
Architectural 
Form and the Body
“Impropre“
The Stone House at Tavole

J. Kent Fitzsimons



tus that arranges actual bodies, I will regard it as a
written technology of the body. I will begin by ex-
plaining how architecture may be taken as a writ-
ten corporal apparatus, and how it contributes to
the dynamics that normalize what we think about
the human body. This will lead to some comments
about methodology, influenced by the work of
Michel de Certeau, who recognized the dangers of
writing about writing as a disciplinary technique.
Finally, I will show how an architectural object can
operate as a technology of the body even when it
is accessed only through a publication, by discus-
sing the Stone House’s plans, exterior photos and
texts in relation to the moment when an infant is
compelled to control its bodily functions. 

Architecture as written technology of the
body
When arguing that a given architectural object is
part of a disciplinary mechanism, it is important to
distinguish between two concepts in Foucault’s
thought: space and writing. On the one hand,
Foucault uses spatial relationships to explain the
historical development of panoptic disciplinary so-
cieties. From here, architectural form might be un-
derstood as an apparatus that composes specific
physical and visual relationships between bodies,
following Foucault’s descriptions of prisons, mili-
tary camps, schools, and a number of other institu-
tional building types. 

On the other hand, Foucault stresses that a dis-
cipline ”draws up tables“ in order to take hold of

Thesis, Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der Bauhaus-Universität Weimar, (2003) Heft 4

93

In a published text about the Stone House in Ta-
vole (Italy, 1985–1988), Swiss architect Jacques
Herzog comments that he and partner Pierre de
Meuron ”didn’t want to create a perfect, jewel-
like object.“1 Looking at images of the Stone Hou-
se, we can only find the discrepancy between this
intention and the result baffling: the building, like
so much of Herzog and de Meuron’s work, ap-
pears to be a flawless gem. While such inconsis-
tency is common in architectural design, I do not
wish to discuss the disjunction between intention
and product as a problem to be criticized or over-
come. Quite the opposite: I would like to read the
plans, images and texts that describe the Stone
House as a coherent whole.

Focusing on the publication of the House in
Columbia Documents of Architecture and Theory, 
I will argue that this whole can be discussed as a
form of knowledge about the body (fig. 1). Fur-
thermore, I will show that this particular knowled-
ge patrols the limits of corporal discipline, and
therefore contributes to the process by which the
human body is socialized. At the border between
abjection and propriety, we will see that, because
its seeming contradictions correspond to the subli-
mation of anal eroticism, the Stone House is pre-
occupied with normalized views of a disciplined
body.

To explore these interrelationships of architec-
tural form, the body, and society, I will discuss
architecture in terms of the disciplinary mecha-
nisms described by Michel Foucault. However, ra-
ther than consider architecture as a spatial appara-

1 | The Stone House in Tavole, by Jaque Herzog and Pierre de Meuron,1985–1988, as presented in ”Columbia Documents of

Architecture and Theory (D)“, 1995



individual bodies and combine their productive
forces.2 The ability to document is fundamental to
this project: For Foucault, ”A ’power of writing‘
was constituted as an essential part of the mecha-
nisms of discipline.“3 Writing is the medium by
which a discipline’s knowledge of the human body
circulates in the absence of bodies. Architecture
can be understood as this kind of medium. By gi-
ving form to knowledge about the body on many
different registers, a given architectural object is
not only a bio-technology insofar as it promotes or
hinders movement, but also because it is a kind of
table of the body. Such an object’s contribution to
the development and spread of ”power/know-
ledge“ and ”bio-power“ is not dependent on the
presence of actual bodies in its space. In order to
elaborate this proposition, I will not argue that
Herzog and de Meuron’s Stone House makes ma-
nifest certain social forms by placing actual bodies
in precise relationships to each other. Rather, I
would like to consider the publication of the Stone
House as writing that circulates socially- and cultu-
rally-specific knowledge about the body, within
our discipline.

