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Abstract 
 

Flitting erratically across Europe for four years, this thesis started off trying to tackle 
the question, “What is Queer Urbanism?” Armed with the canon of queer (spatial) 
theory, the author’s attempt to create a cohesive, straightforward PhD were dashed 
after a series of missteps and misfits blocked/paved the way. Movement was the 
only constant, displacing their body whenever they could to find a way forward (or 
sideways…sometimes backwards). When personal tragedy struck, the grief and 
ghosts were (against better judgement) invited along to join in on this fool’s crusade. 
Along the way, a cast of characters from their past and present assisted in the 
research, artistic practices, and healing processes. Sardonic sincerity speckled with a 
smattering of whimsical irony, the author used their provocative and/or perversive 
actions to sketch a figurative and literal portrait and/or landscape of performance, 
drawing, and objects which challenge the needs, wants, and uses of their 
environment and users. As sorrow coalesced with sass, not to mention running out of 
time and money, the research took a playful approach to reading the room(s). 
Desperately trying to fashion some semblance of balance in this lopsided world, 
poetry provided the warm embrace of dark magic which was badly needed. Possibly 
read as a fleshed-out version of Michel de Certeau’s ‘Walking in the City’ or, maybe, 
a dérive mapped out in asinine anecdotes, or one queer being’s impractical guide to 
everyday life & death in the city. 

Keywords: Queer, Urbanism, Performance, Grief, Practice-based Research 
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PRELUDES TO THE SITUTATIONS-ish 
 

1. Let this thesis be a lighthouse for those lost, or a labyrinth for those who want 
to get lost, in the maelstrom of academia. 

2. Unfortunately, everything that follows is 100% based on lived events from 
over the past 4 years.  

3. Every word has been selected with the precision and care of a matriarch 
preparing a family dinner for 38.5 of her closest kith and kin. 
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Introduction to the Instigator 
 
Standing at 2 meters (6’6”) and 110 kilograms, I am far too …substantial to feel 
comfortable being called an enfant terrible. As such, an éléphant terrible is a much 
more fitting term. An anti-academic sub-par-excellence, I have spent most of my 38 
years on this spinning rock involved with some sort of higher—or lower—learning. 
Whether teaching or studying, my penchant for causing headaches to the hierarchical 
nature of education is tempered only by my fondness for mental expansion. 
 
I was a four-time college dropout by the age of 24: quite an achievement if I do say 
so myself. In 2005, the architecture professors at Cooper Union told me I should be a 
clown in the art school after 2 months of class. Trying my luck with another US school, 
I received a full-tuition scholarship to attend the State University of New York – 
University at Buffalo, where I lasted 2 days; my guidance counselor felt that I was just 
there because of the grant and told me to follow my dreams to study in Europe, rather 
than staying in the Rust Belt. To Europe! I came and completed one semester of classes 
in the Foundation Year of Design program at the New Design University in St. Pölten 
(a suburb of Vienna). The head of the school told me my talents were being wasted on 
the industrial design track and that I should move to Vienna to hone my artistic skills. 
My next victim was the University of Applied Arts Vienna/die Angewandte, which 
gently pushed me out of the Fine Arts/Printmaking department after one and a half 
years: “You are printing on Tetrapak! If you refuse to print using copper etching, you 
need to leave.” In Vienna, I heard whispers of a strange school up the Danube in the 
Austrian-Rust-Belt city of Linz, where I would shelter in place off-and-on for the next 7 
years completing my BA and MA in Space & Design Strategies. Technically in the 
Department of Design at the Kunstuniversität Linz, this program was spearheaded by 
Elsa Prochazka, a criminally underrated Austrian architect who reveled in dismantling 
the male-dominated power structures of architecture: “What is exciting about 
architecture is that it continuously derails.”1 

Hitler and I have two things in common: we both left Vienna due to a judgmental fine 
arts scene and spent our formative years in Linz. Luckily our similarities end there. My 
Linz cohort was a small group of 8 miscreants from 4 continents. Our classes were 
taught by sociologists, sculptors, web designers, photographers, poets, and the 
occasional architect.  A bi-weekly jour-fixe group-critique made for an incredibly 
productive, intensive schedule which quickly knit us into a family. On any given 

 
1 Prochazka, Elsa, quoted in Gerfried Sperl, ‘Elsa Prochazka's Discrete Architecture’, 

Prochazka, https://www.prochazka.at/interviews/sperl_e.html, Accessed: 19.7.2025. 
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presentation day, you would see conceptual body art, drag performances, guitar 
concerts, poetry slams, architectural models, animations, and squeamish short films. 
Fun farcical fact on our studio space: the Kunstuniversität Linz’s main buildings on the 
Hauptplatz were meant to frame Hitler’s plan to make the city his fifth Führerstadt – 
transforming his childhood hometown into a cultural giant to replace Vienna. 
Depending on one’s predilections, it could be a distressing, depressing order to sit 
under the roof of a despot’s duplex battling the architectural demons. Or, as in my 
case, one could embrace the absurdity of the situation and exorcize the spirits via a 
slew of queer artistic conjurations. Old Adi (Adolf) would have hated it. 

 

 

Fig 1. Poster for short film The Last Saturnalia: Revenge of the Tranimals, 2012. Credit: author 
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After my stint in the Austrian capital of steel production, I was at a crossroads, deciding 
whether to continue this art-based path or give it another go with architecture proper 
and try for a MA in Urban Design. I wrote my academic crush Michael Sorkin (R.I.P., 
old friend) to see if he was available for a coffee to chat about my future prospects (he 
oversaw the Urban Design program at the City University of New York). Working in 
various factories in central Pennsylvania to pay for my studies, I would fly/in out of 
New York twice per year. Over 2 years, I met Michael four times, sometimes for a 
quick 20-minute walk around his beloved West Village and sometimes for a coffee in 
his luminous Tribeca studio. The last time I saw him was in 2019, after being accepted 
into his Urban Design program. 

“You still haven’t paid your tuition deposit; I assume you’re having second thoughts?” 

“Man, I just completed an artistic residency in São Paulo, and it was great, but I’m at 
my wits end with Fine Arts. I’m having fun with the projects, but I’m forever on this 
fence going back between art and urban design. Sure, I enjoy making these funny art 
projects, but I feel like I’m not really doing anything productive.” 

“What fence are you talking about?” 

“The line between art and design, I’m constantly…” 

He raised his finger as a wizard raises his staff to shush me with his Matrix-esque 
wisdom.  

“There is no fence, it’s all in your head. And if there’s a line, you are very tall, step 
over it. Voilà, problem solved. Architecture could do with being more wonky.” 

When I made my grand return to architectural school in Barcelona, 15 years after my 
previous failed attempt in New York, it was shocking to see the vast majority of my 
professors and fellow students were head-over-heels enamored with whichever mid-
century modern designer we were covering that day (in program ironically entitled 
“Contemporary” Design!). The most memorable day happened when we collectively 
watched a documentary about Dieter Rahms’ 10 Principles of Good Design. When 
asked by the head lecturer “Can anyone tell me why these 10 principles are still valid 
in contemporary design?” I smashed the hand-raising-button on Zoom with all the 
precision of Picasso. 

“Yes, Tom, please go ahead. Why do you think Dieter Rams’ 10 Principles are relevant 
in Contemporary Design?” 

I paused for a minute, sensing that this wasn’t the joke I originally thought it to be. 
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“Um… by definition, they’re not relevant in contemporary design? They’re from the 
1970s. We could get into a discussion if they should be labeled as ‘modern’ 
referencing the so-called ‘Modern Design’ movement, but ‘contemporary’? Absolutely 
not.” Clearly, I had been brainwashed as a visual artist by those commie-loving-liberals 
at art school; I was taught to burn my idols, not revere them. 

“That is an… interesting point you make, Tom. Anybody else have any thoughts?” 

Then came exactly what you would expect from a bunch of design-sheeple: “THEY’RE 
ALL SO RELEVANT! … WE NEED MORE ‘GOOD’ DESIGN … I LOVE HIS SIMPLICITY! 
… IT’S ALL SO TIMELESS!” 

The phrase “good design” ruffles my feathers even more than “good art” because so 
many designers really think their funky colors and rounded edges have some 
miraculous powers. 

I’ll tell Dieter Rams exactly what I told Moses 30 years ago, when my parents foolishly 
sent me to an after-mass religious bible study class: “Take your 10 commandments and 
shove them.” Once an iconoclast, always an iconoclast. 
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Introduction to the Investigation 

Without giving away too many spoilers, the project began in an earnest attempt to 
answer the question “What is Queer Urbanism?” and place myself in the Pantheon of 
queer academics. In my first year as a PhD student, I raced across Barcelona with the 
intent of walking the length of every street within the city limits to comprehensively 
survey the ciutat. I applied for every scholarship and grant to aid in the production of 
a string of street performances/actions on an infamous Barcelona boulevard (Avinguda 
Paral·lel) and contacted every inspirational artist I could find via my social circles and 
academic networks. Then, reality set in. Being over 35 years old with “not quite legal” 
residency renders one quite ineligible for scholarships in Spain. And, in this economy, 
the days of getting colleagues to collaborate and being paid only in free meals and 
drinks are over.  

After my first year, the clear-cut path to creating a sequin-dripping, iron-clad defense 
of Queer Urbanism was to evaporate faster than a bottle of poppers left out in the 
Barcelona sunshine. Nevertheless, this child of high school teachers who has self-
financed their 15-year-higher-educational career working 12 hours shifts in various 
factories—(special shout out to my 9 month stint as a night shift metal inspector at the 
world’s largest steel wheelbarrow factory in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania for supplying the 
funds for this latest European excursion)—was well versed in the art of perseverance 
and working with limited funds. 

After nine exhausting, failed attempts at getting institutional funding from 
Barcelona/Catalonia/Spain, I had to ask myself, “Why am I still here?” Reaching the 
second or third stages of the interview process yet always coming up short. My 
love/hate relationship with the city in full bloom, constantly rearing its beautiful, 
maddening face from around the chamfered corners.  

As fate would have it, my insatiable desire to keep moving took my Barcelona-based 
research project to far-off lands. Constantly unfixing my location, simultaneously 
jumbling the familiar with the strange shapes and forms I haven’t seen in years, 
returning with a vodka-infused vengeance. An uncanny fusion of past/present/future. 
A queer excursion into space & time’s tomfoolery. Emphasis on the Tom. 

Since starting this specific research project in 2020, the number of publications, 
conferences, exhibitions, etc. flying the good flag “queer” has increased tenfold. What 
was once a peripheral niche bubbling up has become a fully-fledged glitter-covered 
tumor on academic discourse. This attempt at queering methodologies made the leap 
from the realm of social sciences to architecture in 2023’s Queering Architecture: 
Methods, Practices, Spaces, Pedagogies: “the question of queer methods offered a 
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paradox of sorts, for to establish a method is to impose order, to set out a framework, 
to construct a logic.”2 And from this paradox, the struggle became to queer my own 
methodologies on my own accord while also framing them in a way with just the right 
amount of historical antecedents so others could follow these hoof-steps. 

With an overly mapped-out world at my fingertips and earbuds, the idea of writing 
strictly about the notion of Queer Urbanism felt dated and quaint. When I started 
exploring this topic in 2020, I was told by my professors at the Escola Tècnica Superior 
d’Arquitectura de Barcelona that any research into queer-ing urbanism was 
“pretentious” and “unnecessary”. For me, the astonishing part was not being written 
off by a tribunal of five seventy-year-old white dudes from Museum-Continent-Europe 
(“the Taliban of Catalan design” according to my favorite professor), but rather their 
ignorance of the fact that what I was dealing with was far from groundbreaking. From 
the installations and interventIons of Storefront for Art & Architecture’s 1994 “Queer 
Space” exhibition to Aaron’s Betsky’s Queer Space: Architecture and Same-Sex 
Desire3 in 1997, the queers and spatial theorists have been bedfellows for quite some 
time. For a more exhaustive look into how queer and feminist theory has wormed its 
way into contemporary thought/the Zeitgeist, I refer you to two articles from Queering 
Architecture: Olivier Vallerand’s ‘On the Uses of Queer Space Thinking’ (which 
includes the most exhaustive list of references on the topic and brings up the importance 
question of “who has been represented in queer space theory, to think about how 
class, race, and gender have framed many of these discussion”4) and, for a more 
historical context, Marko Jobst’s ‘Queering Architectural History: Anomalous Histories 
and Historiographies of the Baroque’, (which juxtaposes  queerness with a historic 
context, specifically in Baroque Serbian religious architecture5). The aim of this project 
is to build on these recent balusters of queer design theory to Invite you on a disjointed, 
Mediterranean coast-to-coast journey [with a slight detour to the Alps] of one artist’s 
meanderings into this sub-cultural sub-structure.  A travelogue-esque take on a modern 
artistic-research practice-based thesis. While the theoretical anthologies examining 
“queer” and “space” do an incredible job at publishing a wide range of perspectives, 

 
2 Jobst, M, and Stead, N., ‘Introduction’ in (eds.) M. Jobst and N. Stead,. Queering Architecture: 

Methods, Practices, Spaces, Pedagogies, Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2023, pp. 1-12, p. 3 
3 Betsky, A., Queer Space: Architecture and Same-Sex Desire, HarperCollins, 1997 
4 Vallerand, O., ‘On the Uses of Queer Space Thinking’ in (eds.) M. Jobst and N. Stead, Queering 

Architecture: Methods, Practices, Spaces, Pedagogies, Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2023), pp. 15-
30, p. 27 
5 Jobst, M., ‘Queering Architectural History: Anomalous histories and historiographies of the 
Baroque’ in (eds.) M. Jobst and N. Stead, Queering Architecture: Methods, Practices, Spaces, 

Pedagogies, Bloomsbury Visual Arts, 2023), pp. 50-66 
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creating a common thread across authors from around the world, sometimes we crave 
more than just a snippet: we want to devour the entire capricious chronicle.  

This research endeavor recognizes the limits of being written by one person who is 
read as a cis-white-gay-male in a European context. Neither claiming to be 
comprehensive nor complete, it finds its strength in guiding the reader from the initial 
seeds of an idea through to a relative sense of completion: reliving the entire lifecycle 
of the research process in agonizing detail, (genital) warts and all. 

Let it be clear: this is not an attempt to bash you over the head with quotes and names 
of contemporaneous thinkers to justify my actions or misdeeds. Every 
reference/footnote should be taken not as a new thread sewn into the narrative or a 
way to increase anyone’s Google Scholar Index. Rather, each is a 
person/place/thing/saying that has walked by my side over the last 4 years, if only 
for a fleeting moment. These blips, quotes, and people have conversed, laughed, 
and/or cried with me despite the distance and/or format.  

This thesis tries its best to protrude into and expand on the knowledge of what we refer 
to as “urbanism” by undefining it. It gloriously remains missing-in-action as a verb from 
the Oxford English Dictionary and Miriam-Webster – only “officially” defined by 
Wiktionary as: “To remove the definition of; to return to an undefined state”6. Some in 
the field, such F. Kaid Benfield, anoint themselves “urbanist” because they’re members 
of the Congress for the New Urbanism7 and speak mostly about building developments 
and zoning allowances. However, at least as early as 1938, “urbanism” was 
outgrowing the boundaries of explaining the physical aspects of the city8. Stemming 
from Michel de Certeau’s description of a city as a surface constantly being rewritten 
by the pedestrians9, we have grown to understand the city, and public spaces, as a 
palimpsest10 – a continuously clashing mix of past and present memories that is built 
upon over and over again in the same location, an architectural college of history. 
From this departure point, this thesis does not try to give a clear, concise definition of 
urbanism, it prefers to explore the possibilities afforded to it in the forgotten corners of 
the city. 

