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      This book has been almost a decade in the (un)making. Many people, in that time, have supported my work, changed my thinking, and inspired me conceptually. I owe a tremendous debt to all the artists featured in the book. I worked early on with Tosh Basco (boychild), and their creative choreographies pushed me to rethink dance and architecture. Similarly, the work of Cassils, an immensely creative body artist, has inspired me since they were a graduate student, and their courageous acts of coming undone bear witness to and challenge the transphobic currents that shape our presents, our pasts, and no doubt our futures. Kiyan Williams and I met when they were in the MFA program at Columbia, and I have been amazed by the work that followed—toppled buildings, hanging and buried sculptures, monuments collapsed and dismantled. More recently, I have worked with the installations that open this book by Yve Laris Cohen and the sculptures of Nicole Eisenman that are featured in chapter 3. Both bodies of work have given me a new sense of the impossibilities of representing transness within the aesthetic systems we have inherited. All of these artists have broken those systems apart and formed provocative and even accusatory shapes out of the debris. Jesse Darling would not like to find himself a poster child for trans identity of any kind. But I hope that he will find the space labeled “anarchitecture after everything” to be hospitable to his tumbling, dying, falling shapes. And Renee Gladman, whose work is the subject of this book’s final chapter, has taught me to see the physicality of language and its world-unmaking potentiality.

      By now, whether you have finished this book or just started it, you may well be thinking, “Anarchitecture, collapse, dismantling? But is that not exactly what US fascism wants?” Or even, “Isn’t demolition the exact name for the destruction of Gaza?” I too have thought about the violent, slashing movements of Trump and Vance and Musk, and the brutal demolitions carried out by Israel in Gaza. Isn’t the destruction of everything—the university, queer and trans worlds, Black thought—what “late fascism” strives to effect? Yes and no. I mean, yes, they are taking everything apart, but only so that they can rebuild, reinvest, restructure. The forms of unbuilding that are carried out under the names of Trump or Netanyahu or Orban are of a piece with real estate capital on the one hand and settler colonialism on the other. The kind of unbuilding that this book explores offers a critique of all of these structures and points to the ways that capitalist modes of collapse and colonial experiments with demolition have shaped the structure we call “world.” Now it is our turn. With all that we have and all that we are not, we must carve nothing into their somethings, and shatter the windows in their institutes, and break the banks and refuse the corruption that they call governance.

      If the risks I have taken in this book, in ideas, forms of writing and thinking, in archives, have any value at all, it is because I have learned from the best. My dear friend Maggie Nelson cautioned me early on that “people need to have a reason to keep reading,” and Harry Dodge’s work reminded me to keep things off-kilter. Saidiya Hartman is the best kind of friend and ally—tough, challenging, and uncompromising—and she has led me to think deeply and differently about anarchism, community, and rebellion. Lisa Lowe, in addition to long-lasting and meaningful friendship, has continued to challenge me with her rigor and respect for complexity and intricacy. Paul Preciado, always, leads the way. Adam Pendleton came into my life during lockdown and opened me up to the value of dadaesque nothings—in his words, “we are not.” I started talking about “collapse” with Claudia Rankine as I was finishing the book. My new pal Claire Bishop has influenced me tremendously as we gad about town going to shows and performances. She has shown me how to do more things and different things with art and architecture. At Columbia, I have benefited from the comradeship and brilliance of so many people. We have done battle together in the university over the past few years, and we are closer because of it—I extend my gratitude and celebrate friendships, therefore, with Sarah Haley and Shana Redmond, Gil Hochberg, Marianne Hirsch, Camille Robcis, Reinhold Martin, Patricia Dailey, Neferti Tadiar, Joe Howley, Manan Ahmed, Julia Bryan-Wilson, Beck Jordan-Young, Elizabeth Bernstein, Katherine Franke, Mabel O. Wilson, Bernard Harcourt, Riley Snorton, Sarah Cole. In addition, the architecture faculty at Columbia in GSAAP have offered engaged audiences for my (sometimes muddled) thinking about architecture—thank you to Andres Jaque, Mabel O. Wilson, Mark Wigley, and Mario Gooden. Mabel Wilson talked through chapter 3 with me and sent me timely essays to read. I am grateful to the students with whom I have worked over the past ten years, especially Levi Hord, who read a very early version of this book, but also Christine Prevas, Mia Florin-Sefton, Connor Spencer, Chloe Tsolakoglou, Claudia Grigg Edo, Avery Meinen, and Srija Umapathy.