Bio-power and normalization in architecture
If architecture is taken as a discipline of the body,
and architectural objects as writing about the bo-
dy, it is important to recall that ”positivity,“ in
contrast to repression, underpins Foucault’s model
of modern society. In The History of Sexuality Volu-
me I, Foucault develops an idea first introduced in
Discipline and Punish: as human bodies came to be
perceived as forces of production and reproduc-
tion in the Classical Age, the power that invested
them lost interest in exclusively impeding their for-
ces, and instead began generating them, ”making
them grow, and ordering them.“4 Modern society
came to be traversed by ”a power that exerts a po-
sitive influence on life,“ that ”invest[s] life through
and through.“5 For Foucault, this ”bio-power“ has
historically resulted in what he called a ”normali-
zing society,“ in which disciplinary mechanisms ef-
fect ”distributions around the norm.“6 These norms
incorporate concepts about how bodies should
work, what they need, what they should do, and
which of them are in place and out of place.

In this light, it is interesting to note that dis-
cussions of the body in architecture tend to assu-
me two things: that the body senses and feels its
built environment, and that the body makes use of
the built environment to productive ends, whether
those ends be economic, social, or recreational. In
other words, architecture invests the body with
life, through and through. As a discipline traversed
by bio-power, architecture might therefore be said
to contribute to the normalization of what a hu-
man body is, how it should behave, and what its

capacities should be. Perhaps, then, architecture
theory is the arena for countering this disciplinary
mechanism. But the activity of reading and writing
about architectural objects falls within a discipline,
too. When studies posit corporal sensations or ac-
tions as the link between the body and architectu-
re, they partake of a normalizing bio-power. In
other words, this kind of architecture theory suf-
fers the same fate as architectural design: it writes
about bodies invested with life. Like a drawing or
a building, a text that explores the interrelation-
ship of architectural form, the body and society is
a medium through which disciplinary mechanisms
extend their reach. 

Architecture theory and improper bodies
This particular contextualization of architecture
within Foucault’s work leads to a dilemma at the
core of theorizing architecture’s social dimension
in relation to the body. An inevitable question ari-
ses: is it possible to research and report on the
social and corporal aspects of architecture without
writing a knowledge of the body that inevitably
participates in the normalization of life?

In various essays, Michel de Certeau tries to
think beyond what seems to be an inevitable re-
gressive spiral Foucault’s work. De Certeau’s most
simple remark about Foucault’s seemingly comple-
te model of society is the most relevant here:
throughout almost all of Foucault’s work, the disci-
plinary procedures that he studies have ”their own
place (un lieu propre) on which the panoptic ma-
chinery can operate.“7 The hospital, the psychiatric
ward, the prison, the army, the school, the family:
from book to book, power/knowledge and bio-
power concern bodies that are in a proper place.

A wide range of de Certeau’s own work may be
understood to stem from this observation. His re-
search gravitates around the notion that certain
bodies are a priori excluded from the interiority of
disciplines, or institutions. The role of these impro-
per bodies is such that they can furnish no know-
ledge that would allow ”distributions around the
norm,“ but rather hold the place of an unthinkable
and unknowable life. De Certeau’s work seems to
be based on the belief that it can resist the totali-
zation of bio-power by addressing the role of im-
proper bodies in constructing the place where dis-
cipline takes hold of proper bodies. This
methodology contains the hope that the corporal
dimension of disciplines can be discussed without
extending their normalizing grip on lived experien-
ce.

In light of this rough sketch of de Certeau’s
methodology, this paper will explore the role, in
an architectural object, of bodies for which that
object does not make a place. By visiting the inte-
rior of the discipline with these bodies, I hope to
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speak about the corporal dimension of architectu-
re without contributing to such discourses as ar-
chitectural functionalism, spatial ergonomics, pro-
gram, or biological design metaphors, all of which
I believe tend towards the normalization of what
we can imagine the body to be. As we will see, if
the unclean and hence un-socialized body has no
place in Herzog and de Meuron’s Stone House, it
still serves a function crucial to the House’s cohe-
rence as a compelling architectural work. By explo-
ring how the Stone House sits at the border bet-
ween the undisciplined and the proper body, we
may discover the social norms that underpin its
coherence.