 
6 ‘undefine’, Wiktionary, 18.8.2024, https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/undefine, Accessed: 

10.6.2025 
7 Benfield, F.K., ‘A very personal take: I’m struggling with the word “urbanism,” and here’s why’, 

5.8.2024, Medium, https://medium.com/@kaid_81901/a-very-personal-take-im-struggling-
with-the-word-urbanism-and-here-s-why-2913b160c39b, Accessed: 8.7.2025. 
8 Wirth, Luis, ‘Urbanism as a way of life’, American Journal of Sociology Vol. 44 (1938), pp. 1-24 
9 de Certeau, M. The Practice of Everyday Life, (trans.) S. Rendall, University of California Press, 

2011. 
10 Golda-Pongratz, K., 'Place-making from the urban palimpsest', Estudis Escènics, 44 (2019), 

pp. 371–85 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/undefine
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Likewise, for your viewing displeasure, there will be no simple definition to help you 
along with this project regarding that cumbersome locution: queer. It is used 194 times 
in the following pages and, fittingly, cannot be boiled down to a single definition. To 
deal with this issue, I call upon the queer goddesses of yesteryear (2010), Kath Browne 
and Catherine J. Nash; when an editor asked them to clarify the terms “queer” and 
“queering” for their book Queer Methods and Methodologies, they responded:  
 

These terms will not be clarified, as to clarify and define these terms 
is to limit their usage just to these understandings. We are allowing 
authors to use and define the terms how they choose. Rather than 
policing queer, we think such a definition is inappropriate. We will 
not be reifying this slippery concept and its plethora of possible uses 
and its temporal and spatial contingency within 300–500 words.11 

 
As it was, shall it forever remain. “Queer” appears on these pages 194 times in 
varying circumstances and, as such, there are 194 different definitions of the word 
depending on their context. I leave it to you, to make of them as you will. Use their 
context clues, or better yet, make up your own definition as you go. This “q” word and 
its permutations and/or undefinitions will pop up throughout this paper like the weasels 
they are. Skin them as you see fit. 
 
I present the following chapters not as case studies or projects but rather as situations, 
sinkholes, and stanzas. Each title aims to undefine urbanism, not redefine it. Pedantic? 
Perhaps. But this also stands as an important delineation that the project demanded 
towards the end…er, stop-break of the ongoing research-cum-hole I cannot seem to dig 
myself out of. I would say that this was all completed with the eyes of an expert, but 
with 20/140 myopic vision (alongside the dual blessing of astigmatism and world-
blurring deutan/protan colorblindness), I rather rely on my felt sensitivities rather than 
only that which is seen. 

Despite my visual shortcomings, it must be said that my bodily privileges grant me 
access and safety not afforded to all. A figure of stature, white-skinned, and read by 
strangers on the street as cis-male, no matter how genderqueer I feel under my flesh. 
This is the pinch of salt that should be taken with what follows from here on out. This is 
not an attempt at a one-size-fits-most comprehensive study of a queer body in a 
decidedly un-queer friendly world. This is a regurgitation of my personal experiences 

 
11  Brown, K, & Nash, C.J., ‘Queer Methods and Methodologies: an introduction’, Queer 

Methods and Methodologies, 2010, Ashgate Publishing, p. 8 
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navigating the ins-and-outs and apprehensions of fulfilling the Spanish Ministerio de 
Educación’s PhD academic requirements on my own accord. 

 

Placing the Research 

 

As can be expected, I’ve received a wide range of feedback on this thesis. However, 
it still amazes me the number of times I’ve heard “that’s risky!” when explaining my 
decision to go the hyper-personal-auto-narrative route to explain all the intricacies of 
the projects involved. Arts/practice-based doctoral research has bubbling over since 
the early 2000s, as if intertwined with the trajectory of queer theory… so why not 
combine both of these forces of evil once more to add to the growing collection of 
queer voices… et voila, … but what does that actually look like and/or how to birth 
this demon bastard child? 

As a queer artist with a knack for troublemaking and provoking all sides of most 
arguments, I have been told by many a person that I’m just wired differently. When 
people question my taste levels, fashions and/or dark humor, I get an loving kick out 
of their face of disgust. I place myself proudly in the lineage of the Situationists, John 
Waters & countless other misfits from across the spectrum of the creative fields. 
Sometimes referential, always a mess, I find my inspiration for my projects and 
research from a wide range of sources, which will slowly unfold over the following 
pages. Queering the thesis in this regard can quickly be summarized as challenging 
prescribed notions of the “right” way to find a methodology, wondering why these 
methods must be described clearly – especially if the source material and/or subjects 
studied are so murky – and, lastly, mixing it all up. Either by accident or by design, 
the research methods I started off using quickly became a chimera dissected by 
Frankenstein, challenging the initial thrust of my research. I am hardly the first, nor 
401st, PhD student to want to refract, reposition, and obliterate the “traditional” 
trajectory of a PhD thesis. A perfect guide to 24+ other messy queens can be found in 
2022’s Doing Rebellious Research In and beyond the Academy12 

But for now, for the moment, for the sake of academia, for the sake of the Ministry of 
Education’s qualifications board, I humbly offer a succinct selection of doctoral 
precedents as building blocks for this here thesis y’all. 

 
12 Burnard, P., Mackinlay, E., Rousell, D., & Dragovic, T. (Eds.), Doing rebellious research: In 

and beyond the academy, Brill, 2022 
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Arts-Practice-based Research: 

When creating anything, I follow the Artist Placement Group’s maxim “The Context is 
half the work”13. Although, half is probably an understatement. A closer approximation 
can be found by the On The Edge Research group’s description: “We seek out 
overlooked insights from the margins of cultural life, whether in extreme rural settings, 
in neglected corners of our cities, or at the boundaries between disciplines, territories 
and environments. We work internationally to understand the local. We examine 
individual experience to inform strategy. We lift the dead stone of orthodoxy to see 
what lives in the warm earth below.”14 On The Edge grew out of the Gray’s School of 
Art (Robert Gordon University) in 2001 by Anne Douglas and Chris Fremantle. This 
research group fertilized the seeds for a then-nascent arts-practice-based PhD 
program.15 Such projects included Reiko Goto Collins’ 2012 thesis: “Ecology and 
Environmental Art in Public Place. Talking Tree: Won’t you take a minute and listen to 
the plight of nature?”16 Her exploration of sound and environmental art works 
culminated in the invention of Plein Air17, an easel, connected to living trees, which 
collected datasets and translated them into soundtracks to Momma Nature18. Both 
OTE’s and Goto Collins’ approach to attempt a comprehensive social, ethnographic 
and artist research survey into their subjects naturally laid the pavers for countless other 
romantic academics (hola!) to follow. They walked so we could dream. 

 

Writing-centered Research: 

The traditional thesis used to be the sole arbiter in determining the pass/fail of a PhD 
student, but with the influx of practice-based research projects traditional set-up (Intro, 

 
13 Henry, C., ‘New Documentary About Glaswegian Art From 1985 Announced’, Artylst, 

1.4.2024, https://artlyst.com/news/new-documentary-about-glaswegian-art-from-1985-
announced-clare-henry/, Accessed: 10.6.2025 
14 ‘About’, On the Edge Research, https://ontheedgeresearch.org/about-2/, Accessed: 

15.6.2025 
15 Douglas, A.,'Context is Half the Work': Developing Doctoral Research through Arts Practice 
in Culture’, in (eds.) Cartiere, C. and Zebracki, M. The Everyday Practice of Public Art: Art, 

Space and Social Inclusion. Routledge, 2015, pp. 141-56.  
16 Goto Collins, R., Ecology and Environmental Art in Public Place: Talking Tree: Won't You Take 

a Minute and Listen to the Plight of Nature?, Robert Gordon University, PhD thesis, 2012, 
https://rgu-repository.worktribe.com/output/248252 
17 Goto Collins, R., ‘Eden 3: Plein Air’, Collins & Goto Studio, 2012, 

https://collinsandgoto.com/projects/eden-3/ Accessed: 15.6.2025 
18 Goto Collins, R., ‘Plein Air | Sylva Datum Musica’, Bandcamp, 13.06.2020, 
https://collinsgotostudio1.bandcamp.com/album/plein-air-sylva-datum-musica Accessed: 
15.6.2025 
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Literature Review, State of the Art, Methodology, Results, Discussion, Conclusions, etc) 
needed a good shake down. Harriet Hawkins broke down the emergence of practice-
based PhDs in Geography at the Royal Halloway University of London in 2020’s 
Geography, Art, Research: Artistic Research in the GeoHumanities. She breaks down 
the importance, power, and differences bubbling up from the Field, Studio, Laboratory, 
Community, Residency, Thesis, and Exhibition aspects from a variety of completed 
PhDs.19 Of note here is her breakdown of Lucy Mercer’s 2019 thesis, entitled 
“Speculative Emblematics: An Environmental Iconology.” Mercer wrote a collection of 
poems in addition to the “official” thesis about Andrea Alciato’s Emblematum Liber 
(1531) [a hybrid collection of illustrations accompanied by short explanations/poetry 
– which could be seen as a post-medieval version of a contemporary arts-based-thesis, 
had it been submitted in on time). In the written text she writes “this thesis is not 
proposing a critical approach concerned with any one definitive question… Instead 
the idea of a Speculative Emblematics is constructed on the axis of a quality, namely 
obscurity.”20 Escaping the evil clutches of that old stalwart of a thesis: THE question. 
We students from the future thank you for your valiant work, Lucy. 

Somewhere between these two PhDs pullulate my written words. Part explanation of 
my own artistic work, part poetry, part tearing-down-the-wall-of-bricks-meant-to-protect-
the-heteronormative-hierarchy-shielding-Urbanism, and an unhealthy 3 teaspoons of 
macabre humor-dressed-as-creative-therapy. Harnessing the power from both arts-
practice-based and writing-based approaches to a thesis was the only logical 
conclusion, situating itself amongst the other misfits of academia. With life doing its 
darndest to throw every wrench within reach at my spinning vortex, the thesis became 
not only an output/tool to extrapolate what was going on around me, but, also, within 
me. Stress, personal agonies, bouts of imposter syndrome which magically arise during 
the lonely moments when I was just. Trying. To. Relax.21 I wanted to keep the style and 
approach to my research as natural as possible, allowing for conversations between 
me and my various locations as I displaced my body around Europe looking for the 
next sweet hit of academia. As can be expected, these environmental dialogues didn’t 
go as planned. The grim reaper came knocking and Tonya Harding-ed my knee half 
way through the process, peeling back another layer in the onion of my life. Limping 

 
19 Hawkins, H., Geography, Art, Research: Artistic Research in the GeoHumanities, Routledge, 

2020 
20 Mercer, L., Speculative Emblematics: An Environmental Iconology, 2020, Royal Holloway, 

University of London Doctoral Thesis, 
https://pure.royalholloway.ac.uk/en/publications/speculative-emblematics-an-
environmental-iconology, p.20. 
21 Clark, J., ‘Feeling Like a Fraud? Let’s Talk About PhD Imposter Syndrome’, The Savvy 

Scientist, 3.7.2025, https://www.thesavvyscientist.com/phd-imposter-syndrome/, Accessed: 
20.7.2025 
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and hobbling through the final stretch, I found (relative) solace in placing my research 
not only in relating it those who came before it, but also as a form of therapeutic self-
exploration and care.22 By the time all the lived-in experiences, art projects, clown 
walks, and bodily bruises had set it, it became clear to me a memoir-esque retelling of 
the past 4 years was in order, to ring every last drip of sweat from the proverbial 
academic terrible towel. Again, nothing new in the realm of doctoral possibilities 
here2324. Doing a deeper dive in the midst of writing led me to Paula Keogh’s stunning 
The Green Bell which recounts her relationship with a fellow patient in the psychiatric 
ward – and, relevant here, stemming from her 2013 thesis.25 

Take these examples, mix them violently whilst listening to your favorite tune and fold 
them gently into a non-stick casserole dish (ceramic preferred), bake at whatever-the-
hell-temperature-hell-is-set-at for 4 years agonizing years and you have a fine crust to 
support my own thesis which you can enjoy at any picnic by the motorway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
22 Watts, Laura A., Inward and Onward: An Autoethnography on the Lived Experience of Love, 

Loss, and 

Grief in a Doctoral Program, 2023, University of Northern Colorado, PhD Dissertation, 
https://digscholarship.unco.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1951&context=dissertations 
23 Dunn, L., ‘The Aesthetic Memoir’, Lily Dunn, 14.10.2021, https://lilydunn.co.uk/the-
aesthetic-memoir/, Accessed: 21.7.2025 
24 McDougall, G., Madness to Memoir: The Creative Cure, 2021, University of Glasgow, DFA 

Thesis, https://theses.gla.ac.uk/82686/ 
25 Keogh, P., The Green Bell: a Memoir of Michael Dransfield, 2013, La Trobe University, DPhil 
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METHODOLOGY-ish 

 

The methods and tools which I have galvanized over the course of this project are 
nothing new: walking as research, one-on-one interviews, artistic projects 
(performance/outfits/drawings/sculptures), and creative writing. For all the ingrained 
fabulousness and absurdity, I wanted to make sure my projects were (relatively) 
grounded in the real world. The novelty comes in the manner of how they evolved over 
this span of time and their relation to circumstances at hand and the manner in which 
they are described and/or written about. This unwholesome amalgamation of methods 
will be impossible to replicate outside of the contexts in which they are presented, but 
researchers are welcome to do so at their own peril. 

 

Walk the Walk 

 

“Usually at the beginning there’s a mood of reluctance and distrust, 
doubts about what we are doing, the fear of wasting time. But in the 
end, for those who stick with it, there is the growing pleasure of 
finding new paths and new certainties, of building thought with your 
own body, acting with your own mind.”26 

- Francesco Careri 

 

Be it because I am both a broke-ass bitch and blessed with long gams, walking is my 
true spirit-animal. From my walks to Aldi to get the latest 30%-off discounted goat 
cheese coated in rosemary, or up Barcelona’s Montjuïc for a gentle handjob from a 
stranger whilst looking out over the city, or rushing in late to an art gallery to ensure 
the procurement of at least 3 free glasses of wine, this simple stride is the greatest free 
tool we have in our arsenal of bodily functions. Other than the brain… and the 
eyes…and the mouth…You know, they’re all quite useful, but I just fucking love walking 

Crural convoys across the concrete! Gallantly gallivanting into the great beyond! Or 
just going from point A to point B. Mundane in its default state, each walk we take has 
an infinite number of outcomes. A walk to the supermarket becomes a criminal caper 
if we must chase down the phone thief running past us (Barcelona’s specialty). A walk 

 
26 Careri, F., Walkscapes: Walking as an Aesthetic Practice, Editorial Gustavo Gili, 2002 
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after getting a clean bill of health from the doctor can take us to a bench we never saw 
before, taking in the beauty of the local fauna. Or, a walk after losing a loved one can 
transform into a hyper-meditative take on the finer points of why nihilism is the only 
viable option for our incessant march towards the River Styx…or some I’m told. 