      Mitch McEwen helped me think about Philip Johnson’s legacy, and Adam Symczyk first pointed me in that direction. Xavi Aguirre gave me insights into architecture and capital. Ash Fure made connections between sound and anarchitecture. And Avgi Saketopoulou’s conceptual critiques of the reparative were crucial spurs to thinking against improvement. Friends who have heard about trans anarchitectures way too often from me include Leyla and Jeremy Lehnen, Katherine Bond Stockton, Jane Bennett, Rizvana Bradley, Carla Freccero, Martin Manalansan, Bonnie Honig, Lee Edelman, Marquis Bey, Jon Beller, Sam Miller, Tina Campt, Sarah Richter, Judith Butler, Lisa Duggan, Miller Oberman, Josh Kun, Madison Moore, Jayna Brown, Colm Keady-Tabbal, and Daniel Da Silva. With Tavia Nyong’o and Damon Young, I engaged in four fantastic years of teaching summer seminars—I learned so much, and I hope the students found it even half as beneficial as I did! And with Saidiya Hartman, Macarena Gomez-Barris, and Tina Campt, I spent a very pleasurable few weeks at Banff in the summer of 2024—it was so generative to be there that I drafted one of the final versions of this book. There are so many people who have been generous with their time and resources with me, especially Jane Crawford and Jessamyn Fiore, who manage the Gordon Matta-Clark estate. Jane Crawford gave me insight into her late husband’s legacy. Likewise, Patricia Ekpo and Sarah Richter helped me to think in more complex ways about Beverly Buchanan’s work, and Elena Bally, Niels Olsen, and Fredi Fischli staged a Buchanan exhibition from which I benefited enormously. Seeing so much of the archive in one place was incredible. Jade McGleughlin, over the course of five years, has taught me that looking into the void is not nothing.

      In Berlin, I was hosted by the Freie Universität as an International Fellow in 2025 thanks to Nina Tolksdorf, Caroline Kögler, Friederike Schäfer, and Torsten Jost, and I was hosted by Lund University in 2023 as a Visiting Professor. In addition, I have been fortunate enough to give lectures from this book around the United States and in Europe, Japan, China, Brazil, and Chile. While in Chile, I was inspired by meeting Ariel Florencia Richards, a Chilean art historian also thinking about Matta-Clark and trans embodiment, as I was finishing up the book. I owe much in the way of comradeship and companionship to Cassils, Meg Fernandes, Jayna Brown, Rod Ferguson, Simon(e) van Saarloos, Vaclav Paris, Chandan Reddy, and, especially, Gayatri Gopinath—thanks for always being there.

      To Victoria Hindley and everyone at the MIT Press, I offer gratitude for a wonderful experience. And to Pamela Lee, Claire Bishop, and the anonymous reader who offered reader reports on an early version of this book, I am forever in your debt. This book was supported by an Arcus Prize in 2018 from Places Journal, and Places published the first version of chapter 1, which was generously edited by Frances Richard. I had a sabbatical from Columbia University in 2025, and was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 2024.

      To Renato and Ixchel—never forget the immortal words of Dory in Finding Nemo—“Keep swimming!” And to Macarena Gomez-Barris, who read more drafts of this book than she wanted to—thanks for being the creator to my destroyer, the light to my dark, the up to my down.

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

        The Language of Anarchitecture

      
      
        Anarchitecture is a search for qualities beyond the rule.1

        Gordon Matta-Clark (1975)

      

      Anarchitecture, a set of art practices that emerged in the 1970s out of experiments with the sculpting of abandoned buildings, offers an expansive language for thinking about how bodies (and specifically trans bodies) emerge as a consequence of cutting, breaking, dismantling, and collapse. This language places trans bodies in space, in relation to projects other than bodily identity, and links the reimagining of bodies and selves to the reorganization of social relations and physical space. Refusing the medical and legal languages of curing, healing, recognizing, and legitimizing, anarchitecture reminds us that change can come in many different forms and that improvement and repair are not necessarily its goals. Trans bodies, after all, with their scars and deliberate alterations to the flesh, stand as a testament to the necessity of unmaking and undoing. While a trans man might seek out the surgical removal of the breasts and a trans woman might seek transformation through surgically altering the morphology of her genitalia, we still tend to imagine the post-transition body as a whole and coherent text rather than as an edited version, as flesh that has been cut and pasted. When we acknowledge that trans bodies are as much unmade as made, new prospects on bodily change, capital, and possession open up. This language of cutting and pasting, dismantling and unmaking was specific to the lexicon of anarchitecture. Anarchitecture, according to catalogue copy written by anarchitecture’s main practitioner, Gordon Matta-Clark, in the early 1970s, means “working with absence,” “opening spaces to redistribute mass,” and “emphasizing internal structures through extraction.”2 Trans bodies too work with absence and introduce absence as the space of bodily becoming. How might these negative relations to space and materiality offer us a different language for gender transition and trans orientation? And what is the role of art in allowing us to imagine counterintuitive and unconventional forms of unbecoming?
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          Figure 0.1 Photograph of the burned Doris Duke Theatre during a site visit (2020). Photo Credit: Sarah Richter.