The Stone House Plan
The Stone House’s plan reveals an unusual arran-
gement of passages and rooms (fig. 2). On the
main floor, two walls intersect at right angles to
form the figure of a cross. These interior partitions
do not reach the House’s exterior wall, and the
passage from room to room happens at the buil-
ding’s periphery. The text that accompanies the
plan explains that the architects ”renounced corri-
dors, serving and served spaces.“8 This subtle
change to an otherwise typical country house plan
has profound architectural consequences, as none
of the resulting spaces is solely a room or a corri-
dor, but rather a hybrid of both. The same could
be said of a canonical plan libre, such as Mies’s
plan for a Brick Villa (1923) or Le Corbusier and
Jeanneret’s Villa Stein-de-Monzie at Garches
(1927). But the Stone House is very different from

these elaborate Modern Movement works. In con-
trast, the Stone House poses an almost simplistic
challenge to the division of servant and served
spaces. A review of traditional domestic planning
can illuminate the Stone House’s distinction. 

Robin Evans has shown that, starting in the se-
venteenth century, many English country houses
were designed with a corridor that ran parallel to a
series of rooms, allowing for their direct access
and preventing any one room from becoming the
link between two others. But the rooms in these
houses were often connected by direct passages as
well, so that the main apartments were enfiladed
by a vista of doors. Evans distilled the consequen-
ces for social relations thus: ”The introduction of
the through-passage in domestic architecture first
inscribed a deeper division between the upper
and lower ranks of society by maintaining direct
sequential access for the privileged family circle
while consigning servants to a limited territory al-
ways adjacent to, but never within the house pro-
per ...”9

Two parallel means of circulation came to co-
habit in the country house, each with a definite
role to play. The passage, or corridor, allowed the
simultaneous separation and servicing of rooms,
while the enfilade of doors produced a pleasing
aesthetic experience. As Evans interpreted the si-
tuation, ”the integration of household space was
for the sake of beauty, its separation for conveni-
ence.“10

Much domestic planning in the twentieth-cen-
tury retained the division between servant and ser-
ved space. Theoretical texts made the preference
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2 | The Stone House in Tavole, by Jaque Herzog and Pierre de Meuron,1985–1988, main-floor plan



for division explicit, as in Le Corbusier’s claim that
”[i]n a decent house the servants’ stairs do not go
through the drawing room – even if the maid is
charming.“11 Where servants themselves disappea-
red from the house, the preoccupation with elimi-
nating intersecting paths in the home persisted.
For example, in Alexander Klein’s Functional House
for Frictionless Living (1928), the primary concern
is to prevent circulation paths from crossing-in a
house for a small family.12 To borrow Evans’s
words again, here the ”journey between bedroom
and bath – where trod the naked to enact the
rawest acts of the body –“ was carefully separated
from the circulation between other spaces.13

In Herzog and de Meuron’s Stone House, each
enclosed space is simultaneously both corridor and
room. None are conventional rooms, as each is
crossed diagonally by the only path to and from
adjoining rooms. But neither are any of these spa-
ces conventional corridors, as none efficiently
serve any rooms. The plan perfectly superposes the
servant and the served in a single group of spaces.
There is no architectural discrimination amongst
the bodies whose paths cross in the Stone House.
Furthermore, where a conventional enfilade of
rooms allows a vista extending to the house’s ex-
terior, the kite-shaped ”vista“ that connects the
rooms in the Stone House begins and ends at a
toilet. Applying Evans’s reading of domestic space,
this plan offers neither beauty nor convenience,
and it would surely figure as a bad example in a
Kleinian study.

Beyond questioning functional and aesthetic
performance, the Stone House plan disrupts a more

general concern with keeping people separated.
For Evans, the division of spaces with different uses
and occupants would not only eliminate inoppor-
tune meetings, but also keep passion and carnality
at bay.14 While hierarchical social conventions are
clearly embedded in the distinction between the
servant and the served, so are moral imperatives
that pertain to proper conduct. In the Stone Hou-
se, the superposition of corridor and en suite
rooms might be interpreted as the sign and even
medium for dissent from norms of propriety, pro-
moting what might be called ”indecent“ behaviour.

