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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.
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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.
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What has been lost is queer refuge.



Jacob Riis Park is

designed by
Robert Moses and
constructed by the
New York City
Parks Department
o
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Queer Beach is X
“Established” at Bay 1

Why is Riis a rare example of a queer space that has lasted since 19417
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Neponsit Hospital

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

o

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.
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G.L.I'T.S. Founder Ceyenne Doroshow

In 2022 the trans advocacy organization
G.L.IT.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.



Experts say rapid erosion on shorelines disrupts currents, creating the

dangerous conditions the boys faced before they disappeared into the
water. The Army Corps’ ongoing work to build new jetties and bolster the
shoreline along the city-owned Rockaway beaches farther east
contributed, at least in part, to the quick disappearance of sand at Riis
Beach, according to agency spokesperson Hector Mosely.

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”

o )

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 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.
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Ban Together
and Bend

How to Break A Fence

I

Stagiﬁg Ground

\\\'\1,

Glean Rebar offcuts from
Army Corp Staging Ground

So, The 64 fence posts that
line the beach are overlooked
Stepiipground 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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The fence is

A Place for Repose
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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.






Deconstruct:

Past into Fragmented Future
2033 - 2070 (ish)
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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.
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The park is reorganized following it’s previous order.
Existing parking areas are rezoned, for deconstruction.
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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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The remainder of the Car Park is deconstructed
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Pedestrian Circulation

The car park prioritizes people over

Vehicular Circulation and Parking
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(Panicum virgatum)
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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.
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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










® Sources

®

Castrejon, Ilse. “Pier 40 at Hudson River Park: A Multihued Maritime Destination.” Secret NYC, September 6, 2024. https://secretnyc.co/pier-40-hud
son-river-park-nyc/.

Chauncey, George. Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Makings of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. Basic Books, c1994.

Delany, Samuel R. Times Square Red, Times Square Blue. Sexual Cultures. New York ; London: New York University Press, 1999.

Episode 304: Fenced Out, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kn9gHUwhAEQ.

GAYLETTER. “Alvin Baltrops Days on the Piers,” August 8, 2019. http://gayletter.com/alvin-baltrops-days-on-the-piers/.

G.L.LT.S. INC. “The People’s Beach.” Accessed October 27, 2024. https://www.peoples-beach-land-trust.org.

Goh, Kian. “Safe Cities and Queer Spaces: The Urban Politics of Radical LGBT Activism.” Annals of the American Association of Geographers 108,
no.2 (March 4, 2018): 463-77.

“Jacob Riis Park : Development Plan | Queens Public Library Digital” Accessed March 9, 2025. http://digitalarchives.queenslibrary.org/browse/ja
cob-riis-park-development-plan.

Labowitz, Dean. “Turning the Tide” Urban Omnibus, June 1, 2023. https://urbanomnibus.net/2023/06/turning-the-tide/.
“Riis Beach: Then, Now, Forever - GO Magazine,” July 27, 2023. https://gomag.com/article/riis-beach-then-now-forever/.

Rosado, Ana. “When Art and Sex Met on New York’s Waterfront.” CNN, June 19, 2020. https://www.cnn.com/style/article/manhattan-piers-new-
york-waterfront-art/index.html.

Sheidlower, Noah. “The Abandoned Tuberculosis Hospital in Rockaway, Queens.” Untapped New York, April 7, 2020. https://untappedcities.
com/2020/04/07/the-abandoned-tuberculosis-hospital-in-the-rockaways/.

“The Avery Review | Toward a Queer Arboreal Heritage” Accessed November 30, 2024. https://averyreview.com/issues/69/infrastructural-trees.
“The City Record Online (CROL) | Notice Details” Accessed October 12, 2024. https://a856-cityrecord.nyc.gov/RequestDetail/20211223102.

The New York Times. “NEW HOME FOR AGED DEDICATED BY CITY.” September 1, 1961, sec. Archives. https://www.nytimes.com/1961/09/01/
archives/new-home-for-aged-dedicated-by-city.html.

Quigley, Liam. “Erosion Is Causing ‘Extremely Hazardous’ Conditions on Riis Beach, Where 2 Teens Were Swept to Sea.” Gothamist, June 26, 2024.
https://gothamist.com/news/erosion-is-causing-extremely-hazardous-conditions-on-riis-beach-where-2-teens-were-swept-to-sea.



