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Staging Riis explores the evolution of “The People’s Beach,” 
a compact swath of shoreline at the end of Jacob Riis Park 
that queer New Yorkers have gone to since 1941. For nearly a 
century, this fragment of coast has been a public queer refuge, 
perpetually on the brink of erasure. This project stages Riis for 
the next century, as a site of coastal and cultural resilience.

The entwined calamities of swelling sea levels and rising 
persecution of queer people have, climatically and culturally, 
eroded the site. The existing and proposed gray infrastruc-
tures facilitate this erosion within a linear regulatory regime. 
Staging Riis, incrementally builds on the queer tradition of 
cultivating piecemeal spaces through acts of appropriation 
and deconstruction of existing systems. Through time, existing 
infrastructures serve as building blocks for hybridized systems 
that accept change as a means of resistance.



To begin to understand the tectonics of queer space, we must first understand queerness as uncategorizable sexual 
identity, one that extends to a culture that cannot conform to heterosexual normativity. The late theorist José Esteban 
Muñoz sees queerness not as a fixed identify in the here and now, but as fleeting moments in the then and there. Queer-
ness is thus transmitted covertly to avoid being vulnerable to attack. Eve Sedgwick defines queerness as “the open mesh 
of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning...” (8, Sedgwick)



The People’s Beach has been a queer space since 1941. This is an anomaly. 
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This is an anomaly because Within the history of 
NYC, queer spaces do not last. They are capital-
istically unproductive failing infrastructures, that 
become appropriated by the people. Once their 
value is seen beyond those seeking refuge on the 
margins, they become developed through official 
means. They rapidly shape shift in a political sys-
tem bent on surveillance and are forced to move 
on in our capitalist system. 

Pier 51
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New York’s abandoned industrial sites 
turned queer enclaves, like The Piers 
and the West Side Line, were ungovern-
able. With the decay of their physical 
and social structure came a relinquish-
ment of control and an abstraction of 
function. 
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As Jack Halberstam has argued, artists like Gordon Matta-Clark found ref-
uge in appropriating these failing infrastructures to create spatial collages. 

But these spaces were developed into 
what we now know as Hudson River 
Park, and the High Line.
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 What was gained are public parks. Functional, open, regulated, civic spaces, that follows 
the rules of the culture it is most controlled by. A culture of heterosexual respectability.



What has been lost is queer refuge. 
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Why is Riis a rare example of a queer space that has lasted since 1941?



Riis is far  away from the city center and has 
for awhile housed derelict and undesirable 
infrastructure. It is flanked by the worn-
down timber groins that designate Bay 1 
and pressed against a now vacant lot, which 
was once the site of the Neponsit Beach 
Hospital, constructed in 1916 as a tubercu-
losis sanatorium and abandoned in 1998. 
It was later enveloped by Jacob Riis Park in 
1937. 

The beach in front of the hospital was 
claimed by queer beach-goers and activists. 
Its outward undesirability was a tool for 
thwarting unwanted outside attention.

Neponsit Hospital

Neponsit Hospital



In 2022 the trans advocacy organization 
G.L.I.T.S. submitted a bid to formalize the 
space as a community land trust. But in-
stead developers became interested in the 
land. The hospital building was demolished 
to make way for the construction of a play-
ground. The demolition of the Neponsit 
Beach Hospital represented a cultural era-
sure of the queer community and brought 
the future of the site into question. 

G.L.I.T.S. Founder Ceyenne Doroshow
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Currently, the playground project is stalled. 
Bay 1 and the adjoining lot remain in a 
state of destitution. Dangerous conditions 
caused by erosion on this portion of the 
beach,  caused in part by jetties installed by 
the Army Corp of Engineers on the adjacent 
city-owned beach has resulted in Gateway 
National Recreation Area’s decision to indefi-
nitely close Bay 1 due to “dangerous neglect.”

Bay 1, 2025
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How do we carve out our space in the face of climatic and cultural erosion?  
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We’re at the concrete boardwalk. The 
sand that used to climb the steps has 
been loosely formalized into a ramp. 
It is laid over the existing structure 
and hugged with an aggregate rip-
rap made of materials gleaned from 
the vacant lot, which is now an Army 
Corp staging ground. Their stock-
piles are our material pallet. 
 
This ramp is built on the existing 
effort of local stewards in 2024 who 
created a more accessible entrance 
to Bay 1. The activist beach-goers lay 
their blue accessibility mats over the 
ramp, which lay over the steps.



A desire path gradually forms from 
our collective will to disobey the 
dune and its preconceived order. 
It emerges from the assistance of 
treading feet, tamped-down planting, 
digging, the clearing of its internal 
structure, and the eroding forces of 
the wind and the sea. Gradually we 
cut the dune.  

Army Corp Dune

*



The armour stones that make up the structure of the dune become exposed. Infor-
mal nooks emerge. At low tide we can inhabit these crevices, and at high-tide we 
ascend.