But closer inspection of the plan offers evi-
dence to the contrary. In fact, the plan reveals an
unusual preoccupation with decency. Those toilets
at the end of the kite-shaped circulation path pro-
duce a definite division in the house (fig. 3). A
body in the plan finds itself in one of two positi-
ons: on a path whose two destinations are toilets,
or off that path. And because that path cuts diago-
nally across each room, any other point in any
room is literally marginalized. Being off the path
means being in the corner. Because the plan su-
perposes corridor and enfilade, there are no rooms
in which to take refuge from the circulation’s
dominant orientation, and no corridors to hide the
architectural concern with bodily functions. One is
either on the road to what is by convention the
proper place for those functions, or at the edge of
that road. The only alternative is to be in one of
the toilets. The Stone House plan stresses the
importance of confining a particular bodily activity
to its proper place. That activity anywhere else
would be indecent.
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It is significant that de Certeau uses the word
“propre“ in his critique of Foucault. In French, pro-
pre refers to the specificity of something, such as
the characteristics inherent in a place. Propre also
carries connotations of propriety or appropriaten-
ess, for example of an activity. Generally, it also
means clean, and a toilet-trained child is called
propre. The Stone House plan orchestrates these
different meanings around defecation and dome-
sticity, and might therefore be understood in
terms of an infant’s body at the time of toilet trai-
ning.

Under the Freudian model of child develop-
ment, the anal phase corresponds to an important
period of socialization. Literary critic Norman Hol-
land observes that a child’s ”first moral imperative
comes in the field of toilet training ...“15 During
the anal phase, the parental emphasis on proper
behaviour is met by the infant’s ambivalence and
confusion. The anal erotic infant learning to con-
trol his or her filth is conflicted, because while
physical pleasure is derived from elimination,
other pleasures may be had from temporary reten-
tion. One such pleasure precludes flushing the
child’s waste down the toilet, as it derived from
”doing all sorts of unseemly things with the faeces
that had been passed.“16 Improper behaviour in
the house goes hand in hand with an improper
body: unclean, uncontrolled, and out of place.

In the Stone House, the oscillation between
being on and off the toilet path describes an infan-
tile play between retention and elimination. As
such, it also corresponds to an ambivalence bet-
ween defiance and submission which characterizes
the infant’s new relationship to its parents.17 The
Stone House plan may challenge the social division
inherent in separating served and servant spaces,
but the result is a return to a fundamental moment
of socialization in which the body, its dirt, and
space become problematic in the domestic realm.
Where the House seems to dispel with forms of
social domination between masters and servants,
it retreats to dwell on a relationship of domination
within the family, which is the model for broader
social forms. The servant-versus-served debate fo-
cuses on bodies in their proper place; the Stone
House is more concerned with proper bodies, peri-
od. It contains the knowledge that social space
must be protected from the scandal of an un-
trained infant’s body. In this way, the Stone House
marks the border between the pre-social and the
social, between impropriety and decency, between
abjection and discipline.

The Stone House Facade
A related preoccupation with proper bodies can be
found in the Stone House façades (fig. 4–6). The
text in the publication claims that the House’s ex-
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terior aspect was ”inspired by the houses that one
finds along the street in Italy, built by the inhabi-
tants themselves and never quite finished.“ The
text explains that ”the residents would have to pay
taxes if they finished the house,“ implying that an
aversion to giving money to public coffers is why
”[o]ne can still see some of the bare concrete
structures, with no stucco on the walls.“18 By pro-
posing an allusion between the Stone House and
vernacular unfinished houses, the text and pho-
tographs imply that it has withdrawn from the res-
ponsibilities of public life. The social implications
of this withdrawal might be understood by re-
calling the conventional relationship between the
private and the public spheres. In his canonical
work on the subject, Jürgen Habermas argued that
it was a free citizen’s private autonomy as the ma-
ster of a household on which his participation in
public life depended.19 The prerequisite for indivi-
dual participation in political life was to be a patri-
arch. A hierarchical social structure at home gua-
ranteed democratic representation in city life. Thus
the private and the public spheres were linked.
This relationship between the integrity of one’s
household and one’s public privileges persists in
modern thought. In Habermas’s words, while ”ten-
dencies pointing to the collapse of the public
sphere are unmistakable,“ ... ”publicity continues
to be an organizational principle for our political
order.“20

Because the Stone House alludes to defrauding
the public coffers, it appears to signal its voluntary
exclusion from the public sphere. By implying that
there is no master within, the House might be un-
derstood to challenge the types of domestic social
organization upon which public life depends. This
recalls the disruption of hierarchical servant-served
relationships found in the plan. But just as the
question of the infant’s body suggested a more
orthodox social dimension to the plan, a look at
the corporal dimension of the facade reveals a si-
milar conservatism.