As someone who has spent their life obsessed with cities, and with a bank account that 
has less digits than my right hand, walking is simultaneously a form of meditation, 
recognition, discover, investigation, love, confusion, indignation, wonderment, 
education, self-love, vexation, admiration, and understanding. And that’s just the first 
298 steps into a 10,000 step day. 

Not only to appease my personal predilections, walking has long been the moveable 
muse to artists, architects, thinkers, writers, and laymen. Rebecca Solnit’s Wanderlust: 
A History of Walking provides a historical exploration on how walking has influenced 
all facets of life – “The most obvious and the most obscure thing in the world, this 
walking that wanders so readily into religion, philosophy, landscape, urban policy, 
anatomy, allegory, and heartbreak.”27 De Certeau registered the everyday act of 
walking as a means of production of personal space within the larger realm inhabited 
by millions of others. By simply crossing the street we write & rewrite our own stories 
into the pavement, expanding on the ghost stories already in place. The above quote 
was taken from Careri’s Walkscapes: Walking as an aesthetic practice, which gives 
an exhaustive rundown of the various guises of walking-as-artform, from the Dadaists 
to the Situationists’ urbanisme unitaire and dérive to the STALKER MANIFESTO – a call 
to arms to transform walking into poetic relationships with your surroundings. A more 
academic look in walking as a research can be found in Walking in Cities: Quotidian 
Mobility as Urban Theory, Method and Practice – filled with essays looking at more 
specific ethnographic studies confronting Race, Gender and Social Class28 - and 
Walking through Social Research – containing essays which are more critical on how 
the walk can be explained (see Mike Michael’s “Walking, Falling, Telling: The 
Anecdote and the Mis-Step as a ‘Research Event’)29. In the academic realm, Kajsa 
Lawaczeck Körner’s 2016 PhD thesis defended the idea of walking as an architectural 
practice as both methodology and practice, even if she did include the regretful take 
that her study “does not see walking in itself as a subversive action or a mode of 
critique of society,”30 confronting De Certeau’s take on the inherent power of walking.  

 
27 Solnit, R., Wanderlust: A History of Walking, Penguin Books, 2001. p.3 
28 Brown, E., and Shortell, T., (eds.). Walking in Cities: Quotidian Mobility as Urban Theory, 

Method, and Practice, Temple University Press, 2016 
29 Bates, C., & Rhys-Taylor, A. (eds.), Walking Through Social Research, Routledge, 2017. 
30 Lawaczeck Körner, K. Walking Along, Wandering Off and Going Astray A Critical Normativity 

Approach to 
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With my dog-eared copies of Reveries of the Solitary Walker31 and Confessions of 
an English Opium-Eater32 in hand, this project started off with the grand idea of 
walking every street in Barcelona.  Why?  

1. It’s cheap. 
2. It’s manageable, I can chip it off bit by bit. 
3. It’s what I love doing. 

When it’s not 30-plus-degrees and humid during the summer, Barcelona is one of the 
finest walking cities in the world. Yes, while Abu Dhabi may officially be the “World’s 
most walkable city of 2025” according to TimeOut33 (making all the sense in the world 
in a city that averages 42°C [108°F] in the summer and is decidedly booty-shorts-and-
nipples-out-unfriendly), the Mediterranean breeze will forever have my back. 

For this project, I created a semi-scientific method in mind which I called “activated 
walks”. As the research was still in its initial phases, I wanted to build a foundational 
knowledge of Barcelona by carving the sidewalks with my boots. Even with “queer” in 
the back of my head, these would start out as a basic form of solidifying my bearings 
and relationship with the city. Master Chef André Soltner allegedly said one must cook 
a piece of meat one thousand times before one begins to truly understand it. 
Transferring this to urbanism, it was clear I had to walk these streets over-and-over 
again before they would unveil themselves to me. There is no book, nor quote, nor 
map which can replace the assault/massage on all senses that a walk in the city can 
provide. From a distant alarm to the couple fighting over today’s purchases to the 
rolling tumbleweed made of leaves & newspapers to the broken bench, each of these 
precise characters must be individually and collectively observed to understand the 
street as a laboratory. To separate the quotidian from the everyday, I had to consider 
these “activated walks” were separate beasts compared to my daily strolls. The rules 
were simple: 

 

1. There was to be no “final destination”. No walks to meet friends, nor relaxing 
walks along the Ramblas. Recalling those loveable situationists’ beloved 

 
Walking as a Situated Architectural Experience, 2016, Lund University, Doctoral Thesis, 
https://lup.lub.lu.se/search/files/5452796/8812575.pdf  
31 Rousseau, J. Reveries of the Solitary Walker, Penguin Classics, 1980 
32 de Quincey, T. Confessions of an English Opium Eater and Other Writings, Penguin Classics, 
2003 
33 Kelly, L., ‘These Are the Most Walkable Cities in the World’, TimeOut, 17.4.2025, 
https://www.timeout.com/news/these-are-the-20-most-walkable-cities-in-the-world-
according-to-locals-041725, Acessed 5.6.2025 



27 

 

dérives, these were (relatively) unplanned walks, letting the city/traffic/winds 
guide my hooves as I hog-trotted across the city. 
 

2. No phones. Preferably I was to leave my phone at home to resist the 
temptation to look for any incoming notifications or messages. However, 
slave to the age I sometimes am, I allowed myself to keep my phone for 
emergencies (or to pay for emergency vermuts along the way). To keep the 
temptation at bay, I allowed myself to be armed with my trusty mp3 player, 
but only with one earbud in at a time (walking with Brett Anderson, Jarvis 
Cocker, and Patrick Wolf’s beats did provide the much needed boost on 
those rather long drifts) to bathe in the urban symphony/cacophony. 

Following these simple rules, any movements in Barcelona could be counted towards 
my final count of uncovered pavements. From November 1, 2022 to November 18, 
2024, I clocked in 1,244km across 1,239 of Barcelona’s 4,518 streets during these 
“activated walks”. Until this final date, they provided moments of mental clarity and 
meditation. Wondering out loud how the various guises of the city could possibly meet 
any “standards” of Queer Urbanism. After I reached a basis of understanding of these 
streets, I started to decipher and decode more exact bits of these walks. To bring it 
back into my research, I set out to make a list, one per week, of objects I could 
understand as being queer (broken bench, ripped off posters, random children’s dolls 
hanging from a tree, etc). This, in turn, posed numerous questions around the nature 
of an object “being queer” (queer read as noun) versus “being queered” (queer as an 
action). Jack Halberstam noted this in 2018: “you can queer something, but you cannot 
fashion an identity around queerness”34 [whether “queer” in 2025 is understood more 
as a noun or a verb is much more murky as it becomes commodified, pink-washed, 
and more socially accepted].  

After personal tragedy struck, my joyous wanderings turned sour. What were once 
passionate strides become grief-filled foot drags with the occasional bout of ugly-crying 
as the passerby looked on in disbelief as this 2-meter-tall clown broke down in public 
in the most romantic way possible. Even at the most downtrodden, while no longer 
counted as “activated walks”, these reflective steps set the stage for the words you are 
currently reading. In some respects, I could say the research didn’t stop that fateful day 
in November, rather, they transformed into free bouts of therapy. Instead of counting 
windows or people drinking overpriced mocha lattes a la George Perec or wandering 
in a definitely-not-drugged-stupor-I’M-FINE of Thomas Quincy and/or Thomas 

 
34 Halberstam, J., ‘Unbuilding Gender  Trans* Anarchitectures In and Beyond the Work of 
Gordon Matta-Clark’, Places Journal, October 2018, 
https://placesjournal.org/article/unbuilding-gender/?cn-reloaded=1, Accessed: 10.7.2025. 
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Bernhard, I was ignoring the outside world, and exploring the most existential crises 
possible. Finding the will to go on, not only in the academic arena, but in life itself 
became a battle. Well, thanks to you, my philosophical pavers, I am still here cursing 
the reader with my words. 

 

Talk the Talk 

 

When I’m not reveling in my solitude, I have been known to be quite a chatty little 
Nancy when properly riled up. Hailing from a part of Pennsylvania known for its love 
of small talk, be it with the grocery clerk or parking attendant or the meth head on the 
park bench, I was never one to shy away from starting a conversation with a stranger. 
Start with a compliment, and who knows where it will end up. A kind of verbal dérive, 
if you will. 

A lone wolf par excellence, I am generally most happy when alone, but even the most 
solitary soldier among us enjoys a well-driven conversation. Or a disaster of spoken 
diarrhea. It all ends up being an amusing tale to tell. As the original plans for walking 
every street in Barcelona, as my project unfolded, the original plan went from a series 
of formal interviews with “experts in their fields” to a realization that I didn’t need these 
formal interviews after spending 4 years talking my lower jaw off to anyone within 
earshot showing the most minute amount of interest in my project(s).  

While I will forever hold my copy of Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology close to my 
heart, the anecdotes within fell flat. Nothing makes me harder than a phenomenologist 
waxing poetic about tables and chairs, but when her tales of family gatherings ramble 
for pages about a specific line: “Look, there is a little John and a little Mark!”35 I am 
left wondering: what were the circumstances of this family gathering? What brought 
you to the table in the first place? What were you eating? What was the general mood 
of the room? Where and when are we talking about? Were you eating lobster? And, 
if so, how much butter did you use?! While it’s impossible to completely describe every 
situation, this thesis tries its best to draw its jagged red line through all the 
misadventures that led me here. A trail of cookie crumbs for the reader to follow, yet 
also devour. Avowed enemy of anything generic, I infuse the following tales with robust 
details to bring you into the story. I don’t want you to stop and smell the chocolate 
milk; I want you to chug it and feel the lactose invading your upper colon. 

 
35 Ahmed, S., Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Duke University Press, 

2006, p. 83 
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In 2010, Kath Browne and Catherine J. Nash asked the basic questions positioning 
“queer” in the greater academic discourse of methodologies in social science: “If, as 
queer thinking argues, subjects and subjectivities are fluid, unstable and perpetually 
becoming, how can we gather ‘data’ from those tenuous and fleeting subjects using 
the standard methods of data collection such as interviews or questionnaires? […] How 
does this perpetual destabilizing position us as researchers and what can we make of 
this destabilization?”36 How do we embrace the constant, if not inconsistent, tremors 
that “queering” subjects provides? In her chapter ‘Brown, Queer and Gendered: 
Queering the Latina/o ‘Street-scapes’ in Los Angeles’, Lorena Muñoz corrected 
Ahmed’s missteps by painting a clear picture of a conversation that takes place 
between these lesbians in South Central L.A.37  After a series of ‘proper interviews’ in 
public, Muñoz goes to the interviewee’s house and the formal pretenses faded away, 
leading to a more raw conversation. 

As the plans to unfurl a series of projects across Barcelona’s streets, I planned to set 
up urban picnics with a laundry list of artists and thinkers I found inspirational. These 
were meant to take place on my beloved central artery of Avinguda Paral·lel. This was 
to be a mutation from the “activated walks”: no longer just walking the city, but 
integrating bodies into the urban infrastructure, mobile research incubation turned into 
a living laboratory. Plunked down in the middle of Barcelona, I offered each comrade 
a free dinner and drink to be shared on a picnic blanket strewn across the sidewalk in 
exchange for 1 hour of their time. I had hoped to sow seeds of prospective future 
projects with these people, creative friction which could manifest itself as part of my 
research, or additional artistic endeavors. As it turned out, most of them refused to give 
me the time of day. Whether issues of economics, logistics, or time, 7 out of a planned 
10 interviews were cancelled, often minutes before they were to take place (thanks, 
post-pandemic social anxiety!). Three preliminary interviews went ahead, but 2 out of 
3 of the conversations lacked the desired spark I was looking for. Proof enough that, 
even though you may admire someone’s work and/or written words, talking to 
someone in real life is much different than via email. 

Back to the drawing board.  

The planning of these interviews took its toll on me over 2 years. I had way more 
interesting conversations about the various cities I was in with the random drunk at the 
bar than these culture vultures. Et voilà. Maybe that was my path forward? Why was I 

 
36 Brown, K, & Nash, C.J., ‘Queer Methods and Methodologies: an introduction’, Queer 

Methods and Methodologies, 2010, Ashgate Publishing, p. 1 
37 Muñoz, L., ‘Brown, Queer and gendered: Queering the latina/o ‘street-scapes’ in los angeles’ 
in (eds.) K. Brown and C.J. Nash, Queer Methods and Methodologies, 2010, Ashgate Publishing, 
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searching for the justification from them when the most I could squeeze out of these 
human sponges was a couple of drops of putrid water? Maybe cases of clashing 
personalities or asking the wrong questions: dark lord knows. As the undertaking 
reached foreign shores, I started to rely on the more informal conversations as the 
lifeblood of my project. From the initial emails to collaborate with foreign entities until 
the final showcases, the spontaneous shouts, guffaws, and interactions-which-can-only-
happen-after-6-shots-of-rakija-at-3-am gave me a much wider outlook. Gone were the 
pre-planned questions asking about how they felt about Henry Lefebvre’s influence on 
modern city planning. These were replaced with the delicate dance of explaining 
Queer Urbanism without mentioning the word “queer” because that Albanian with a 
swastika tattoo on his neck probably wouldn’t like me telling him that Pristina is 
redonkulously queer to my eyes. He would, however, invite the owner and his friends 
over from the neighboring table if I told them I was an artist looking for “weird places 
in the city that make you love Pristina”.  

Looking back at the WhatsApp conversations, email chains, and sketchbooks full of 
notes, it was a sort of vindication of my failed earlier attempts. As this thesis started to 
come undone together, the idea of the interview became more and more abstract. As 
the existential dread set in, and looking inward became ever so more pointed, why 
was I so worried about interviewing people? Why shouldn’t I interview the park bench 
next to my beloved Plaça d’Osca here in Barcelona? It has seen me criss-cross the 
plaza approximately 387,021 times since moving here 5 years ago, surely it has 
something to say…and I have a feeling the local boozers haven’t asked it how it was 
feeling lately. And so, I embarked on a…. let’s say more artistic? Poetic? Approach to 
the interview as a research method. Not stopping at my local neighborhood park 
bench, on each of my travels, I would try to find the most awe-inspiring/sexy piece of 
street and sit there quietly, waiting for it to make the first move. Occasionally, the chatty 
little garbage cans would just. Not. Shut. Up. Othertimes, the Austrian fences were as 
shy as I remembered them 10 years ago.  These interactive interviews with 
infrastructure would fuel the latter half of my project. Delving into my more 
Bachelardian impulses and my sardonic yet completely sincere leanings, the interviews 
with the various cities provided a final word. I leave you with an invitation: When you 
rest your weary eyes from this here text, take a moment to have a chat with your local 
park bench… You may be surprised to hear what it has to say. 
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Art the Art 

 

Much like with my problems with the canon of queer theory, I wanted/needed “easy” 
visuals to show people what I could mean with Queer Urbanism. Instead of waxing 
poetic for 3 hours to a future-collaborator, I could quickly show them photos of these 
artistic endeavors to help visualize/explain my research in 2 minutes flat. From 
sculptures to performances to fashion to furniture design, I ran all the gamuts of art 
from the course of my career and, naturally, they slipped into place in this project as 
my preferred methods of visual creation.  