        
      
      In the wake of a fire that destroyed the Doris Duke Theatre in Becket, Massachusetts, in November 2020, trans artist Yve Laris Cohen, on fellowship at Jacob’s Pillow dance center, drove to the scene of destruction and pulled the remains of the theater, its innards (“emphasizing internal structures through extraction”), from the wreckage. These pipes and girders then became the unstable foundation for a performance that featured Laris Cohen raising and lowering the grid of pipes in space, not recreating the theater or meditating on the cause of its destruction, but inhabiting the wreckage. Laris Cohen removed some of the internal organs of the theater and then reinstalled them in a studio space at the Museum of Modern Art and, over the course of two alternating performances titled Conservation and Preservation held from October to December 2022, he meditated on bodily discomfort, disease (including his own struggles with a then-undiagnosed gastric ailment), institutional being and unbeing, decay and destruction. He also offered a complex parable about bodily shifts, using the installation of one (ruined) theater within another to do so. The work as a whole, titled Studio/Theater, presumed a relationship between two spaces of theatrical performance in terms of a grafting of the destruction of one space onto the emptiness of the other. Laris Cohen commented, in an interview with Martha Joseph published on the MoMA website, “I wanted to map one theater onto another.”3 This mapping of the remains of one space onto the organic reality of another is not a transplant, precisely, and nor does Laris Cohen use the language of transplant to explain the aesthetic operation. Instead, he proposes in that same interview: “I imagined the Studio would reanimate the fire’s detritus as a theater, and in so doing become more of a theater itself.” If we think of theater here as a platform for bodily performance, this statement can read like an alternative account of transition—the performance space that has been obliterated in one area is given new life and purpose in another by being retrieved from the site of devastation and by importing that devastation into a new space. That space breathes in the devastation and becomes more of a theater in the process. But the goal is still not repair or even rebirth. The mapping, in Laris Cohen’s terms, of one missing site onto the emptiness of another doubles down on absence and emphasizes by analogy the ways in which trans identity can be identified as a displacement of one site of ruination onto another site of emptiness.
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          Figure 0.2 Conservation, October 18, 2022, as part of Yve Laris Cohen, Studio/Theater, Museum of Modern Art, New York, October 7, 2022–January 1, 2023. Pictured: Yve Laris Cohen. Digital image © 2024 The Museum of Modern Art, New York.

        
      
      Laris Cohen continues with this drawn-out, asymmetrical analogy in another interview in which he explains that the cause of the fire that destroyed the Doris Duke Theatre was ruled “undetermined.” Refusing to seek out the cause of the fire and then to import that causal narrative into his performance, he explains that his disinterest in the fire’s origin “comes from both a trans and crip sensibility: from my desire to resist or refuse others’ desires to know, whether it be gendered anatomical details, or the cause of my chronic illness, which incidentally could also be classified as ‘undetermined.’”4 This is not a situation where the artist builds something new out of the ashes of the old. Instead, he makes an anarchitectural spectacle of the destroyed theater and thinks of it in relation to his own body, its trans unbecoming and its unspecified ills. The theater and the trans body, in other words, are sites of collapse, destitution, disability, and transition.

      In a beautiful essay on Laris Cohen’s MoMA performance, Sarah Richter describes the process by which the artist winches the grid of piping up and down in Preservation and Conservation while bringing in witnesses to speak about art conservation and the life of objects and spaces. She writes: “the burned theater hitches a ride on its functional counterpart like a parasitic, broken down double, or one ton of dead weight”; and she compares this process to the original definition of performance—“to carry, to carry out.”5 Here, far from being a theatrical performance in which a self articulates its being through animated flesh, Laris Cohen’s performance is prosthetic, propped up, structurally dependent, and inert. The artist lowers and raises a grid of pipes slowly against the backdrop of a burned wall, also removed from the Doris Duke Theatre. The trans body, in this merging of mechanical geometries and voided spaces, becomes a scene of collapse, dereliction, radical editing, empty space, a clearing, fleshly infirmity, and, in a glance back to a despised anachronism, a wrong body that becomes more itself through its displacement through disaster to a new space. The trans body relies upon destitution.
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          Figure 0.3 Preservation, October 11, 2022, as part of Yve Laris Cohen, Studio/Theater, Museum of Modern Art, New York, October 7, 2022–January 1, 2023. Digital image © 2024 The Museum of Modern Art, New York.

        
      
      “Destitution” names a set of insurrectionary movements that seek, in the words of Kieran Aarons and Idris Robinson, “to tear down, dismantle, and cancel prevailing political representations and institutions, without proposing others to replace them.”6 Destitution, in this example and others like it, is an important anti-institutional mode of thought—not only because it proposes to take things apart rather than build things up, but also because it offers a critique of the legitimating techniques that we have settled upon and it warns us to get clear of the systems that govern us while seeming to support or connect us. Another term for destitution is “anarchitecture,” in the sense that anarchitecture, as it leaves the scene of aesthetic experimentation in New York City in the 1970s, takes on a life of its own as a system of articulation or even disarticulation. What anarchitecture articulates, once it has been unloosed from the group that coined the term, is a series of operations—discursive, semiotic, aesthetic, and material—that unmake and undo and unsay the systems upon which bodily coherence depends. And so, in Yve Laris Cohen’s work on the internal systems of the body, their corruption, their collapse, and their repurposing, we can see how he shifts the emphasis of trans embodiment from external to internal, from bodily frame to the body as a system. In this performance piece, raising and lowering the frame required immense effort and taxed his body. As his exhaustion linked to the destroyed building, their entropic dance offered a new kind of grid with which to see or obscure bodily shapes. And, as the body lost energy to the work of maintaining the grid, the spectacle of exhaustion framed other temporalities for transness—not just the visions of utopian becoming that José Muñoz called the “not yet here” and the “already gone”7 but also the baggy modes of unbecoming within which the body loses form, shape, and coherence. As the body comes undone, what forms of being shuffle into the space vacated by solidity, integrity, and individuation? Bodies lose energy and power, they collapse, they are always not yet here and already gone. Trans bodies are sculpted by time, loss, cuts, and the weight of the grid of representation itself.