We glean Bay 1’s worm timber piles that were 
exhumed by the Army Corp. We make them into 
terraces on the dune. 





Then, it is 2027. As storms intensify and claim more of the coast, there is a 
growing determination to claim more space. We press against the fence line 
of the lot. The space becomes too tight, so we begin to break through. 



We look to the past through the history of the fence, an infrastructure that has historically been disobeyed and 
bent to our desires. In the 1950s, the Neponsit hospital transformed into a home for the elderly and contained its 
patients in a courtyard on the edge of its foundation. The permeability and low-grade quality of the chain-link en-
abled a porous relationship between beach-goers and the elderly. It has been said that the queer beach goers were 
known to slip cigarettes through the fence, to the elderly who reached for something more.  





*
How to Break A Fence

So, The 64 fence posts that 
line the beach are overlooked 
opportunities. Fence posts are 
sawed off at their base. Rebar 
is inserted into the hollow 
center and collectively bent 
into reaching forms. 

The fence transforms yet 
again.  
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A Place to Gather

The fence is: 



Beach Pin Weed

Ruderal vegetation takes over the homogeneous planting of the American Beach Grass Dune. 
Embryo dunes form from the process of drifting sediment and create more fertile ground for 
scraggly, back dune vegetation to take root.  

*
*



Through the immediate interventions by the people, the boundary 
begins to blur into a pluggable system of repose and resistance. 



Now it is 2030. As the beach becomes harder to inhabit, we push ourselves onto the lot 
one last time. For one last dance. As the wind gradually moves sediment, we cut into 
the dune. Its structural fabric forms our dance floor.







As the wind funnels through the dune, the sand shifts and forms slumps on the seaward side of the 
steel retaining walls. At night, the space is lit by a downed streetlight, taken from the parking lot. 



The downcast light casts shadows of the emergent vegetation, the rocks, the rubble, the dunes. 
We are protected in the shadows, even if for a brief moment.  
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The Riis Parking Lot was once the largest parking lot in the U.S., designed by Robert Moses, who birthed an 
infrastructural system that prioritized cars over people This concrete sprawl was deemed so culturally important 
for its association with Robert Moses, that since 1984 it has been protected by historical preservation law. To this 
day, despite perennial storm water flooding and infrequent use, it remains unchanged. The Army Corp of Engi-
neers plan to implement  a Levee wall that cuts along the western edge of the lot. The juxtaposition of the Army 
Corp infrastructure and the continuously paved parking sprawl, signify a necessary change of past/present/future 
infrastructure.  

Army Corp Levee

Robert Moses Parking Lot



ZONES

The park is reorganized following it’s previous order. 
Existing parking areas are rezoned, for deconstruction.  



PAINT

First, the strips of paint that delineated how cars move through the space, 
and where one can park, are broken up, and planted.
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DECONSTRUCT-
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GABIONS

The remainder of the Car Park is deconstructed 



The car park prioritizes people over 

Vehicular Circulation and Parking

Pedestrian Circulation



Parking Lot (2024)

The cracks in the pavement serve as inspiration and guide



Through the breaking of these strips, grass emerges and creates more intimate rooms of planting. 









As we move east the parking lot paving begins to dwindle. Parking pockets are carved and succes-
sional forest emerges. These are spaces to stumble upon. A processional path to seek out intimate 
moments, in a new kind of ruderal refuge.  







Traces of the road that defined the extents of the lot, exist as a busted remnant of Robert Moses Order. 





Moving to the western edge of the car park, through time, deconstruction forms a new substrate.





As time moves on, the suc-
cession of the landscape takes 
over. A coastal forest is planted 
in underutilized shrub land 
around the highway, and in 
grass lots and abandoned 
sports fields on Riis.  
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As time moves on, the succession of the landscape takes over. A coastal forest is planted in un-
derutilized shrub land around the highway, and in grass lots and abandoned sports fields on Riis.  



2100

The beach is encased by the Atlantic. The parking lot turned successional 
landscape becomes submerged by the Atlantic. We go back one last time.
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Evolution of the Riis Memorial
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We revisit the parking lot. The fence that is a memorial 
is now encased and protected by the ocean. This bent 
infrastructure of the past, takes on new life for those who 
have been here before us: The piping plover, the Atlantic 
sturgeon and many other threatened species.  We leave 
our mark.  

We float back.  

We visit the traces we left on the landscape.  The ribbon 
that wove through the fence, a memorial to lost queers 
that loved the beach, can now be seen peaking out from a 
buoy. 
 
We leave Bends that hold our resistance to the system. 
Hold our willingness to break free and afford the uncon-
trolled forces to shape what is no longer ours.  
 
Queer space breaks free of formalization. Its fortification 
is in its fragility, which is it’s ability to adapt in any cli-
mate. Riis is not meant to last, but accepts the reality of 
constant evolution, as a means of resistance.  



Staging Riis was made possible through the generous support of the Open Gate Foundation 

Thank You! 
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