Allen Wrexler’s sculpture is another’s installation is another’s piece of furniture is 
another’s performance and, as such, he has provided invaluable inspiration 
drawing/erasing/building/unveiling the lines between art, architecture, and design. 
His Picket Fence (1985) was a piece that played with the classic idea of the American 
“white picket fence” ideal—an object that came to signify the romance of an idealized, 
country-esque suburbia, while also in fact forming a violent barrier marking one’s 
property off from their neighbors’. This fence was twisted & manipulated to create 
seating areas, tables, and arches from the various pieces of wood, transforming the 
outdoor barrier into a communal domesticated space allowing for both sides to coexist 
jovially.38 Likewise, Chat Travieso and Yeju Choi created a living community ecosystem 
by adding their structure On A Fence (2013) to a chain link fence on New York’s Pier 
42. By workshopping, planning, and building the form with the locals, it served as 
more than just an aesthetic improvement, it carved out seating areas, bike parking, 
blackboards, and sandboxes to engage the locals and visitors to this post-industrial 
urban landscape.39 

Allan Kaprow’s Essays on The Blurring of Art and Life40 clearly describes the playful 
delineations and subversive power of performance art when he describes his 
“TRAVELOG” (1968) series,  

to those not interested in whether it is or isn’t art, who may, 
however be interested for other reasons, it need not be 
justified as an artwork. Thus in a performance of 1968 that 
involved documenting the circumstances of many tire changes 

 
38 Simone, A. (ed). Allan Wexler: Absurd Thinking: Between Art and Design.  Lars Muller 
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at gas stations in New Jersey, curious station attendants were 
frequently told it was a sociological study (which it was, in a 
way), while those in the cars knew it was also art.41 

 

The aforementioned professor-of-a-lifetime, Elsa Prochaska, introduced her fellow 
countrywoman VALIE EXPORT, a name none of the numerous foreign students in Linz 
were aware of. Being raised in the English-speaking domain in the 1990s, Allen 
Kaprow, Joseph Beuys, and other male (surprise) Fluxus associates were all I heard 
while in the US in regards performance art. However, during my eight years in Austria, 
I was able to view her transgressive female body prowess-in-public-space in 
innumerable exhibitions and shows. She scandalized Austrian society and the 
Viennese streets with her works Tap and Touch Cinema (1968), in which she wore a 
curtained box as a blouse and invited strangers on the street to reach in, in a critique 
of the fetishization of the female body, confronting the male gaze hands-on42, and 
Aktionshose:Genitalpanik (Action Pants: Genital Panic) (1968), in which she cut a hole 
in her pants, displaying her crotch to the public and may-or-may-not43 have walked 
into a Munich porn cinema with a gun, pointing the gun at random people’s heads in 
a polite yet calm manner. Part of the power and lore of performance art lies in the re-
telling of the stories. For those involved, it was often unclear what was happening, an 
art piece often being the last situation imagined. As with VALIE EXPORT’s exploits, her 
words, which were captured on camera, allowed her to build an archive of feminist 
power, and those words that were never caught on camera transmutated her into a 
Goddess. 

Speaking of goddesses, no mention of artistic practices, for me, could exclude Leigh 
Bowery. Noted performance artist-cum-cum-fashion designer in London in the 1980s, 
noted for his bizarre maximalist outfits and antics on stages. My personal highlight 
was during a performance at an AIDS charity cabaret: Heart’s in the Right Place at the 
Fridge in Brixton, London (1990). Walking on stage on top of his friend Baillie Walsh’s 
shoulders and covered in a cloak, creating an oversized queer body,44 Bowery jumped 
down and attempted to create a human water fountain out of his anus. However, due 

 
41 Ibid., p.176 
42 Albertina Museum, ‘Valie Export | Body Sign Action’, YouTube, 22.1.2021, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PVoPPpY8TqQ, Accessed: 9.10.2025. 
43 Torres, D.G. ‘The performance that never was’, A*DESK, 4.12.2012. https://a-

desk.org/en/magazine/the-performance-that-never-was/ Accessed: 20.9.2025. 
44 Vranou, S., ‘Leigh Bowery: Glitter, Shit, and the Performance of Decadence’, Staging 

Decadence, 5.2.2024, https://www.stagingdecadence.com/blog/leigh-bowery Accessed: 
20.9.225. 

https://a-desk.org/en/magazine/the-performance-that-never-was/
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https://www.stagingdecadence.com/blog/leigh-bowery
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to an enema/bowel malfunction—gays, we all know this can happen—he painted the 
audience a delightful shade of brown. Of his performance, Bowery noted, 
 

If you’ve got AIDS it doesn’t mean you’ve lost your sense of 
humour, does it? I didn’t want to make concessions just 
because people were ill or dying. I was quite pleased with the 
hostile reaction. If anything, I want to make reactions stronger. 
If I have to ask, ‘Is this idea too sick?’ I know I’m on the right 
track.45 

My personal works created over these past four years could be called as much 
“sketches” as “objects” for me, as they were forms of sketching/fleshing out the ideas 
I encountered as the research stumbled forward. Comedic scenes or artistic sketches, 
I’ll leave it for you decide. No spoilers here, but each piece was created as a direct 
response to the context in which it took place – often in public spaces, but also publicly-
accessible rooms. No galleries or museums here. I’m Thomas Stempka, not Thomas 
Hirschorn: 

If I want to work in Public Space, as an artist, I then must agree 
with Public Space. In a gallery, museum, private collection or 
when participating in an exhibition, I don’t necessarily have to 
agree. But when working in Public Space, to agree is a 
necessity which makes the world so demanding. Agreeing 
means to agree with the mission. I must agree constantly and at 
all times, because only if I agree with my mission in Public 
Space, can I cooperate. I must cooperate with reality in order 
to change it.46 

 

More reading on the arts as research methods can be found in Patricia Leavy’s Method 
Meet Art: Arts-based Research Practice, which gives easily understandable descriptions 
and examples of harnessing the Visual Arts, Dance/Movement & Performance as 
research methods to expand research from the page into the real world.47 

 

 

 
45 Bowery, L., quoted in S. Tilley, Leigh Bowery: The Life and Times of an Icon, Hodder and 

Stoughton, 1997, p. 52. 
46 Hirschhorn, T. ‘Where Do I Stand? What Do I Want?’ ArtReview: The Annual 2007/8. 

ArtReview Ltd, London, 2007 
47 Leavy, P., Method Meets Art: Arts-Based Research Practice, The Guilford Press, 2020 
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Weaponizing Words 

 

The final, and most beguiling/entertaining (for me), research method was the 
application and execution of the written word. As you can infer from the words you 
have ingested thus far, this is not my grandpa’s thesis. Done as much for my own 
pleasure as for my academic goals (and hopefully not your displeasure), this project 
has been much more a labor of love. All-encompassing, devilishly distraught, 
suffocating-at-times, and, yet, brimming with giggles and pensive sighs as I thrash this 
keyboard. As an aging faggot with dim prospects of pro-creation and no interest in 
having a pet, this 4-year-old (project) is the closest I have to a toddler and next of kin. 

“BUT IT’S NOT WRITTEN LIKE AN ACADEMIC THESIS!”, I hear screamed from the 
peanut gallery. 

“Thank you!”, I kindly reply to the perceptive peanuts in the back of the room. 

Eschewing the formal prose generally associated with a doctoral thesis, I was drawn 
to this specific PhD in Design under the auspice of allowing me to freely express my 
research in an unorthodox manner. In my humble (unaccredited) opinion, I find most 
theses (especially [ironically?]) in the creative fields to be written with the joy of a 
beige-painted room full of Scandinavian minimalist furniture. Different strokes for 
different folks, I suppose. But fear not! Even if you are a lover of taupe, may you find 
at least a glimpse of gratification or a cheap chortle from these humble groups of letters 
before your eyes. 

Hyper-personal and autoethnographic in nature, I hope the descriptions reel the reader 
in and invite them to a palpable sense of being in my research itself. For that is the 
reason why this exists in the first place. Not to be buried in the back of the Universitat 
de Vic’s online PhD archive, but to be felt by as wide of an audience as possible. Yes, 
this thesis is institutional by default, and for that I apologize, but this self-loathing will 
massage its way out throughout these pages.  

Despite the painfully stale opening lines (Imagine! An article starting with dictionary 
definitions!), Mike Michaels’ “Anecdote” speaks about the art/methodology of 
anecdotalization: “in which the making and enactment of anecdotes is a means of 
interrogating the research process itself.” 48 On the use of a “no data” anecdote he 
explains his coming to terms with a “disastrous interview episode”49 in which the 

 
48 Michael, M., ‘Anecdote’ in (eds.) C. Lury and N. Wakeford, Inventive Methods: the Happening 

of the Social, Routledge, 2012, pp. 25-35, p.29 
49 Ibid., p.31 
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interviewer’s desire to talk about his understanding of ionizing radiation was bested 
by the interviewee’s rambunctious cat & dog. The reference to “no data” is a sure sign 
of the author’s level of an oh-so-professional social scientist, but his points remain valid, 
the “unintended” participants in an “necdote often transform the story into new. What 
could have been a dry, scientific interview about radiation is now a tool in teaching 
us about the joy of anecdotes (“anecdotalizing the anecdotalization” as he puts it). 
And so it is with the situations/anecdotes that follow in this paper. Though you can 
replace the dog and cat with street benches and bollards: the environmental context 
was just as important as the humans involved. 

Although I presented this project earlier as a singular single-person narrative, it would 
be an oversimplification to reduce it to these four words. Every body, creature, and 
object I ran into it has an equally important part of this narrative as my own body. This 
project takes the roll of a happy pig rolling around in the muck, relishing in what Donna 
Haraway deems the Chthulucene: an age of multi-species stories and practices on this 
planet embracing both the biotic and apiotic50 Indeed, it is these “unconventional” 
relationships between people and their environment which give life to my writing: 
“Stories for living in the Chthulucene demand a certain suspension of ontologies and 
epistemologies, holding them lightly, in favor of more venturesome, experimental 
natural histories.”51 

Likewise, Haraway provides another source of linguistic inspiration in the importance 
of and situating autoethnographic narratives as more-than-valuable perspectives: “I am 
arguing for  the view from the body, always a complex, contradictory, structuring, and 
structured, body, versus the view from above, from nowhere, from simplicity.”52 As 
such, when writing about the city, we must take into account stories from bodies as 
well as everything which could be understood as bodies: pedestrians, urban 
infrastructures, and buildings as equals, not just background scenery. Admittedly, there 
is, but, a small subsect of people who can truly relate to a garbage can, and this is 
where the autoethnographic storytelling mode finds its niche in academic writing. Most 
academics would probably agree that our writing does not have a wide reach among 
the general populace, even though these field-stretchers are (sometimes) dealing with 
issues that touch all of us. Turning laboratory and artistic research practices into 
digestible tidbits is the goal here: the question is not only how we can reach a larger 
public with our works, but how can we make sure they are understood and accessible 

 
50 Haraway, D., Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Duke University Press, 

2016, p.55 
51 Ibid., p.88 
52 Haraway, D. ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of 

Partial Perspective’, Feminist Studies, (14.3), 1988, pp. 575-599. 
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to a larger public? The more personal the story, the more personal the reactions, at 
least to my eyes and ears. Talking about abstracted versions of “the city” are all well 
and good, but when we say “New York” or “Barcelona”, et al, we personalize the 
story, just like the difference between saying “a person” vs “a friend” vs “my best friend 
Grant” can help the reader associate the succeeding words in a much more personal 
way, inserting them in the author’s line of view. 

While I am no friend of prescribed do’s & don’ts, Heewang Chang describes the most 
common pitfalls of autoethnographic writing as: 1) excessive focus on self in isolation 
of others; 2) overemphasis on narration rather than analysis/cultural interpretation53. 
Self-Isolation marked a great number of our lives during 2020-2022 during the rolling 
COVID outbreaks/quarantines/curfews in place around the world, and my case was 
no different. Unable to leave Barcelona due to an irregular immigration status for 2 
years, by the end of 2022 I made my first research trip to the Balkans, and kept on 
bouncing around various European countries over the next 3 years. Partially to shake 
up the pent-up frustration of staying in only one port-of-call, my research trips to Kosovo, 
Austria, and Albania also formed a transformative relationship between my personal 
research and storytelling. Every story told reached new ears which, in turn, led to cross-
pollination, institutional invitations, and an ever-widening batch of new sources to pull 
inspiration from. Admittedly, I often fall into the entrapments of Chang’s 2nd pitfall due 
to my love of storytelling. This thesis has been chopped, divvied, and served up in a 
slightly overplanned manner for my liking. These first chapters note a great deal of the 
theoretical background on the topics at hand and form a general chassis for the road 
ahead. The storytelling aspect which takes over from these conceptual congregations 
was imagined as an aforementioned dérive, as I found it the most useful, compelling, 
and concise form of explaining four years of research in a relatively limited amount of 
space. Some conclusions which fomented along the way have been peppered out as 
they bubbled up, with the knowledge that they would be dealt with in more detail at 
the end. As with any long city walk, the ruminations made whilst in motion provide 
seedlings best sprouted after the walk ends and we roost, whether it be a bench, bed, 
or patch of grass. 

From Michael Sorkin’s lost-in-time ruminations, Twenty Minutes in Manhattan,54 to Rem 
Kohlhas’ Delirious New York,55 Architects™ have been weaponizing words not just to 
explain their works, but as means to offer the reader a hand-held walk through their 
specified passages, mostly surpassing the importance of any single building they’re 
responsible for. The 19th century Parisian arcades which Walter Benjamin based his 

 
53 Chang, H., Autoethnography as Method, Left Coast Press, 2008, p.54 
54 Sorkin, M. Twenty Minutes in Manhattan, North Point Press, 2013 
55 Kohlhaas, R. Delirious New York, The Monacelli Press, 1997 
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Das Passagen-Werk56 continued their bemusement in Susan Buck-Morss’ extrapolation 
The Dialectics of seeing57 published in 1989, long after most of them have been 
destroyed. 

Taking cues from the environmental observational style of George Perec’s An Attempt 
at Exhausting a Place in Paris58 to Gaston Bachelard’s poetic meanderings bean 
flicking between space and memory in The Poetics of Space59, this thesis is a 
descriptive deep dive into the accumulated misgivings, adventures, and missteps across 
every street and plaza encountered in this research project. 

A love letter to a trash can, an adieu to a loved one, and “fuck you” to a street bench. 
Buried in between the more traditional chronological-ish chapters herewithin are an 
amicable and candid gang of poems, which have formed a jumping off point for further 
investigative/reflective poetry to be added to this thesis as an addendum and 
eventually a stand-alone collection.  