      Representational regimes demand a particular rendering of bodily (de)composition. Anarchitecture finds in decomposition the syntax it needs to speak outside of the logic of both art and embodiment. To explore the range of the inarticulate, jumbled, and reticent languages of decomposition, this book gathers together a wide array of often incompatible artworks. By expanding the archive of anarchitecture beyond its 1970s origins, we will visit sculptures, paintings, and performances to locate odd gestures, trembling structures, unstable systems, and polyglot articulations of bodily unbecoming. At times, we will linger in the work to gaze upon and admire the shapes and styles of undoing. At other times, we will rush through a series of anarchitectural experiments, gathering terms, vocabulary, syntax. The speed of some of my surveys of the work is not intended to disrespect the complexity of any given piece; rather, my intention is, with urgency and alacrity, to cull, call, and collect the words we need to say everything differently and to discern the outline of other ghostly grammars as they appear momentarily framed by collapsing forms before disappearing into the unsayable.

      In what follows, I will lay out the history, the practice, and, most importantly, the language of anarchitecture. Anarchitecture, in this book, as in many other studies, emerges as a vocabulary mostly connected to the writings and works of Gordon Matta-Clark (1943–1978). But the term itself has acquired the status of an aesthetic signature only posthumously. In fact, although the term was adapted by Matta-Clark, it originally emerged out of the joined efforts of a group of artists working in New York City in the 1970s. These artists collaborated on one exhibition and several site-specific projects. The group included (at different times): Laurie Anderson, Tina Girouard, Carol Goodden, Suzanne Harris, Jene Highstein, Bernard Kirschenbaum, Richard Landry, and Richard Nonas. All of these artists, separately and together, offered critiques of the art market, the institutionalization of art, real estate interests, and so on, but Matta-Clark’s very particular cuts into buildings encapsulated and came to symbolize the version of anarchitecture that has captured people’s imaginations. Of course, the mapping of a collective practice onto the biography of one charismatic male artist is an all-too-familiar historical procedure and one that obliterates the collective spirit out of which Matta-Clark’s work was born. But Anarchitecture After Everything is not a history of a group or a man; it is not a biography nor a single-artist study. It is, as the title implies, a look back that allows us to consider an “after” within which everything has changed and (to cite the title of a book interested in some of the same topics) the idea of “everything for everyone” has slipped away or not yet arrived.8 Indeed, M. E. O’Brien and Eman Abdelhadi’s anti-anti-utopian novel Everything for Everyone imagines a world “after everything”: after capital, after money systems, after war, after government, after “everything came tumbling down.”9 The book imagines a time in the late twenty-first century when a series of communes have been established around the world, and tells the story of how the communes came into existence. This story emerges in the novel through a collection of “oral histories” with sex workers, rave kids, trans people, scientists, ecologists. The world imagined by O’Brien and Abdelhadi echoes some of the utopian fantasies of the 1970s and is compatible with many of the anarchist ideas of the city and property that the anarchitecture group cultivated. The novel constructs an anarchist post-family, post-money society rooted in mutual aid and cooperation. But it comes into being through a series of demolitions and through the destitution of the world.

      Not only does Anarchitecture After Everything wander far from the work of Matta-Clark, the book also expands the anarchitecture group and attends to the looseness of its status as an art collective in the first place. By adding artists to the anarchitecture group and recognizing instead an architectural scene, as I will do throughout this study, I honor the improvisatory nature of the group that formed and collaborated, met and dispersed, named something and pulled away from it, convened and went their separate ways. Many more artists—Alvin Baltrop, Beverly Buchanan, and others in the 1970s, as well as a radical group of trans artists working with this vocabulary in the present—join the group, round out its numbers, extend its work, and distort the trajectory it set out for itself but never pursued. The anarchitecture group grows in numbers, speaks in different languages in different moments, and disappears, as is appropriate for a movement focused upon unmaking.

      Anarchitecture is not a language of building, making, or imagining. Instead, it offers voids, holes, openings, vacuums, splits; it offers a frame for nothing; it destitutes everything. Like Laris Cohen’s nesting of a charred theater within a bare studio, anarchitecture grafts a language of loss, absence, emptiness, cuts, gaps, holes, and voids onto the museum, the gallery, the university, and holds out the possibility of rearranging the meanings of institutional spaces. Anarchitecture is more than a cut administered to a building, as Mark Wigley argues, but is less than that too.10 It is a language that lingers, after everything and by way of the nothing that remains.11 Indeed, none of the buildings into which Gordon Matta-Clark made his eloquent cuts has survived the wrecking ball, and so what remains is a lexicon, a vocabulary, and through this language, a view of the world or, as I will call it at various points in this book, an unworld. The language of anarchitecture has been incorporated and deployed by many contemporary artists, including Yve Laris Cohen, whose work speaks in this mode and comments on bodies, structures, and their indeterminacy through the activity of unmaking. Anarchitecture is speculative, hypothetical, a provocation. It does not offer a political program for this or that body or these communities; rather, it makes cuts into reality (and real estate) and asks us to take a peek at unworlds to come.

