloaca [Accessed 15 March 2015] 

http://www.sewerhistory.org/articles/wh_era/cloacina/cloacina.pdf
http://www.merriam-webster.com/medical/cloaca
http://www.merriam-webster.com/medical/cloaca
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a significant piece of Bristol social history, and offers a rare 

glimpse into the otherwise unseen lives of some of the women who 

used these public facilities and shared their private moments.  

 

^ 

It may be useful to think of public toilets along the lines of 

Michel Foucault’s idea of Heterotopia, whereby, according to Gavin 

Brown (2004, p.92), 

Heterotopia are spaces of alternate order that organise 

elements of the social world differently to that which 

surrounds them and hint at alternative ways of ordering 

society. 

In the 1930s in Bristol, the Durdham Downs public toilets provided a 

space for independent women to share their experiences, protect, 

care and look after themselves in a way that many were unable to do 

elsewhere. The potential of these sites and the voices within them, 

provided a temporary sanctuary and permitted other ways of being. 

 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

The Pantheon of Hollywood goddesses included some lesbians 

among their number […] but because immortality was conferred 

upon them precisely as heterosexual icon, the ‘lesbian’ 

remained invisible. (Wilton, 1995) 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

 

… 

The cinematic experience, with its mediating screen, permits a long 

look. We can suspend our disbelief, or as Wilton suggests, we 

‘believe in the unreality of what we see’ and lose ourselves through 

an extended gaze.5 In many other situations, there are implications 

regarding the perceived act of looking too long.  

 

There can be a choreography of unspoken communication and none more 

so than in a public toilet. Subtle rules of behaviour about what is 

                                                           
5 Wilton (1995), xvii. 
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considered polite establish boundaries of privacy within a shared 

public space yet inversely hold transgressive potential. Through a 

mirror, looking can be looked at and can also turn in on itself.  

 

≠ 

Roland Barthe’s essay ‘The Face of Garbo’ points out that the 

actress Greta Garbo belongs to a point in cinema when seeing the 

human face projected large was still a captivating, almost hypnotic 

experience, ‘an absolute state of the flesh, which could be neither 

reached nor renounced.’6 The act of looking through a screen from a 

distance - the image dissolving if too near - creates a state of 

irresolution. 

 

= 

This small, yet rather grand, Grade I listed Ladies Edwardian 

Cloakroom no longer serves as a public toilet but even in its more 

recently adopted role as a ‘creative space’ it cannot escape the 

transgressive qualities associated with public toilets. Watched over 

by artists rather than toilet attendants; instead of guardians of 

public need and convenience, now they are guardians of heritage and 

culture. Cloacina makes way for Minerva; visitors needing to ‘spend 

a penny’ must find relief elsewhere.7  

 

Is there really much difference between these two roles? Both are 

charged with a duty of care for the building and its visitors. They 

are a keeper of the space, witness to the stories that happen within 

it - (in)visible or otherwise. The attendant, in a modestly 

inhabited room, is now (more overtly) a keeper of kisses. 

 

                                                           
6 Barthes (1972), p.56. 
7 Nowadays with the increasing closure of public toilet facilities, finding 

one in close proximity becomes trickier. But let Minerva, Roman Goddess of 

the Arts (amongst other things) guide you: to utilise a set of functioning 

heritage toilets visit the City Museum & Art Gallery at the top of Park 

Street. These are semi-public in the sense that they exist within a public 

institution, not fully off-the-street public. 
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/ __ 

In Tell Me What You Want, What You Really, Really Want (2010), Jan 

Verwoert describes how people no longer do work. Instead, as part of 

a capitalist system with its conveyor belt of constant productivity 

and demand, people perform their roles. Doing is not enough. He 

specifically applies this condition of the ‘pressure to perform’ in 

relation to artists performing the ‘I Can’ - the expectation to be 

constantly at work and to be visibly producing; leading ultimately 

to exhaustion.  

 

Verwoert proposes a different concept of how to perform as an 

artist. By using an obtuse ‘I Can’t’ he suggests the artist can 

perform directly on the margins, so they are neither one thing nor 

the other. This seems somewhat precipitous. Instead, why not blur 

the boundary itself, create an ambiguous space, where it is unclear 

whether a line has been crossed. 

 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

“I never said, 'I want to be alone.' I only said, 'I want to 

be left alone.' There is all the difference.” Greta Garbo 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

 

_ 

Maybe she was exhausted by the performance, but at the age of 36 

Greta Garbo retired from film. Maybe she could no longer prop up the 

artifice. She expressed the ultimate ‘I Can’t’ and subsequently 

attempted to avoid the gaze of the world’s media in her ensuing 

years. 

 

Jodie Marks 
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