Poetry emerged as the best way for me to balance a scattershot approach to the various 
situations and locations I found myself in over the past 4 years, as the broken, semi-
lawless form seemed a natural mirror of my own research. Beyond the lines themselves 
it has grown past a form of literature into a research method itself. In her chapter 
“Poetry and Qualitative Research” from Method meets Art, Patricia Leavy tells us 
“poems push feelings to the forefront capturing heightened moments of social reality 
as if under a magnifying glass”60, a most evocative way of presenting data. My 
included poetry runs the gamut from the various forms of narrative poetry: research 
poetry, interpretative poetry, investigative poetry and ethnographic poetry61. Cynthia 
Cannon Poindexter perfected the use of poetry as a research method in her twin poems 
“I’ve Been Knocked Down, but I Haven’t Been Knocked Out” and “Lessons Learned 
Hard Are Best Learned”. Taken from two separate interviews with an AIDS patient and 
his partner, they use the words taken from the interviews with minimal interpolations 
from the interviewer. Cynthia re-formatted the responses to summarize each interview 
into manageable, powerful morsels:  

 

 
56 Benjamin, W. Das Passagen-Werk, Suhrkamp, 1982 
57 Buck-Morss, S. The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project, MIT 
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59 Bachelard, G. The Poetics of Space, (trans. M. Jolas), Beacon Press, 1994  
60 Levy, P., Method, p. 63 
61 Ibid., p. 66 
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One thing I believe 
From the bottom of my SOUL 
And that’s you can die from a broken heart 
He’s my EVERYthing. 
And AS you can see, I can’t talk about it LONG without crying62 

    - (excerpt from “Lessons Learned Hard Are Best Learned) 
 
With her use of the interviewer’s words, it also brings forth the question: who is the 
true author of this poem? Sure, Cynthia formatted it, but the words came from Pat. 
Posing this question is enough and shows the strength of the work. For me, that 
exemplifies the beauty of poetry, an easily digestible, condensed format able to 
highlight these relationships.  

As it is between these two partners, poetry seamlessly collages conversations and 
relationships of all possible variations: even with our environment. From Baudelaire’s 
Parisian shadows to Cavafy’s Alexandrian glances to Whitman’s Manhattan to Lorca’s 
Harlem sidewalks, poetry has shown an acute appreciation for the built world, from 
the lonely pebbles swimming in pizza grease to the skyscrapers corralling the latest 
lightning-filled tempest to the grandma waiting patiently with her shopping trolley at 
7:56am for the bakery to open.  An entire world can be built from two lines, as in Ezra 
Pound’s 1912 take on the Parisian underground: 

The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 
Petals on a wet, black bough. 

 
Elsewhere, Julian Brolaski’s condenses Brooklyn’s poisoned & putrid Gowanus canal 
in 96-page referential & obtuse opus, Gowanus Atropolis:63 

abreast the stoic ends 
of manhatta, lashed 
in biometric concrete 
asphalt green 
of the asphalt plant 
even further in the industrial landscape 
 

Far from just describing places with multi-syllable adjectives, these authors translate the 
genius loci into the printed word, allowing for a temporary interdimensional sojourn. 
While ever-the-proponent of site-specific works and the indelible impression that being 
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somewhere is the only way to fully comprehend it, words are the next best thing. And 
such is the confinement of this thesis, sent via pdf to readers around the world, trying 
to harness this academic cortège into a succinct, swallowable romp meant to elicit 
smirks, sorrowful sighs, and occasional bout of uncomfortable laughter. 
 
“We are so busy devouring information that we forgot how to dance with ideas.”64 
 
A 248 word write up in a travel guide can never compete with a freshly grilled plate 
of seafood on a side alley in Durres, just as a poem can rarely compete with a 
mysterious wink and caring half-smile from a passing stranger on the street. However, 
capturing city scenes on the page adds an archival element that cannot be overlooked, 
as is the ease in which we send a 200-page pdf halfway across the world with the 
click of a button. And so it is with this work. When my program’s director asked me 
recently: “What format do you think this project will take? I imagine something 
performative… or even an exhibition?” I didn’t hesitate to correct her: “No, it’s a book. 
The last 4 years were quite enough for me. Now it’s time I put it all together and release 
the unabridged director’s cut.” Beyond the adage that there are five people who read 
a thesis: the author, the director and the panel, a (relatively) compressed written work 
lends itself to reaching a wider audience that a blink-and-miss-it performance can’t. 
“Performance” and associated values/misgivings will be dealt with in a later chapter. 
For all my hot air about creating an unorthodox thesis, I am painfully aware of the 
irony in keeping the final format “traditional”. This justification does seem a bit ham-
fisted, but it comes with the territory, I suppose. 
 
From the well-worn canonical books in my tote-bag to the graffitied phrases on walls 
walked by, poetry proved itself to be a most fervent companion as I crisscrossed the 
Mediterranean on this voyage. It gave the harrowing final months of writing this tome 
a lightness hidden under all the pages, trials & tribulations. A chance to marvel at the 
marble and offer one last tango with the telephone phone. 
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Final Words on Words 

 

My research doesn’t end with these words. Take what from it what you will, or take 
what you won’t. It can be sassy and disruptive and loving and confounding, just like 
the city itself. I would never expect anyone to agree with all of the arguments and 
opinions shared within these pages. Eschewing strict, clean methods meant to 
squeeze out quantifiable juice would not do justice to the subjects at hand. We are 
dealing with queer theory, not queer facts. Even if you are to take umbrage with my 
approach, anecdotes and/or wordplay (HEATHEN!), at the very least I hope you 
enjoyed these weaponized words ¼th as much as I had splaying them across the 
screen. 

Each of the methods has been presented separately for comprehension, but the truth 
is none of them can truly be deciphered by themselves. I have omitted some of the 
one-off methods in this section to keep it as concise as possible, picking the methods 
which appear in every port-of-call in the following pages. Throughout this process, 
every individual has questioned, instigated, joined forces, challenged, and supported 
the others. Each method built off the previous exploits of this research project. Walks 
morphed into conversations which created sculptures that informed a workshop 
which was transcribed into words. Likewise, a conversation while walking as a group 
in the workshop was lifted by poetry. Likewise, an article about the workshop 
inspired an artwork. As did a conversation with the city. Hence, my feelings towards 
this chapter. Half-joking about it being my least favorite chapter, the incredible 
intermingling and relationships therein have often been a thorn in my side in my 
various presentations about this research. Juxtaposing them here, however, has shed 
some light on a final reflection which could be summed up by saying: this project has 
become a methodology in and of itself. Displacing myself and undefining these 
various forms of method led to incredible discoveries along the way which would 
never have happened if I let the overreaching narrative of my initial ideas of sticking 
to Barcelona take root. While I can decry my general lack of funds for this project, it 
is fair to say if I had been awarded €10,000 from the onset, this research would 
have been much more boring and traditional. I hesitate to say that I birthed “new” 
methods in the biblical sense, but there is a sense of innovation in allowing the 
mishaps, dramas, cuts, and bruises to have their own space within the project, 
pushing it to places I never would have expected in 2021.  The Artist Placement 
Group’s favorite slogan: “Context is half the work” could easily be reflected in this 
research as “Context is half the methodology”. Like site-specific artworks, I present 
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these as site-specific methods. The activated walks were Barcelona, the design 
workshop was Prishtina, and these words are my balcony on Carrer Riego. 

I can imagine that this muddling of methods and practices seems precarious at best. 
However, this is not a cop-out to dodge any criticisms of these explanations/non-
definitions. Quite the contrary, it would have been easier to dole out oversimplified 
definitions for each of these methods and make for a much more manageable chapter. 
They are presented here with all the gusto and confusion they appeared to me as this 
project progressed. A four-year research project with an anti-designer at the helm was 
bound to be raptured into entropy. As Vallerand explains, “we need to imagine 
approaches that refrain from looking for a single truth behind design impulses and 
instead welcome uncertainty, experimentation, and productive messiness.”65 Preach it, 
sister. 

As noted philosopher/Nobel Prize Laureate/drag queen Mizz Cracker once deduced: 
“There are no accidents in fisting,”66 and so it was juggling the embers of these 
methodological forms. There were no accidents in this project: all disasters, half-truths, 
whispers, dead-ends, paper cuts, and twisted ankles were necessary to give birth to 
these words.  

 

There is merit in sharing the pessimism. Everyone is experiencing 
it. Helps us all feel our way through it. A commiseration. An 
articulation. It makes it okay not to pretend that some big hope is 
going to save us. It’s about how a person saves herself, inside of 
this darkness, at the end of the world, by finding some way to 
exist within it.67 
     

       -McKenzie Wark 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
65 Vallerand, O., Unplanned Visitors: Queering the Ethics and Aesthetics of Domestic Space, 
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Precursor to the Situations-ish 
 

When does the bench become a bench? Somewhere between the desire to sit and the 
first drawing? When it is constructed? Or when it’s finally built? And when it’s built but 
no one is sitting, does it stay a bench, or does it transport to some phenomenological 
purgatory for unused objects, a Wunderkammer for the unloved? And when the wood 
rots and the nails fall out, rendering it unable to be sat upon, can we still call it a 
bench, or does it become a ghost: a place we used to sit & reflect, now faded into the 
dreams it helped cogenerate? 

Neither allegory nor rhetorical questions, I am asking you to let these questions fester 
and settle as you continue on with this text. From a very old Greek fellow named after 
a plate to Graham Harman’s O-O-O’s and aah’s, philosophers have walked around 
talking about chairs for longer than words themselves. However, this treatise is no 
cerebral showdown between Platonic Realism vs Object-oriented ontology, I prefer you 
to think less about why we call it a “bench” in the first place and more about the last 
time you sat alone on bench under the shade of a tree or burning flames of the sun 
and cried. Or when you were as giddy as a bumblebee after hearing extraordinarily 
fantastical news. Or when you were at your most distraught, questioning that extra 
whiskey-and-coke and the blacked out non-memories that followed from the previous 
night. 

The aim of this work is to invite you along on the savage caper that was my last 4 
years delving into the ins, outs & sideways of what “Queer Urbanism” 
could/should/won’t/shan’t/will mean. In the process, the way was lost more times 
than I can count, but, in the various rabbit holes I found myself, I stopped and 
wondered: “Why am I following a rabbit?” At those anxious, imposter-syndrome-filled 
intersections, it wasn’t always a question of the 6F’s: Fight, Flight, Freeze, Fawn, Fine, 
& Faint. More often the way forward (or sideways) was another F: Find (and sometimes 
Fuck). In those unexpected moments, however difficult it was, the option which came 
most naturally to me was to assess the situation/rabbit hole, just start digging 
perpendicularly. Exhausting? Absolutely. Rewarding? Not always. Yet it was in the 
moments of struggle that the muck of the rabbit hole became a mirror. Moments of 
realization, self-deprecation and a never-ending hunch/awareness that everything is 
oh-so-silly, but that inherent silliness is what makes life worth living 86% of the time. 

As someone who proudly calls themself an “Anti-Designer”, spending four years 
working on a PhD in Design probably seems foolhardy. And it probably is / was. Yet, 
under the sleazy shadow of academia, I was able to access spaces / audiences which 
would have been off-limits to anyone else. Nary a day went by without questioning my 
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“moral” principles and chosen path to these three letters. Is the best way to challenge 
academia from within? For some, such as myself, academia does offer a sort of social 
cushioning. When people see “PhD Candidate” after my name, there is some sense of 
respect and appreciation (of various levels of sincerity). And so it remains, this anti-
academic academic acknowledges the limitations and hypocrisy involved in 
challenging the hierarchy of our built world via a diploma issued by the Spanish 
Ministry of Education.  

Whether seen as apologue, allegory or anecdote, each of the following situations 
delve in well-worn paths lit by Sara Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology, Jack 
Halberstam’s The Queer Art of Failure and Georges Perec’s Species of Spaces. This 
unholy trinity has long been the wind beneath my broken wings. A breeze rendering 
me unable to fly, but refreshing, nonetheless. 

When describing his fellow author, CA Conrad, of The City Real Imagined, Frank 
Sherlock wrote: 

Conrad prefers to be private in 
a public place. I can’t help but 
go public in a private place. He 
wrote poems on the South St. 
Bridge. I recited poems to a refrigerator.68 

 

Why choose when you can have both? The following pages can be read as a merger 
of these two poets’ approach in writing, or as a real-life version of de Certeau’s 
“Walking in the City”, or as a neoteric literary dérive. Thomas Bernhard explained in 
Old Masters  “Surely it is better to read altogether only three pages of a four-hundred 
page book a thousand times more thoroughly than the normal reader who reads 
everything but does not read a single page thoroughly.”69 And so it is my dream for 
you, may you find at least three pages that penetrate your nucleus which speak to your 
inner demons and/or angels.  

I rarely consider myself a gatekeeper to anything, but there was a point of realization 
that maybe it’s not so bad. After all, aren’t they the ones with the keys? Maybe the 
best way to barge past the other gatekeepers/guardians of culture isn’t to throw stones 
at them… it’s to make extra copies of the keys and hand them out to everyone, even 
the ones who don’t ask. May these situations be your key into my own personal rabbit 
hole. Feel free to dig sideways at any point. 

 
68 Conrad, CA, and Sherlock, F., The City Real and Imagined, Factory School, 2010, p. 36 
69 Bernhard, T., Old Masters, (trans.) E. Osers, Quartet Book, 1989, p.27 



44 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 MINUTES IN THE CITY 
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…if I may be so forward to address you as such. 
It’s certainly not the first time we met 
You don’t remember me, do you? 
The bridge, the pylons? 
Screeching sirens … making sure the backdoor’s locked? 
A vision, if I was a soothsayer, or a sage 
A place, for I am neither. 
Changing the weather won’t wrestle me  
from your infuriating embrace 
Come hell or high water… 
Well, sometimes cum. 
Sometimes hell. 
Often high. 
80% water. 

 
 
 

Precipitating this reunion 
Sights unseen 

Flooding every unimaginable channel 
Not quite what I envisioned laying those first bricks. 

You? Not so sure. 
Torrents and currents. 

Tumble dry. 
Hand wash never. 

30o maximum… bitch, please… 
 
 
 
A jester jests 
He falls 
He crumbles 
A foreign land 
Giving solace 
In cryptic mumbles 

 
 
 
 
Arguing the finer points of existential rights 

to his metal deities: 
Telepathic telephone pole, how majestic! 

Gleaming garbage can, rat-nest of the gods! 
Bang, swoosh, gurgle, dkgal;gh 



一
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Let the keepers keep their gates, 
Let these lines act a key to the city 
For all who wish to enter 
When does a word end? 
With the last letter? 
Or when it stops ringing in our head? 
 
 
 

When does the city end and we begin? 
When we refuse to breathe in unison? 

Or, when it forgets us? 
 
 
 

Armed with the might of metaphor 
I can try to persuade my latent logic of an intersection, 
A chair, a bench, a memory, or an amalgamation of all four 
Armrests propping up these weatherworn elbows, 
Trying to convince me of its unrecognized splendor 
For a moment, I believe its nonsense 
Even if the woodworm’s piles of dust grizzle another story 

 
 
 

What good is it, writing an elegy 
if the one person who deserves to hear it, refuses? 
What, then, of verse spoken to a bench or a chair? 
Those who, instead of comforting, could only stare? 
How can one be so enamored with this dominant city? 
When it gives not one fucking ounce of love, of humor, of pity? 
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From the ear to the ankle, 

How fast it travels 
Twice denied before a rebuttal 

Hardly a fair battle. 
Stuck behind a podium 

How fast it unravels 
Hip flexing, ditch the heels, 

It’s time to leave. 
It’s their loss 

No heed to the lights or traffic 
As it was meant to be,  

It’s just you and the street. 
 