      I believe we should use the language of anarchitecture to describe trans modes of embodiment for a few reasons. First, many trans bodies do not seek to become legible within the system of gender that was constructed around their exclusion. In other words, if trans bodies violate binary gender, then they/we may not want to become “real” through that same binary. Instead, the trans body threatens to unbuild the binary, and take apart the version of trans that the binary produces. Second, because anarchitecture delivers a version of transness that does not seek to become a new vehicle for capital, it offers an alternative to the process by which once excluded groups become new markets. Rather than becoming a new platform for neoliberal marketing, the unbuilding of the body opens onto a critique of capital, real estate, and the realities that subtend them. And finally, trans bodies, like the buildings that Gordon Matta-Clark opened up, represent an unworld within which representational systems can and do come apart. The trans body that can be glimpsed through Matta-Clark’s anarchitectural experiments is not figure but ground, not body but landscape, not building but demolition. In this introduction, I extract a glossary from anarchitectural thought and practice, and I offer an analphabet of terms.12

      
        A Is for Anarchitecture . . . V Is for Void

        In 1974, a young artist set out to split an abandoned house in a New Jersey suburb in two. Inserting a vertical split down the center of the house and then jacking the house up from its foundation so that it could tip back without completely collapsing, the artist manipulated space, air, and light to create one of the most radical works of art of the twentieth century, a work, moreover, that almost no one ever saw. Splitting by Gordon Matta-Clark exemplifies his method and his madness. Its title describes the action that Matta-Clark took against the house. The resulting V-shaped split that opened up after Matta-Clark had made his cuts and pushed the house back on its haunches is more than an aesthetic gesture, it is the antifoundationalist aesthetic principle of the collective art movement anarchitecture that lives on under the name of Gordon Matta-Clark but that, in this book, travels away from his authorship to articulate a queer and trans politics of unbecoming.

        
          [image: ]

          
            Figure 0.4 Gordon Matta-Clark, Splitting, 1974. © The Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark/Artist’s Rights Society (ARS), New York.

          
        
        That V-shaped cut, the emptiness it frames, the absence it holds, stand for vacancy, both in terms of the missing tenants and the abandonment of the building. The house to be split stood at 322 Humphrey Street in Englewood, New Jersey, on a lot bought by the artist’s gallerist, Holly Solomon. Gordon Matta-Clark commented that he was haunted by the house’s history. This house was “in a predominantly Black neighborhood that was being demolished for an urban renewal project that was never completed. When I took over the house, it was strewn with personal debris left by its abruptly evicted tenants.”13 Now, we could say that he is part of the violence of this obliteration of a Black community, or else we can see this cut as a manifestation of the relationship between urban renewal and the obliteration of neighborhoods of color. How so? The cut is the introduction of absence into the frame of the house—the split takes the place of those who have been removed, and the shadow cast by the split house in some of the photographs taken of the work speaks to a history of erasure, or a history of “erasure by design” as V. Mitch McEwen terms it, that accompanies every act of renewal.14 We can read the split here as the emptying out of meaning, value, and speculative futures. We can also read it as the introduction of space and motion into the static boxlike structures that dominate the housing market, and we can interpret it as a symbolic refusal of the whole project of housing as it has been conceived—as a market, as real estate, as investment property, as a framing of the normative family, and as an act of enclosure. The cut that Matta-Clark administered to this building is a violent gesture that undoes the house, the family, the market, and all speculative fantasies that rest upon it. “Anarchitecture,” wrote Matta-Clark, “is a search for qualities beyond the rule.”15

        Absence is at the very heart of anarchitecture. Absence is its content, its legacy, and its method. In fact, the anarchitecture art movement of the 1970s, as Mark Wigley’s painstaking research in Cutting Matta-Clark shows, never really cohered as such. It is the name of an art group that never was, a body of work that never transpired, and a practice that left nothing in its wake. Frances Richard explains that “Anarchitecture’s actions remain shadowy because even the group’s deliberate gestures resisted ideological solidification.”16 Instead of entering into history as a form of participatory art in the manner of the art collectives so brilliantly traced and analyzed by Claire Bishop in Artificial Hells,17 anarchitecture has been tethered to the posthumous legacy of its main proponent, Matta-Clark, a Chilean-American artist who studied architecture at Cornell in the 1960s, returned to New York City to make a series of cuts into the urban landscapes in the 1970s, and died at the age of thirty-five in 1978. Critics have pored over Matta-Clark’s biography and marveled over the details—his father was Roberto Matta, a famous Chilean artist who had worked with Le Corbusier and Marcel Duchamp. Gordon Matta-Clark was a twin, and his troubled brother, Sebastian (or Bata), died a few years before Gordon in an apparent suicide when he fell from a window in his brother’s Wooster Street apartment. Matta-Clark was the godson of Marcel Duchamp; the son of an artist mother, Ann Clark; and the husband, eventually, of the artist Jane Crawford, who became his archivist. And he died tragically young, of pancreatic cancer, leaving behind an enigmatic set of gestures and a language of undoing.