In Character and Anal Eroticism, Freud specula-
tes on how an individual’s infantile anal experien-
ce is related to his or her adult characteristics. Ba-
sed on his clinical research, he suggests that an
adult’s orderliness, parsimony and obstinacy may
result from the disappearance of the infant’s anal
eroticism. For Freud, these character traits, ”which
are so often prominent in people who were for-
merly anal erotics, are to be regarded as the first
and most constant results of the sublimation of
anal eroticism.“21

Orderliness is a ”reaction-formation against an
interest in what is unclean and disturbing.“22 Ob-
stinacy is less clearly related to defecation and
pleasure, but, as we have seen, it is common for
defiance to appear during the anal phase. Parsimo-
ny seems to have the least obvious link to anal

eroticism. But as Freud observed, ”[t]he connec-
tions between the complexes of interest in money
and of defaecation ... appear to be the most exten-
sive of all.“23 ”Money is brought into the most in-
timate relationship with dirt“ in myths, fairy tales,
superstitions, and dreams, which for Freud are pla-
ces where ”archaic modes of thinking have predo-
minated or persist.“

The text published in Documents suggests a
relationship between the Stone House facade and
unpaid taxes, which corresponds to the stinginess
that is characteristic of sublimated anal eroticism.
At the same time, the contradiction between the
refusal to create ”a perfect, jewel-like object“24

and the building’s high aesthetic quality might be
explained by the connection, in the minds of for-
mer anal erotics, between ”the most precious sub-
stance known to men and the most worthless.“25

Furthermore, the architectural expression of this
allusion to local unfinished houses is so neat and
tidy that orderliness and parsimony easily coexist.
And we find obstinacy back in the plan, where the
path to the toilets orchestrates the play between
submission and defiance. With its mise en scene of
the struggle to control bowel movements, the
House plan teeters on the edge of preventing or-
ganic matter, with its unpleasing odors and appea-
rance, from emerging in the wrong place. Retur-
ning to the facade, the dry-stone walls that play
against the bone-dry concrete frame seem to take
the side of expulsion in its proper place.

Taken as a whole, the text, plans, and facade
suggest that the Stone House carefully shows its
efforts to sublimate anal eroticism. This implies
putting an end to using bodily functions to fulfill
pleasures that are not socially acceptable, which is
nothing less than the social disciplining and con-
trol of the body. The concern with the body’s filth,
which appears in the Stone House as the orches-
tration of toilet training and the expression of anal
character traits, is linked to the socialization of the
infant within the household, a process that sets
the basis for an individual’s participation in society
beyond the family. As presented in images and
text, the Stone House is a coherent written know-
ledge of a proper body, patrolling the border of
discipline.

Conclusion
The discomfort that many feel at the mention of
adult diapers is an indication of how much the
control of the body’s functions is a prerequisite for
”normal“ social interactions. It is this kind of in-
creasingly restrictive notion of the normal body
that Foucault argued was a consequence of our so-
ciety’s insistence on vitality, an insistence that ar-
chitecture usually shares. But this paper is not a
call for architecture to reverse the process of nor-
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malization. It has the more humble task of introdu-
cing an undisciplined body to architectural work to
see if it reveals a previously unrecognized social di-
mension in the medium of space. Here, that me-
thod has shown how the Stone House – as writing
about the body – circulates a knowledge of corpo-
ral propriety. It is our deeply seated grasp of the
relation between our bodies and our built environ-
ment that allows us to put that knowledge to work,
or  rather that allows that knowledge to put us to
work. Pursuing a body that is excluded at the con-
stitution of the discipline’s limits might allow a cri-
tique of that knowledge, while at the same time

avoiding Foucault’s trap whereby writing about the
body simply reinforces the ”dispositif“ that would
normalize life. While I wouldn’t want Herzog and
de Meuron to stop putting their jewels into the
world, I think it is important to ask why and how
certain ideas, which are ultimately about proper
bodies, are so closely connected to architectural
form.
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