 

Salivate and satiate those pangs boy, 
Give me that oil! 

Give me that meat! 
Oh, angel of death 

conceal me in your shadow 
As I gnaw these squids into oblivion. 

Battered rings of Neptune’s finest  
circle my battered tongue. 
Secretion meets repletion. 

Inhale the allioli from thy nails,  
Remember there is work to do! 

Let undefinition clog your cognition. 
Not a negation of two. 
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Paradoxical thoughts 
Beget reflections unlettered 
Paradoxical diarrhea 
Breeds terror unfettered 
 
Alas, the cursed mountains refused to claim my body 
Unlikely surviving dozens of voluptuous curves.  
Maybe next time, Albania. 
 
When the Pristina moon hit my eye,  
I needed a goddamn pizza pie 
Extra meat, as only Balkan men can supply 
Forthwith! But where to?! 
A street, a number, or two? 
Maps says no. 
Seventeen paces from a hair salon long gone, second star to the right 
Of course, why didn’t I think of that? 
Tip of my tongue.  
“Pepperoni” Drippings.  
On with the show. 
 
Real estate agents in shiny ties 
Ignoring my pleas, as if they were lies 
 
I guess it makes sense 
People who sold buildings for a living 
Go stone-faced so quickly. 
 
One drag queen brings a laugh,  
Three drag queens silently force the chiseled jawlines 
Into quizzical whispers 
Maybe convinced, at least half 
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1 step to the left, 2 steps behind 
Following my instructions to the T. 
Completely unlike you. 
Even more unlike me. 
You waited for the lights to align 
Not knowing what I was waiting for. 
Hushed breath 
Trains squealing in the distance 
Circuit completed. 
What provoked the silence 
while you traced my retinas? 
Aligned in the light’s synchronicity 
I bathe alone in the electricity. 
When I look to the left,  
It’s the same as what’s behind. 
The city that defined us 
Confines me in kind. 
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Even then it permeated through every pass 
Could I rekindle that time of innocence 
Or just rehash the distant past? 
Stomp the cobblestones until 
The burnt kebab meets the tram 
Scorched flesh to match this desire for cheap polyester 
Rummage the buckets, 
until you find that sofa from a dentist office in 1992, 
All they see is jagged lines with flecks of beige 
you’re so much more, my braided bride 
some makeup, et voilà, ready to take the stage 
tie down the roof and line up the bottles, 
Who doesn’t love a tipple at noon? 
Wrestle branches and find your place 
An evergreen sanctuary to wait out the moon 
Everyone has their way with you 
And you’d have it no other way 
Strangers speak as if they don’t know 
You’ve lived next to the Gasthaus all along, 
wiley seductress in a Biedermaier thong 
Wrap your arms around my neck, 
Sway from shoulder to shoulder 
As if we were never lovers. 
Drop the fluted glass, 
get some fresh air on the lawn 
Doze among the muted grass, 
Wilted leaves will revive you by dawn 
Another spin, a shot, two more twirls 
Tanz bis zum Morgen 
No one here is asking about your morals. 
Facing the river, 
You dim the blaue Donau to a murmur: 
Party’s over, Cinderella. 
Raumteiler awaits your decrepit return 
Skip out on cleaning duty, 
Slip out the back, it’s not of your concern 
Past the balcony gefüllt with Anschluss haunts 
Hauptplatz conceals more than it flaunts 
Hide between lines for a couple hours more 
Let the schnaps waltz you back to Wien 
Stahlstadt, I’ll always be your whore 
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Surrender to this bulevard 
Ignoring the urban fabric,  

their most cumbersome calling card 
Surrender to this dormitory 

Flacid reminder that  
every address can untell its story. 

  
At least we float along in this basement 

Bunker of love, of trust, and, yes, displacement 
Ten acts of death, of life,  

true bonds begotten 
This place has fallen,  

but refuses to be forgotten 
  

Forgotten vestige of summers past, 
No more concrete embrace, no sail, no mast 

Formerly known as their pool. 
Only a bulldozer would be so cruel. 

  
Three hundred meters away,  

a house 
Two times he visits,  

forgetting his spouse 
Five stories of brick which  

bleed salt and yellow 
Leaving one sad,  

awkwardly romantic fellow. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Let them take the letter. 
We’ll take their streets. 
Not just one, we’ll take them all. 
As with a word,  
A letter doesn’t disappear 
When you remove it from a sign. 
Remember how it rings, 
A most persistent Ohrworm, 
An umbrella divine. 
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Foreign tongues in my backyard 
Going coast to coast, side to side 
The amber skyline his only guide 
Once more in the same city? 
Who said I was leaving? 
Extra tissues, but not for grieving 
 
Unfolding dimples greet the elevator, 
Stern features to fool the Bawaab 
 
Six lanes of traffic are no match for these four legs 
Shuffle to where the lemons meet the sand 
Imagining an earthquake just to touch his hand 
Probably better that we depart now 
 
Another rendezvous, another walk 
Fitting that we chose the street with the books 
Of shuttered cabinets and questionable looks 
An anecdote to show me how little I know 
A gentle push confused for a deathblow 
Of muttered secrets, a shattered dream 
An alley not of fear, just pistachio ice cream 
 
Who knew these sizzling livers 
could mend this battered heart? 
Alex is no longer another shore. 
I still hear her every time 
When leather brushes stone. 
Friction to show the stubble was real. 
Fiction no longer needed. 
Proving there is a road, 
Proof there is an after you. 
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I’d rather spit into a stranger’s mouth  
than vomit these words onto paper, 

Yet, here we are, amics. 
You both have haunted me for years  

In your own fiendish ways. 
One, stalking the barri  

where we succumbed to each other’s snores. 
The other, talking in tongues  

as I traveled to distant shores. 
 
 

Forgive me this time 
Spent upon my soapbox 

Heroizing sobbing streets 
And throbbing cocks talks 

 
 

May the urbanism  
that brought us together 

that bound us 
that binds us 

Liberate our walks, 
If only for some hours. 
A momentary glimpse 
of a city to call ours. 

Give us a taste 
which we crave 

which we devour 
Let us lick the concrete, 

A bench, and, why not?, a tower 
A picture without a photo  

can still be considered photography. 
So let us codify our walks  

as pure architectural cartography. 
 
 

Remember these words, 
As you venture from here to there. 

Dwell on them at home,  
on your bed, naked, and bare. 

Cross-examine that walk to Aldi, 
Is it quotidian or is it queer? 
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to do with the city, but it’s not what we think about when we think about urbanism, 
maybe you should change the words you…” 

“That’s it, thank you!” I disrespectfully accepted this reasoning.  

As a cooler head unfortunately prevailed, our back-and-forth faded off in a more 
disarming manner. Neither side giving up an inch, our high heels dug into the cracks 
of the exposed concrete floor. As I slunk away from the podium in my sexy traffic cone-
cum-freakum dress and glistening 15cm sequin heels, the reality set in: 3.5 years into 
this PhD program, and I was still being written off as an affable performance artist who 
dreamt of being an architect. Flashbacks of my academic past lives came rushing back: 
in 2005, being told by Cooper Union’s Architecture Department that I belonged in the 
art department after 2 months of classes spent arguing freestyle drawings and poetry 
are more important than structural engineering, and in 2011, when my Fine Arts 
professor at the University of Applied Arts in Vienna told me I belonged in the 
architecture department after two years of printing fantastical cityscapes on garbage 
and tetra-pak boxes in lieu of paper and copper etching..  

 

 

Fig 2. The sexiest traffic cone, 2024. Credit: author 
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With these daggers still drawing blood, I needed to meet my therapist ASAP. Waiting 
for me outside, thankfully, she sat there gleaming in the Barcelona sunshine: Madame 
Asphalt. Escaping the institutional walls of my university, breathing the poisoned 
Mediterranean winds as I pounded the pavement… any remnants of the intellectual 
wounds quickly licked by the streetscape. 

As so often done before, an urban waltz was needed to cleanse the spirit, calm the 
anger, clear the mind, and get a sandwich. Wandering around Poblenou’s xamfrans71, 
each intersection turns into an overly designed jumble of traffic lights, angled parking 
spots, and official pedestrian crossings (which require an ever-so-inconvenient extra 
50 steps to either side unless you dare to continue walking in a much more logical 
straight line across the beveled corners and in the face of a €500 police fine). This 
much “heralded” (by architects) street plan was created to allow a better flow of light 
(yay!), air (yay!) and traffic (boo!). A distinct Barcelonian built form (which ironically 
was very contested in its day as it was forced onto the city by the Madrid central 
government who feared Barcelona was trying to out-grandeur the capital city’s own 
expansion plans), these xamfrans have become indelible visual markers of the city 
which have been confronted, challenged,72 and remedied by pedestrians, artists and 
the Ajuntament (city hall).73 

Where some see a beveled intersection, I see a pedestrian provocation. With 
absolutely no extra €500 in my bank account to pay such a fine, I strode straight across 
each intersection, cutting the 45-degree corner with aplomb: this is not a city drafted 
in 1859, it’s the city beneath my feet in 2025. “Sous les pavés, la plage!” my dear 
old Parisienne friends screamed in 1968. Despite my proximity to the current Barcelona 
beach, I’m fairly certain “Sous les pavés, les briques toxiques des anciennes usines!” 
is more fitting… though it doesn’t have the same ring. 

Block by block, I trotted past the ceramic paint-by-number stores, overpriced cold-brew 
coffees, painfully cool graphic design studios, and pay-through-the-nose private 
universities that proliferate in this coastal corner of Barcelona, quietly listening to what 
Madame Asphalt was telling me: “Urbanism is as much yours as anyone else’s, 
pumpkin. Let the naysayers say ‘nay’. That’s their problem: they believe the definition 

 
71 Ildefons Cerdà’s 45-degree angled cuts into his “celebrated” 1859 grid-based expansion 

plan which makes up a majority of current day Barcelona 
72 Casinos, X., ‘La Barcelona del xamfrans’, The New Barcelona Post, 25.3.2021, 

https://www.thenewbarcelonapost.cat/barcelona-xamfrans/ Accessed: 6.7.2025 
73 ‘Projectat un xamfrà més ampli i agradable al carrer d’Aragó amb Bruc’, Ajuntament de 

Barcelona, 21.7.2023, https://ajuntament.barcelona.cat/eixample/ca/noticia/projectat-un-
xamfra-mes-ampli-i-agradable-al-carrer-arago-amb-bruc-1308974 Accessed: 7.6.2025 
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started and ended with Cerdà’s urbanisme, which first appeared in Teoría General de 
la Urbanización in 1861.” 

Finally reaching my fortress of solitude, I thanked Madame Asphalt for today’s session 
and entered the Cementiri del Poblenou. Past the labyrinthine stacks of marble squares, 
dead Catalans and a million bouquets of sun-bleached plastic flowers, I brought out 
my bocata de calamares and sat next to my second therapist of the day, Senyor Petó 
de la Mort (Mr Kiss of Death). Lording it over these stacks of bones ‘n stones since 
1930, he has a privileged position here in one of the finest cemeteries in all of the city, 
if not Europe. Originally built to mark the grave of some rich Catalan, it adds a 
demonic-cum-homoerotic tinge to this peaceful picnic spot for those of us with a taste 
for the gloom. With the pa amb tomàquet and greasy calamari rings dripping down 
my lower lip, I regaled him with the tattered tales of my morning presentation. While 
not in complete agreement with my words nor actions (being the angel of death, he 
obviously wished for a more violent outcome), his marble eyes came alive and gave 
me the stank eye to look down at his feet, where the inscription read: 
 

Mes son cor jovenívol no pot més.  But his youthful heart can no more. 
En ses venes la sanch s’atura y glaça.  In his veins, the blood stops and freezes. 
Y l’esma ja perduda, la fe abraça,  His spirit now lost, faith embraces him, 
sentint-se caure de la mort al bes.  And he feels himself fall from death’s kiss. 

 

 

Fig 3. Bocata de Calamars in the Shadow of the Kiss of Death, 2024. Credit: author 
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Ever the dramatic Angel of Death he be, Jacint Verdaguer’s words did strike a nerve. 
Dealing with my own two angels-of-despair-design hours earlier, was I really going to 
stand by and let their pretensions and definitions try to define “urbanism” for me? Or 
should I treat them as I do every xamfrà I come across? Follow the panots [Barcelona’s 
flower-imprinted concrete tiles which line most of the city’s sidewalks] to the zebra 
crossing and patiently wait for the green light to cross the street? I’m never one to shy 
away from an unnecessary 100 steps to go out of the way, but they should be 100 
steps taken of my accord, not prescribed by the traffic gods. 

I took the angel’s words to my decidedly un-youthful-38-year-old heart. Let not these 
critics make me lose the faith, let my high-cholesterol-prone blood stop only when 
clogged with calorific treats and not from definitions from yesteryear. For the time 
being, I’d rather be by death’s side, a healthy arm’s reach from his luscious lips.  

And so, to the designers who tried to bog me down with their conventions and daggers, 
thank you. Not only did you provide me a wonderful chapter title to start this written 
journey/book/thesis, but you also reminded me why I stay true to the course despite 
these archaic obstacles. Challenging accepted cultural/academic norms and mores 
has been an integral part of my DNA since I was a young little queerdo faggot. 

As a strange child reared in the most generic of American suburbs who wrote book 
reports in high school on the importance of shadows in public spaces à la Camillo 
Sitte’s The Art of Building Cities: City Building According to Artistic Principles74 and the 
magic of screaming on the streets à la The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 
my references always leaned to the darker and louder bits of 
architecture/urbanism/art/design. Over the last 4 years of walks, mystery, tears, and 
nightmares, my body of work and I have fit into a niche that could best be described 
as Queer Urbanism, if such a pigeon-hole were truly needed. In a land of keywords, 
hashtags, and click-bait, it is a phrase that has been bantered about since Kian Goh’s 
“Recurring Re-Queering: From and Towards a Queer Urbanism” (2011)75 listed 
queer/LGBT+ events and places in New York City, recounting the life, death and 
rebirth of the Christopher Street piers from their historical placement in LGBT+ gay lore 
as cruising spots, to their destruction brought about by gentrification, and finally to 
their spiritual afterlife, with their stories and mythologies still acting as beacons for 
youth looking to an historically erased populace.  