        But this biography, as compelling as it is, installs a contradiction at the heart of the mythology of anarchitecture as it has been created and cultivated by art history and architectural history. Because, if anarchitecture wants nothing and works with nothing, the overwhelming presence of this proper name—Gordon Matta-Clark—and the compelling stories and lustrous genealogies it brings with it challenge the very rationale of anarchitecture, or undo it, while trying to document and preserve it. The contradiction of finding a charismatic individual presence in the heart of a project built around collectivity and anonymity forces a reckoning. In fact, to reckon with anarchitecture requires a cut of one’s own. In this book, indeed, I will, at times, sever anarchitecture from Matta-Clark, from his particular practice, from his person, from his location within art history, and I will follow its trail of destructive and gleeful energy through feminist films of the 1970s and 1980s, through queer photography of the same period, and through contemporary installations and sculpture by artists interested in reckoning with queer and trans forms of embodiment. It is tempting to leave anarchitecture right where it is, in the life and works, the films, and photographs that make up the immense after-archive of Gordon Matta-Clark’s estate, as assembled meticulously and loaned out generously by his widow, Jane Crawford. But, the longer we remain in that archive, the less generative the work becomes. It is not that I imagine that I am setting Matta-Clark’s ideas free here, simply that I am moving them out of the way of calcification, canonization, and stultification. I too return repeatedly to Matta-Clark, but I seek to empty anarchitecture of its emphasis on the author, the group, the work, the man, the life. Matta-Clark will become an absence in this work, retreating, escaping even, through the openings he has made for himself and disappearing into the voids he worked so hard to (un)make.

        A is for anarchitecture and for the tethering of an anarchist approach to housing to a critique of modern architecture. It was Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–1865) who coined the phrase “property is theft” in 1890 in an essay titled “What Is Property?” While liberal democracies have made home ownership central to the principles of freedom they espouse, the early anarchist critique of property, and the abolitionist implications of such a critique, began to look prescient in the middle of the last century as the housing market became a tool for segregation on the one hand and a site for speculative investments on the other. As Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor writes in Race for Profit: How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined Black Homeownership: “The race for profit in the 1970s transformed decaying urban space into what one U.S. senator described as a ‘golden ghetto,’ where profits for banks and real estate brokers were never ending, while shattered credit and ruined neighborhoods were all that remained for African Americans who lived there.”18 The “anarchist” prefix for architecture in “anarchitecture,” in other words, is not idle word play; in relation to the cuts that Matta-Clark delivered to abandoned buildings, it articulates a searing critique of the housing market, of urban renewal, of segregation, and of the racist framework that holds everything in place under the banner of freedom. The “an-” in “anarchitecture” must surely be understood too as an assault on architecture, both the architecture that Matta-Clark studied at Cornell University in the 1960s and the architectural systems that Le Corbusier and others had theorized in the 1930s as methods for the containment of social unrest. Le Corbusier had written in Towards a New Architecture: “It is a question of building which is at the root of the social unrest of today: architecture or revolution.”19

        Architecture or revolution, that was the question then, and if, in an earlier moment, Le Corbusier had chosen architecture as the right response to social unrest, by 1974, Matta-Clark and others had a different answer—revolution! But this was not your old Marxist grandfather’s revolution; this was a revolution within the regime of representation itself. As Matta-Clark put it in an interview with Donald Wall in 1976: “I am directing my attention to the central void, to the gap which, among other things, could be between the self and the American Capitalist system.”20 That gap, that “central void,” the centerpiece of the syntax of Matta-Clark’s work, bypassed the logic of representation within which oppressed people place their hope in leaders and ideologies, and instead offered the nonpragmatic program of “cutting away at the core of a structure.”21

        Gordon Matta-Clark’s relation to anarchism was not casual. He was deeply inspired in 1975 by the actions of young communists who had occupied an abandoned factory in Milan to protest the plans to tear down the building and replace it with commercial construction.22 Matta-Clark wrote to the activists and offered to stage a cut in the building: “As an artist, for years I have endeavored to channel my actions towards an idea of social welfare. . . . I feel the need to become directly involved in a context that is physically, politically, and socially structured, in short, to leave the studio and go out on the streets . . . to relate to those buildings that have been abandoned by a system that doesn’t look after them, that imposes the use and fate of property only as an end in itself.”23 Matta-Clark’s cut into this building never happened because local authorities intervened, but the message to the activists articulates clearly the specific critique of property that lies at the heart of anarchitecture.

        A is for anarchy and V is for the void it opens up in the abandoned buildings that punctuate housing markets. Let this V for vacancy represent one of Gordon Matta-Clark’s many cuts. Let it represent by way of absence the many buildings he cut into and the demolition of them all. The V in the building is not a V for victory, nor is it a V for vengeance; it is a V for void and it bequeaths nothing. This inheritance, an empty coffer, has been turned into plenitude by art historians and architectural theorists alike. But, when read and reinterpreted through the lenses of queer and trans theory, the gestural language of the cut, the split, and the void joins the critique of property to an antinormative commentary on family, coherent embodiment, and, as we will see in chapter 1, gender conformity. Some of these themes gather under the heading of V for Vendetta (2006), a film directed by James McTeigue but written by the transgender Wachowski sisters. And even though the film is not a homage to Matta-Clark, with its interest in the destruction of buildings, its anarchist opposition to the state, its queer critique of homophobic and transphobic modes of fascist rule, and its performative politics of anonymity, the film could be called anarchitectural.24 At one point in the film, V tells Evey: “A building is a symbol, as is the act of destroying it. Symbols are given power by people. Alone, a symbol is meaningless, but with enough people, blowing up a building can change the world.” In V for Vendetta, as in any of Matta-Clark’s carvings of abandoned sites, political goals are not clearly outlined, and the blowing up of government buildings in one and the splitting of abandoned homes in the other both reference a mode of violent refusal that finds a language of change inscribed within the broken geometries of collapse.

        We cannot easily discern a critique of normative gender politics within Matta-Clark’s work, and his biography gives little evidence of a queer sensibility. Indeed, Gordon Matta-Clark has been cast, specifically by gay writers, as a heterosexual interloper in the West Side Piers, where he made cuts into Pier 52 in 1975. At that time, Matta-Clark cleared space for his own activities and locked up the site where he was working on Day’s End, the title of his massive cut into Pier 52, locking out the “s. and m. cruisers,” as Matta-Clark called them, who frequented the area.25 Obviously, this can be, and has been, reasonably read as a hostile gesture. But I will contest the overall representation of Matta-Clark as completely at odds with the gay men cruising in the piers—“the sado-masochistic fringe”—by offering a queer and a trans formal reading of his work that situates him as much more than simply a homophobic intruder. Matta-Clark’s emphasis on the ephemeral, for a start, locates his cuts firmly outside of the monumentalism of masculinist architecture and in relation to queer temporalities that oppose reproductive logics on the one hand and staid notions of tradition and longevity on the other. Indeed, Matta-Clark was very clear about the ephemeral nature of his work, telling Liza Béar that the impermanence of Day’s End was part of its clash with conventional architecture: “The fact that it’s transitory,” he said, “is another contradiction between it and architecture, or it and a lot of formally established work.”26 And, of course, his sense of the house as a potential site for “perpetual metamorphosis” rather than being a “fixed entity” offers a very queer gloss on notions of home, dwelling, and material location. “It’s baffling,” Matta-Clark commented to Donald Wall, “how rarely people get involved in fundamentally changing their place by simply undoing it.”27 When situated within his many commentaries on the normativity of conventional architecture, we can easily find the queer resonance of Matta-Clark’s creative cuts in the piers.

        In his study of the queer artwork and performance art produced in the West Side piers in the 1970s, Jonathan Weinberg pays careful attention to Matta-Clark’s activities. And he asks: “How did Day’s End relate to the queer subculture that Matta-Clark claimed he was saving the pier from?” He continues: “Was there any kind of equivalence between Matta-Clark’s act of aesthetic vandalism and the sexually deviant behavior that was being temporarily locked out of the space?”28 Weinberg traces the multiple ways in which Matta-Clark participated in or created backdrops for the queer art and sexual activities in the piers but also kept his distance from those activities and actively tried to keep the cruising men out of the space where he was working. Weinberg seems genuinely torn between celebrating the “revolutionary potential” of sex in the piers and recognizing “the danger of romanticizing the piers as a space of sexual liberation.”29 The revolutionary potential of the piers lay in their joining of illicit sexual activities to impermanent aesthetic projects. But the limitation on this revolutionary potential had to do with their homosocial quality. Weinberg recalls that women were excluded in all kinds of ways from the spaces, the art projects, and the intimacies forged in the piers. That the sexual atmosphere of the piers depended upon and required the exclusion of women challenges its status as a utopian world and perhaps forces us to read the stand-off between Matta-Clark and gay cruisers a little differently now.