 
74 Sitte, C. The Art of Building Cities: City Building According to Its Artistic Fundamentals, 

Reinhold Pub. Corp, 1945. 
75 Goh, Ko. ‘From and Towards a Queer Urbanism’, MVMTBLDG, 27.3.2021, 
https://mvmtbldg.wordpress.com/2011/03/27/from-and-towards-a-queer-urbanism/ 
Accessed: 7.6.2025 
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It was a conscious decision to leave this phrase - Queer Urbanism – out of the title of 
this thesis. No stranger to weaponizing/selling/using it myself (see later chapters on 
my workshops/articles which include it in their titles/abstracts), I aim to differentiate 
the concept of “Queer Urbanism” and the “Queer Art of Undefining Urbanism”. A 
more roundly academic take, perhaps. Referencing The Queer Art of Failure, 
absolutely. Keeping it in the title would have kept eyes strictly on this not-straight-
forward topic in mind. Replacing it with “undefining”, a word that does not appear in 
any of the “acceptable” English dictionaries (Miriam Webster, Oxford, et al), yet does 
appear on Wiktionary, which defines (har har) it as “to obliterate or confuse the 
definition or limitations of.”76 No matter which definition of “queer” you hold to your 
heart (or other body part, no judgements), the power to simultaneously 
create/destroy/define/undefine/confuse/conflate/obliterate/give birth to/abort/ 
celebrate the idea of breaking the boundaries of a concept could be read as quite 
queer in and of itself. The importance/unimportance of using queer will be dealt with 
throughout this tome. For the time being, I give you absolutely no limitations on how to 
imagine these 5 letters when placed together: Q-U-E-E-R. Positive, negative, adjective, 
noun, verb, idea, vibe, dream or nightmare, it is up to you to decide. Far from being 
a gatekeeper, the joy of this word lies in its ability to obfuscate, bewilder, annoy, and 
confound those who encounter it. Far from taking the easy way out, I hereby grant you 
the power to read into this word as you will, taking its context into account, moving 
forward. And from the semantic pulpit, I fall back to earth. Au-dessus les pavés! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
76 ‘undefine’, Wiktionary, 18.8.2024, https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/undefine, Accessed: 

10.6.2025 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/undefine
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2. DRAGGING URBANISM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every actor needs an audience 
Every action is a performance 
It all takes courage, You know it 
Just crossing the street 
well, it’s almost heroic 
You’re so flamboyant 

- Pet Shop Boys, ‘Flamboyant’77 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
77 Pet Shop Boys, ‘Flamboyant’, PopArt: The Hits, Parlophone, 2003 
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“Who here knows the city of Baltimore?” Roughly half of a 100-strong audience raises 
a hand. 

“Who here can mention a single building in the city?” …silence. 

“Who here has seen one of John Waters’ Trilogy of Trash movies: Pink Flamingos, 
Female Trouble and Desperate Living?” Roughly 34 raise a hand. “And this scene in 
particular?” 

*plays one minute of Divine dancing across the sidewalks of 1970s Baltimore in 
Female Trouble* 

“Now, all of you have seen a bit of Baltimore, can you describe any building you just 
saw?” …silence. 

“What did you see?” 

“A large lady dancing.” … “An orange trash can?” … “Divine in leopard print.” 

“So, if I were to ask you again about Baltimore, what would you say?” 

“Streets full of drag queens,” mumbled a student in the back. 

 
This exchange took place December 16, 2022 in Pristina, Kosovo at IPAU 2022, the 
1st International Conference on Architecture and Urbanism hosted by Faculty of 
Architecture, University of Prishtina “Hasan Prishtina”. Not only was it the first 
international academic architecture and urbanism conference hosted in Prishtina, but 
it was also my first conference as an invited speaker. When I saw the open call for 
papers around the theme “Architectural Identity of the City”, I thought it was a perfect 
opportunity to showcase my kooky brand of urbanism on the academic stage. From 
my first trip in 2016 to take part in the Stacion – Center for Contemporary Art 
Prishtina’s “Summer School as School” program, I was smitten with this beguiling 
Balkan city. Under the guise of a three-day painting workshop, I ended up staying for 
2 months, taking in whatever workshops they offered (thanks to a scholarship from the 
Austrian Sparkasse bank) in 2016 and then returned for another month at Stacion in 
2018.  
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Fig 4. IPAU Conference, University of Prishtina, 2022. Credit: author 

 
 
En route to the conference, I was blessed by a freak winter storm during my London 
connection, which meant that I was re-routed on the only flight leaving that week to 
Tirana, Albania. Just a hop, skip, and 6-hour bus ride through the Accursed Mountains 
(actual name) in the dead of winter. The plan was to have a week in Pristina, but fate 
dropped me in a foggy Tirana with the promise of a free hotel courtesy of WizzAir. 
As per usual with Air Wizzles, no hotel in sight and a 10 pm landing time led me to 
catching a ride with some other lost tourists to the center under the promise of a random 
Albanian gentleman offering “good room, good price.” Unlike my Luton Airport 
ordeal, I awoke to pleasant surprise: a bustling metropolis filled with cranes, buttery 
burek for breakfast, and an incredibly helpful grandma who led me by the hand onto 
the local bus route—(“taxi” is not a word I utter by choice)—to the grungiest of 
international bus stations (R.I.P.). With only 36 hours before I was set to present, I 
needed to make my way across the Albanian mountain pass in the daylight or else I’d 
spend another night in Albania’s capital. No stranger to bizarre Balkan misadventures 
during my time as a student in Austria, I took each misstep in stride as best one could. 
Shuffling through my notebook to make sure my first big-time presentation was as 
graceful as possible, I watched the cluttered cityscape through the bus window as the 
Tirana sprawl clawed its way into the hills. Despite my weather-, academic- and travel-
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based state of consternation, the 3 hours spent getting lost in the waltz of Tirana’s 
construction zones left an indelible impression of wanderlust, begging me to return. 
 
Arriving 14 hours before the conference, I wandered the bleak winter streets of 
Pristhtina with the same gusto as those furtive summer excursions to Kosovo in 2016 
and 2018. In 6 years, incredibly, everything had changed; yet, at the same time, 
nothing had changed at all. Prishtina is an urbanist’s wet-dream/nightmare (depending 
on your levels of faded ex-Yugo and/or Balkan-hyper-capitalist romance): a rabbit 
warren of lanes that refuse to appear on Google Maps, decidedly irrationally 
“numbered” streets (18A is just as likely next to 28C as 291D), asphalt valleys hugging 
the hilly landscape surrounded by an intoxicating mix of horribly generic new-build 
highrises painted with cheap faux-second empire facades dripping in peeling, plastic 
balconies. The list of superlatives could go on forever. Sitting in the second cheapest 
accommodation I could find, legs tired and eyes weary after hours of scribbling 
presentation notes, I gave into the temptation of delivery pizza—(much like “taxi”, 
“delivery” rarely drips from my lips).  
 
“Përshëndetje! Can I please have a family-sized pepperoni delivered to ’40 Egnatia’ 
Apartment 3B, please?” 
 
“Alo! Sure… but what is that address? I don’t know any Egnatia…” 
 
Imagining/certainly butchering the pronunciation, I spelled it out in the chat. 
 
“Egnatia… I still don’t know, can you please drop your location pin in the chat?” 
 
*perfectly situates the pin amidst the Yugo tower blocks* 
 
“Ahhhh, I don’t know what Egnatia is, but you are at Henry Deli & Makeup” 
 
Befuddled, as my photographic memory could not recall seeing neither a deli nor make-
up saloon on this forlorn apartment block, I replied “Sure, I’ll wait outside,” expecting 
an evening without my beloved greasy friend. 
 
Wouldn’t you know, 8 minutes later, I’m freezing on the street prepared to walk to a 
nearby kebab place, when I get honked at by an unassuming sedan. “Hey American 
boy! You are here, you didn’t lie!” 
 
“Well, I dropped a pin, but I still don’t understand why this is Henry Deli & Makeup?” 
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“Ah, true. Well, down the street, a man named Henry used to run the best deli in all 
the Balkans, and over here, my cousin owned a makeup shop.” 
 
“I didn’t see any Deli or makeup shop.” 
 
“They closed years ago, but everyone remembers where they were.” 
 
Matching the grinch-like smile brought upon by the smell of greasy Balkan sausage-
slathered pizza, I couldn’t help but fall in love with this description of my address-for-
the-weekend. Fuck Google Maps, this is how it’s done. Not the most convenient for 
outsiders, but when the simple task of giving an address turns into time-travel, I’m sold. 
 
 

 
Fig 5. A Heart Kosovar Welcome, 2022. Credit: author 

Twenty-one centimeters of raw, pure, unadulterated Balkan meat and pizza later, I 
found myself walking briskly past my favorite building in the world, the National Library 
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of Kosovo. With its dignified, yet slutty metal rooftop lingerie holding down its beautiful 
white domes, it blew me a kiss, wishing me luck on my presentation on the finer points 
of Drag and Cinema’s effect on the architectural identity of a city. 
  
Cue the conversation which opened this chapter. 
 
The audience, full of distinguished academics, architectural students and real-estate 
developers, seemed confused by my presentation. Some giggles, some uncomfortable 
foot-stares and most notably a wide range of side glances to their neighbors. As 
mentioned in the last chapter, this has been a common occurrence throughout my 
academic career. Sensing their skepticism and always willing to break the comfortable 
silence, I finished the presentation with a clip from Ocaña, an Intermittent Portrait, in 
which Barcelona plays second fiddle to José Pérez Ocaña’s absolute babe-in-a-
flamenco-dress as they float down Las Ramblas, pushing along a baby stroller, flashing 
their genitals and tantalizing everyone they come across. As this was playing, I did my 
own stroll, using the aisles of the audience as my own personal Ramblas du-jour, 
flapping my albanico in their faces, giving them a little taste of the Mediterranean 
breeze on this cold winter day. And ever-so-discreetly shaking my booty in sexy red 
satin pants just for good measure. At least this got the audience a bit more… stimulated. 
After my little walk-around, I awkwardly walked up to people and asked them point-
blank: “Where did the Ramblas end and Ocaña start? What is at the bottom of the 
soles of their shoes? Are we supposed to ignore the flowing dress, which took up a 
square meter as it flowed in the wind?” 
 
The more well-dressed members of the audience replied: “Las Ramblas is the walkway; 
they are just actors on the stage of the city.”  
 
“So, Las Ramblas is just a bunch of pavers dropped into the dirt? Just a stage? If we 
took one paver away, would it still be the same? If we took 7 away, would it be the 
same?” Sensing my moment to pounce, “If we took Ocaña out of the video picture, 
would it be the same place with the same reactions?” 
 
The suited developers, while still a bit uncomfortable with my un-consensual shoulder 
touches, started to shake their heads in agreement/disagreement. This was what I was 
here for: planting the seeds of doubt into the architectural foundations of this 
conference. What did they mean when they said “architectural identity of the city”? 
Just facades and architectural elements? If we recreated the exact same stones and 
benches of Las Ramblas in the middle of… Zaragoza, would it be the same? What 
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about Melbourne? Prishtina? How do we balance the political, cultural and 
geographical sense of a place within the space?  
 
To prepare for this presentation, I asked some friends in Barcelona if they could name 
any building on Las Ramblas. “The Liceu Opera house, Mercat de la Boqueria.” But 
when I asked them to actually describe them, most were unable to give a sense of 
measurement or materials. As “good” locals, they rarely traversed this famed walkway 
in the heart of Barcelona. Simultaneously decrying it as “lost to the tourists”, yet refusing 
to take up space on it themselves. Las Ramblas is one of the most famous streets in the 
world, yet it’s so much more than just a street, or a bunch of pavers bounded by cars 
and trees. The site of the Barcelona football team’s celebrations, and also the site of 
the first LGBT+ protests In Spain. Every June 28th since, it remains the focus of the 
Manifestació per a l’Alliberament LGTBIQ+ - Orgull Crític (Critical Pride) march, a 
decidedly anti-capitalist, anti-institutional antithesis to the corporate, booty shorts and 
GHB-fuelled festivities of PRIDE BARCELONA.  
 
 

 
Fig 6. Critical Pride March – Barcelona, 2025. Credit: author 

 
I digress! Back to Prishtina! Unsure of what to make of this flashy faggot in front of 
them, the floor started bubbling with whispers between audience members. Silencing 
them for a final round of questions, I showed them a final slide: two side-by-side 
maps of Prishtina and Barcelona. 
 
“Which city would you say is more queer?” 
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“Barcelona!” they screamed with hesitant joy. 
 
“Why?” 
 
“It’s full of queer people, freedom…” Yada yada yada. 
 
“Ok, so I understand the city is full of queer people… but let’s have a look at the city 
without anyone on its streets? That was your argument earlier about Las Ramblas and 
Ocaña, wasn’t it? If we just use the idea of “architectural identity” that most of you 
stood behind earlier, would you say Prishtina or Barcelona is ‘more’ queer?” 
 
Scanning the room, I was losing them: “OK, that is a bizarre comparison, I’ll admit, 
but let’s look at something tangible… the streets on these two maps. Prishtina is a hot 
mess of spaghetti junctions and imaginary (for Google) streets, whereas Barcelona is 
made of one of the most famous gridded street networks in the world… which of those 
two sounds more queer?” 
 
Now they started to follow my trail of burek crumbs. 
 
Explaining my earlier issues whilst ordering pizza, they volleyed back with their own, 
spurting out stories of their own experiences with this mysterious Balkan capital: 
neighbors self-demolishing buildings due to arguments, informally building a kitchen 
on top of the sidewalk et al.  
 
“So, you think Prishtina is queer?” asked the director of the Archtitecture department. 
 
“Prishtina is queer as fuck. Architectural transgressiveness at its sexiest”, I retorted. 
 
“Well, how would you feel about doing a workshop here investigating this topic”, she 
asked. Jackpot. Ye old plan worked like a charm (see: WORKSHOPPING URBANISM). 
 
Clearly affirming to the positive, a hand shot up in the back from another well-dressed 
gentleman, with more than a whiff of bougie-academic-from-a-major-metropolis: 
“Slightly off topic, but this reminds me about the current situation of Hell’s Kitchen in 
New York City, where I have a condo … [ed: of course he had to mention this vital 
piece of information]. The plight of gentrification is one of the most pressing issues 
facing the gay population in New York. ‘Queer Urbanism’ sounds like it could 
encompass this also. Could you speak about how this relates to your research?”  
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“Sure! … It doesn’t,” I cackled back with just a smidge of sinister sass. Reading the 
room and remembering that I was here to network, I continued: “Well, not directly to 
my research per se. But I find the example you chose a little suspect. While my heart 
clearly aches for anyone who can afford the outrageous rents in Manhattan, it’s a 
ridiculous idea. Hell’s Kitchen was not ‘founded’ by the gays. It was gutted in the ‘90s 
by Giuliani’s redevelopments and historically inhabited by immigrant populations until 
then. The gays were the OG gentrifiers here I’m afraid. Blame the Jacob K. Javits 
Convention Center if you want, but the ‘70s were a long time ago. Gentrification is 
forever intertwined with urbanism and the queers, but let’s not pretend we’re innocent 
here. The fags are often a plague of locusts, a harbinger of higher rents and overpriced 
cocktails.” 
 
Taken aback from my intimate knowledge of NYC, this dapper fellow responded: “Oh, 
so you have been to NYC before?” 
 
“Yes, I lived there in 2005 when I studied at Cooper Union.” Even though I dropped 
out of the architecture program after 2 heart-wrecking months, I use this flex whenever 
the claws come out in an academic discourse.  
 
With no more questions left, I shuffled off stage (…err, the raggedy eighties-inspired 
geometric carpet which lined the floors and walls of this particular hotel) and marched 
into a splendid Balkan buffet of assorted puff pastries and overly salted meats. As per 
usual, I waltzed through the hotel lobby and perched myself in the most obscure seat 
overlooking the city. Quietly absorbing the grey-hued vista in front of me, I noticed one 
of the program assistants inching closer in silence, no older than 19 years old: 
 
“Can I help you?” 
 
“Yes, sorry, but I really liked your speech, but I have a question for you…” 
 
“Shoot” 
 
“Well, I’m from Prishtina, and it was nice to hear a foreigner’s take on the city like 
yours. I’m straight, but I think the idea of queering academics is very important…but it 
also keeps some of us away” 
 
“What do you mean?” 
 
“If you had a workshop called ‘Queer Urbanism’, I would never join.” 
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you could write something enjoyable for the reader. Unfortunately, I don’t like to write 
about these kinds of topics because of my academic stature. I may be a gay architect, 
but I don’t want to be known as the gay architect, if you know what I mean. Someone 
who… um… dresses and acts like you probably doesn’t have an issue with this, right?” 
 
“I believe it’s called internalized homophobia” 
 
“I’m not homophobic, I’m gay!” 
 
“Right. Well, I’m happy to play the fag fiddle, man, let’s talk later.” 
 
Gobbling up the crumbs of my buttered borek, business card in hand: S.U.C.C.E.S.S. 
I got what I came for from this conference: leads for both a workshop and a 
publication. Unfortunately, I was still reeling from a case of paradoxical diarrhea [look 
it up and beware of the signs!] brought on by some questionable foods and travel 
hygiene, so I retired to my bedsit before setting sail back to Barcelona the next day.  
 

 
Fig 7. Goodbye, Kosovo National Library, 2022. Credit: author 
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3. PERFORMING URBANISM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Walk past once more, I dare you 
Flapping and flailing in this forested air  
You still pretend I fade into the landscape 
Steed of steel is what I feel, 
But to you, I remain a receptacle for your rubbish. 
Ignore me. 
Fill me. 
Ignore me. 
Fill me. 
You’re just a number, another blot on the horizon. 
I’ll stand my ground, even if against my will. 
I’ll stand my ground, this steed of steel. 
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Reeling, recoiling and refreshed after dipping my toes in the Balkan architectural scene, 
I was greeted with a much-needed ego/heart-rush. As an official conference speaker: 
I guess I’m officially a real academic now. With the first complete year under my belt, 
it was time to dig my high heels into the ground beneath my hooves. As with most 
wayward souls in the first year of a PhD program, I was just coming to wrap my head 
around the topic(s) at hand: Queer Urbanism. The canon was being milked for all it 
was worth, but it rang hollow to these ears. I was regurgitating stories of the 
Situationists’ dérives across Paris, Ocaña’s prancing down Las Ramblas, and Divine’s 
devilish twirls through Baltimore to anyone within earshot, but the inner demons taunted 
me: Tom, it’s 2023, and you’re still obsessed with these old fogies (faggies). As a lover 
of history and its myriad antecedents, it was time to muster up some magic to drag the 
spirit of these wackadoodles up to the present, to bring them into my research. In the 
first year, I crisscrossed Barcelona with the aim of walking every street in the city. For 
me, that was something quantifiable, something to prove that this guiri [derogative 
term the locals from Barcelona call tourists and/or tall blonde people] knew every inch 
of the city. Yet as with these tales of yesteryear, I needed to look into the whys and 
wherefores of these walks. Was I just walking for inspiration to do something? Was it 
a form of meditation? I started to play little games, once every walk, I would have to 
pick one object: trash can, park bench, potato chip bag, lost earring, and make a 
story about it. Not to imagine who it belonged to, but who did I want it to belong to? 
These little concrete fantasies would go on to later form the basis of the initial poems—
see the poem that started this section: an ode to the most regal trash can on my street: 
Carrer Riego. The stories would flirt with the fantastical idea of interviewing the streets 
themselves. Not an Ode about the Trashcan, rather an Ode written by the trashcan to 
me as I walked by, depositing my day-old BBQ pizza wrapper in it every Sunday 
afternoon. What would they say about me? Passing 4,058-odd times, and never 
asking its name? What kind of monster am I? This poised, cultivated piece of sexy, 
translucent metal mesh keeping guard over my beloved Plaça d’Osca. This was the 
angle I decided to take, not walking through the city, but seeing my walks as the city. 
Embrace the phenomenological detective within to utilize and uncover the truths 
(and/or non-truths) of the city. What about this specific trashcan caught my eye? Was 
it the trail of 653 ants marching up from the cement searching for the remnants of the 
discarded Eskimo ice cream sandwich? Or was it the musty, toasted, and pungent 
perfume of the days-old Estrella Damm beer can pulling on my left nostril as I rushed 
to work? 

 
This self-reflection started to take hold within other parts of my research: Why was I 
walking every street in Barcelona? To whom am I trying to prove that I know the city? 
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Shouldn’t it be the asphalt which guides me along the street, not some magic list of 
boxes to check? 

In my presentations, I extolled the values of the walk as a democratic (free and 
available to any able-bodied creature) way of understanding urbanism. Yes, that 
walk to Aldi could be seen as an 8:53-pm race against time to get that absolutely 
necessary bag of tortilla chips, but what about the meandering 39-minute path I took 
home. Under no pre-defined deadlines of closing hours, I drifted through my barri of 
Sants at a stoned rat’s pace. Heroically bringing home a bag of chips to create a 
dazzling array of nachos for the hungry hippos waiting, the joy emanating from my 
body was a gift to all those who passed by. Extra winks to strangers, sexy shoulder 
sashays, I was redefining the same steps I had previously stomped. Thirty-nine 
minutes instead of the 5-minute lightning bolt race before. Freed from the restraints of 
being at a specific place at a specific time, I wasn’t walking to the grocery store: I 
was the city.  

Holding my dérives up to a new sense of scrutiny, I threw the old rules out the door. I 
was no longer to be constrained by walking ALL THE STREETS, but I would devise a 
new way to separate the walks somewhere to the walks which would count towards 
research. Calling these “activated walks”, I would still quantify my knowledge of the 
city, still keep a tally of the kilometers walked during this PhD as some sort of number 
to throw at those who requested facts and/or figures. 

While these activated walks would form the backbone of my research, I still craved 
something a bit wilder and goofier. After all, I have spent my adult life taking hours-
long nightwalks through a variety of cities. Now, I needed to give some oomph to 
these pedestrian acts (har har). A lover of the less-loved pickings from thrift stores and 
storyteller by heart, I needed a narrative for some extra-activated walks in Barcelona. 
Living close-ish to Avinguda Paral·lel, a slightly depraved (by night) street full of theaters 
and nightclubs, it was a natural selection for my staging. Searching far and wide for 
any sort of funding (I’m a PhD student, give me moneyyyyyy!) from every and any 
institution in Barcelona, I came up with the catchy title (clar i català) “Univers Paral·lel”. 
Calling upon the ghosts and goddesses of Paral·lel’s past vices, I wanted to make a 
series of street performances with personal touchstones from Barcelona’s creative 
and/or drag scenes. Even though it’s lined with venues overflowing with creatures of 
the night, the idea was to bring the nocturnal shenanigans into the daylight.  

Whilst scouring the Barcelona queer performance art scene, I came across performer 
Kleo La Farona’s upcoming performance at the 5th anniversary of Barcelona’s LGBTI 
Center. Kleo used her magic to transform a street of the Sant Antoni neighborhood into 
an interior courtyard of Damascus to reimagine a “Shamiat”—a traditionally private 
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meeting of Syrian women sharing songs and dances while making a communal meal. 
Transferring a private affair into the public realms, this gang of Levantine 
genderbenders brought the Eastern Mediterranean to its western shores. With its 
surreal decorations and festive atmosphere, it proved a hit with the local crowd. 
Compared with the other more “traditional drag” performances, it elevated the event 
into a multi-layered cultural queering of Carrer del Comte Borrell for the afternoon.  

 

 

Fig 8. ‘Shmiat’ Performance, 2023. Credit: Kleo La Farona, @kleo.lafaraona 

 

Fig 9. ‘Shmiat’ Performance, 2023. Credit: Kleo La Farona, @kleo.lafaraona 
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Or that’s what I’ve been told. You see, after a particularly raucous Friday night out, 
followed by a Saturday morning and afternoon… and evening out, I danced my way 
through the four alarms set with the best intentions but subsequently missed the 
spectacle. For better, or for worse, my love of the performing arts can (sometimes) lose 
out to my love of cheap vodka, lemonade, and a chemical boogie. However… I did 
meet up with Kleo the next weekend, where she explained her magic Syrian domestic 
fantasy over some vermouths.  

That particularly raucous night out was brought about because it was also, after two 
very long and bean-and-rice-filled years, the week that I finally received my residence 
permit and could legally work in Spain. After two years of scratching my Visa credit 
card into oblivion, my piling debt made it clear there was only one choice: 6’6”, 
blonde hair, blue eyes, (though no trust fund), it was time I found work… in Finance?  

No stranger to taking up odd jobs to pay my academic dues and bar bills—(Slinging 
crabcakes in a food truck? Check. Chocolate taste tester? Check. Inspecting metal 
deliveries at the world’s largest steel wheelbarrow factory? Double check.)—taking a 
job in Finance hurt a bit more. However, with no magical trust funds or inheritance 
awaiting me, those thousands of euros of debt I racked up were calling, and they were 
wrathful. Coupled with vociferous and vocal ‘No!’s from every and any grant 
application I applied for (honorable mentions and slaps-on-the-back from the city’s 
institutions proved to sting a little more on my sunburnt shoulders), this was the only 
way forward. And why the hell not? I asked myself. I had been self-financed for the 
last 18 years with only the odd EU-funded Erasmus Grant providing some travel money, 
what else is new? 

With ye old bank account’s numerals slowly losing their red hue-of-death, I could finally 
afford the overdue ceviche and tapas, but what about my studies? A 9-to-5 job is not 
great for creating a series of daytime street performances, is it? Eyes arid from staring 
at Swiss and Austrian invoices all day, feet tired from the 43-minute walk back from 
work. Shit. Where did all the spunk go? That sprightly fag who dreamt of crisscrossing 
the city? “Every street” and “4 hours of walking a day” quickly turned into “1 hour 
every other day…if I’m not tired”. Gone would be the 2 pm meetings with my fellow 
PhD students and professors to discuss the finer points of Haraway vs Homer. 

“We haven’t seen you around for our weekly book clubs, is everything ok?” 

“Well, since I am blessed with unstable residency and a ballooning credit card bill, 
you won’t be seeing me anytime soon, comrades.” 

Creatively working under the restraints of trying to be a social creature, boozing, and 
a full-time job, the PhD research would have to take a more concentrated form. With 
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the thoughts of “Univers Paral·lel” still dancing around in my finance-riddled brain, I 
had to come up with something that worked its way into my newly-shorn schedule. 
With most of my creatures of the night working evening jobs, the collaborations started 
to fade into the horizon. Time to go at it alone, baby boy. 

Still able to call some favors from other day-walkers, I devised a plan to truncate 
“Univers Paral·lel” into a 10-part piece taking place on those days I could work from 
home. Luckily, I had a visit coming up from two old art school friends from Portugal, 
so we brainstormed a silly little plot device to play with Avinguda Paral·lel. Kleo’s 
“Shamiat” was a wonderful performance, but I had no charming cultural heritage to 
draw from: oh, child of central Pennsylvania! Listen to the flailing waves of corn and 
suburban sprawl for inspiration!  

Discussing with these co-conspirators, we wanted to get back to the basics of our trashy 
art school youth, embracing the DIY/garbage jesters within. Over some delightfully 
anchovie-tinted vermouths on Avinguda Paral·lel we wanted to make a lighthearted 
attempt at dealing with the gentrification of the street. Once replete with dens of sins 
and gushing with cheap booze, this avenue was being targeted by the city to become 
more “family friendly” with children’s playgrounds and overpriced student dormitories 
in lieu of broken bottles and twisted nightmares-cloaked-in-sequins. This cultural 
whitewashing, paired with rising rents, meant that the sanctimonious natural wine bars 
were chasing away the characters that made Paral·lel interesting to so many 
generations. On a shoestring budget and collective walks around during trash pick-up 
days, we had our outfits. Embodying the Univers Paral·lel (on the nose), I wore a 
galaxy-printed vinyl dress that would make a normal black garbage bag look sleek 
and sexy. Topped off with a balaclava made with a found pair of pants and oversized 
Basque Txapela (beret), my freak’em dress was ready.  

My friends would be staying for one week, which gave us at least two lunchtimes to 
wreak havoc on Paral·lel. The idea was simple: create a black wormhole, played 
lovingly by Zosia and Marta, which would chase Univers Paral·lel down the street. The 
aim? Not so clear. We had talked about the academic and formal ideas of how we 
could queer a street, but with our shared love of improvisation and all-around 
nonsense, wouldn’t it be more fun to drop the academic schtick and let the city guide 
us?  
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Fig 10. Waiting Patiently on Barcelona’s Linea Roja, 2023. Credit: author 

Dressed up to the nines, we decided we would start the “performance” the moment we 
left my house, to the metro, 2 stops to Plaça d’Espanya (the start of Avinguda Paral·lel) 
and then start the tomfoolery for the entire 2 km length of the street. With my faithful 
friend/camera man/visa-husband Adri by our side to record every misstep, we set off 
on our adventure. Apparently, the lunchtime crowd on Barcelona’s Línea Roja (the 
metro line with the finest cross section of humanity this side of the Llobregat) was 
unaccustomed to seeing a 2m+ dog-face balaclava and mess of black fabric silently 
waiting for those two stations to go by. Upon the exit of the majestic tubular wormholes, 
the crowd giggled, iPhones-in-hand, and discreet finger-pointing.  Starting the parade, 
I slowly stalked the street’s walls, feeling every crumbled piece of plaster from the 
Plaça’s faded exhibition halls between my calloused digits. 
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We continued past the gas station, running into fruit-and-veg shops, make-up stores, 
playing hide-and-seek in parking garages. This galaxy-tinged monster using all urban 
infrastructure along the way to defeat the evil wormhole that followed. Recalling 
everything from Monty Python’s Ministry of Silly Walks to the Fluxus happenings, we 
did our best to wake Avinguda Paral·lel from its slumber. After the first complete route, 
the Universe and the Black Hole made peace over—you guessed it—some vermuts in 
the sun. Looking over the award-winning footage to see what was/wasn’t captured, 
we called it a day, and I returned to work to save the Swiss invoices from evaporating 
into oblivion. Over dinner that night, we talked about our day, how we felt it was 
perceived. By and large, the “feedback” from the footage showed an audience smiling 
at these city-clowns: somewhat disappointing to this dark-hued jester.  

Though I would have to work in my office-castle-in-the-sky, we planned another jaunt 
three days later to try and kick up some dust on Paral·lel. And so it went, 3 days later, 
after patiently moving my mouse for four hours as if I were actually working, I put my 
mouse-mover into place, and we headed out: Beret-drenched Universal Clown, the 
Hole, and Adri the camerathing. Slightly more aware of how the black fabric draped 
and how the street was laid out and used at the time, we marched back up-and-down 
at 2 pm sharp. This time, however, we took our liberty to interact more with the people 
and places along the street: wrapping around telephone poles, climbing construction 
equipment, a nail-biting, harrowing chase through a group of 40 French high-schoolers 
visiting the city for the Easter holiday, and a good handful of overly dramatic tumbles 
on the sidewalk. We finished with an orgy of vinyl-univers-and-black-fabric surrounding 
one of the classic Barcelona fin-de-siècle water fountains still in use.  
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Fig 11. Univers Paral·lel, 2023. Credit: author 
 
 
 
 

 

Fig 12. Univers Paral·lel, 2023. Credit: author 
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