        Weinberg’s detailed study (which includes an analysis of a porn film within which Day’s End figures) shows that, while Matta-Clark may not have found community with the cruising gay men who frequented the piers in the mid-1970s, he was, perhaps, more of a fellow traveler with queer artists than we imagine now. He was often to be found hanging from the rafters in the West Side piers in 1975, making his cuts, alongside the gay hustlers who cruised there. Perhaps Gordon Matta-Clark crossed paths with another V, the eternally angry lesbian, Valerie Solanas, who in 1967 had advocated for her own cuts in The SCUM Manifesto.30 Matta-Clark may also have passed by Alvin Baltrop, the bisexual Black photographer of the piers, and he shared an interest in city walls and demolition sites with queer Black artist Beverly Buchanan. But his cuts are rarely read alongside theirs, and his surgical gestures are almost never considered in relation to the cuts that, as Eva Hayward’s work poetically insists, make up the potentiality of becoming trans. “The cut,” she writes in “More Lessons from a Starfish,” “is possibility.”31 This book lives and dies by the cut. It lingers on the action of cutting. It applies the anarchitectural cut to language, to narratives about embodiment, to visions of the city, and to academic legitimacy. Matta-Clark never did blow up a building nor did he tear any down, although all the buildings on which he worked were taken down soon after he finished his projects. But his artful cuts have lived on without the buildings they transformed as part of a mythology, a dream, a fantasy, an anti-aesthetic, and a lexicon: these cuts allow us to imagine that we can unbuild the world, and they form a new analphabet, carving letters out of inspired acts of undoing.

      
      
        U Is for Undoing

        Anarchitecture refers to the practice of disorganizing structures in space through the mechanism of the cut and in relation to dynamics of ambiguity and collapse. Anarchitectural gestures work on behalf of something that Gordon Matta-Clark calls “undoing”; they result not in monumental buildings but in empty spaces and gaps in the urban landscape. In his interview with Donald Wall, Matta-Clark’s observation about how infrequently people change the spaces in which they live raises a set of questions about how we could and perhaps should occupy space differently. Matta-Clark commented: “People should at least be aware of the possibility of undoing self, environment, and so forth.”32 This notion that space is available for the activity of undoing and that undoing space is linked in some way to “undoing self” is a deeply queer articulation and has material consequences for trans bodies. Within this formulation—as becomes clear in the interview—architecture fixes bodies, relations, and spatial meaning, while the various practices of anarchitecture unfix them, undo them, and allow the loosening of the knots that hold everything in place. And furthermore, the undoing of fixity is not a route to solving a problem—say, the problem of stasis or decrepitude or ossification—rather, the thrill of undoing is a destituting gesture that seeks to disrupt the conventional language of architecture without offering another mode of building in its place.

        While architects like Le Corbusier and urban developers like Robert Moses in the 1940s wanted to use architecture and design to solve social problems, Matta-Clark, in the 1970s, proposed that “anarchitecture seeks to solve no problem.”33 Robert Moses, as one of his biographers, Robert Caro, made clear in a profile series of the man in The New Yorker in 1974, took the utmost care to design bridges for his expressways and bath houses for his beaches using landscape architects and engineers. But when he built housing for the poor: “he built housing that was bleak, sterile, cheap—expressive of condescension and contempt in every line. And he built it in places that contributed to the ghettoization of the city, dividing it up by color and income.”34 One of urban renewal’s most avid practitioners, Moses threw tens of thousands of people out of their homes to make way for freeways, expressways, cars, and private developments, and he destroyed vibrant neighborhoods and communities.35 Matta-Clark’s building cuts and his aphoristic rejections of planning and policy offered a potent response to the legacies of Moses.

        And Matta-Clark’s anarchist approach to buildings, cityscapes, and urban planning left in its wake a provocative antisystemic language with which to counter the monumentalism of modern art and architecture, the verticality of urban structures and social hierarchies, the association of property with freedom, cars with mobility, and masculine bodies with towering buildings. By adapting this language for queer and trans purposes, and by thinking with his efforts to unmake, unbuild, and undo buildings, we can see powerfully counterintuitive models of both body politics and housing emerge out of (and as) the wreckage.

        Gordon Matta-Clark’s artwork, and the set of aesthetic gestures it generated and deployed, forced a reconsideration of the relationship between architecture and modernity. In addition, through a series of cuts and sculptural alterations to abandoned buildings, the activity that Matta-Clark and others dubbed “anarchitecture” challenged the symbolic connections that modernist architectures had established between bodies and houses, power and monuments, and aesthetics and politics. If the modernist architect imagined himself (and was imagined by others) as the builder of worlds, then anarchitecture is not simply a force of destruction (although it may be that); anarchitecture seeks to unbuild the structures, the imaginaries, and the ideological systems that prop up relations between form and function, that sustain certain forms over others, and that elevate the house from a living space to a unit of capital. The anarchitect approaches abandoned buildings not with an eye to renovation but with a chainsaw, a bulldozer, and a drill ready to expose the structure and simultaneously bring it close to collapse. The anarchitect examines the system of the house or the building in order to plan its unmaking. The anarchitect revels in notions of collapse, removal, absence. The introduction of absence, moreover, is not simply an “opening up,” nor is it the introduction of glassy transparency, in Matta-Clark’s work especially, it was often a prelude to demolition and removal and a radical act of undoing. In this sense, anarchitecture wants nothing, delivers nothing, and holds the space for an emptiness to come.

        Matta-Clark understood his aesthetic transformations of buildings through the cut as a way of experimenting with alternatives to what he called “shoe box homes.”36 In New York City in the 1970s, he found himself in a landscape pockmarked by abandoned spaces and
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