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public: stable homes in which to
nurture a practice and, at the scale
of human settlements, create new,
more responsive reconfigurations of
public landscapes. §
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Associate Professor at the University of Waterloo.
—mpmacdon@uwaterloo.ca
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Oliver Vallerand’s Unplanned Visitors
sets out to investigate howvarious
creative producers, architects, and
historians have engaged with the
issuesand relationships between
“gender, sexuality, and the built
environment” (3) within arelatively
shortperiod of time, from the 1990s
to the present. Atthe heartof the
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projectis an uncompromising focus
on queer space and how historians,
theorists, and cultural producers have
attempted to define, challenge, or
engender some, largely theoretic-
al, form of queer space. Indeed, as
Vallerand concludes, queer space is far
too nebulous to providea conclusive
definition, given how queer s itself
engaged ina never-ending process of
redefinition, dismantling, and trans-
formation. Nevertheless, the various
case studies, critiques, and theor-
ies he explores throughout the book
can provide asustained alternative
engagement with architecture and
the builtenvironment. What he aims
to provide, asaresult, isa theoretic-
aland critical assessment of various
projects that might be suggestive “for
architectural practice, teaching, and
histories, building towards a renewed
design ethics” (9). Infact, four of the
five chapters are full of unique and
compelling case studies, largely from
the United States, with some excep-
tions coming from Scandinavia.
These case studies begin with
chapter two, which explores what
the author identifies as the “emer-
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ging voices” of the 1990s; a period
when queer theory (as developed

by theorists like Teresa de Lauretis,
David Halperin, Judith Butler, Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick, Michael Warn-
er, and Laurent Berlant) was being
theorized, politicized, and came into
wider usage outside the academy.
Two specific projects, the collective

experiment of Queer Space (1994), held
atthe Storefront for Art and Archi-
tecture in New York, and disappeared
(1996) by John Paul Ricco are used

as the primary conduits toward an
exploration of what constitutes queer
space. Both cases, interestingly, focus
their attention on users rather than
on a (star) architect, as is so often

the case within the field. After all, as
Vallerand attests, these projects “sug-
gest that users...have a say in how
spaces are understood, but at the
same time imply that queer uses can
merely be added on to existing spaces
without really changing themina
more permanent way” (34). Herein
lies the rub of attempting to define
queer space, at least in part. Far too
often, queers, for countless reasons,
have had to borrow, repurpose and
appropriate any means, spaces, and
objects necessary to fashion a life

for themselves, to fashion a (queer)
space for themselves, including the
proverbial closet.

The compelling case of Benjamin
Gianni and Mark Robbins’s Who we are
and how we live series of architectural
projects, published in 1997 as Family
Values (Honey I'm Home) in Architecture
of the Everyday provides literally a set
of snap shots (taken from advertise-
ments in gay papers from Ottawa and
Columbus, Ohio) peering into the
lives of lesbians and gay men, chal-
lenging the supposed attributes and
stereotypes attached to these iden-
tities. In his discussion of the series,
Vallerand concludes rather quickly
that “most spaces used by queers are
hidden throughout ordinary land-
scapes, that they are a layer among
normative symbols of domesticity
associated with urban and suburb
environments” (36). In many ways,
this is an important contribution
made by the book, the simple yet
still-ignored idea that queers occupy
spaces as quotidian and mundane as
every and anyone else, located with-
in as well as beyond the confines of
normative spaces and environments.
Perhaps this idea remains too fright-
ening for many.
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Chapter three directs the auth-
or’s gaze to American architect Mark
Robbins’ project Households (2003—
06), which sets out to challenge the
trite and glossy images of same-sex
couples that appear with increased
frequency in design periodicals like
Architectural Digest and House & Gardens.
For its part, chapter four provides a
much lengthier analysis of various
works by artist duo Michael Elm-
green (Denmark) and Ingar Drags-
et (Norway). Specifically, Vallerand
examines the fictional, exploratory
domestic worlds the duo conjured
both in their work The Collectors for
the Danish and Nordic Pavilions of
the 2009 Venice Biennale, and in the
much-talked-about Tomorrow, a 2013
takeover of various gallery spaces at
the Victoria & Albert Museum in Lon-
don. Both projects were comprehen-
sive (fictional) queer reimaginings of
domestic interiors which set out to
challenge the steadfast institutional
praxis that continues to limit queer
involvement and interventions. Final-
ly, chapter five undertakes an explor-
ation of how queers have sought to
reimagine architectural space and the
built environment, first by turning
the gaze to inclusive retirement com-
munities designed by Boom, and then
to Spanish architect Andrés Jaque’s
transdisciplinary Office of Political
Innovation (founded in 2003) and its
IKEA Disobedients, ending with Swed-
ish project MYCKET, a queer feminist
initiative begun in 2012.

By his own admission, Vallerand
purposefully avoids “analyzing specif-
icdomestic spaces in this project in
an attempt to circumvent the limita-
tions of basing observations on onlya
few spaces, accessible for analysis and
thus already detached from ordinary
domestic spaces” (10). Rather, the
emphasis is placed on theories, cri-
tiques, museum and gallery exhib-
itions, and activist projects, to better
understand “how the assumed pub-
lic/private dichotomy is performed
and challenged.” As the subtitle clear-
ly stipulates, the object of analysis is
in fact domestic space. With this clear
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expectation in mind, it seemed decid-
edly at odds with this mission that
space, architecture, the built environ-
ment, and domesticity are conflat-
ed throughout the book, with space
largely standing in as a catchall, as if
domesticity is notan idea(l) and an
ideological framework in itself with
its own unique traditions, scholar-
ship and baggage. | would go so far
as to claim that the domesticis the
spectre that haunts both architecture
in general and this book in particular.
Additionally, the various case
studies and the analyses of them
existas if in a form of transhistorical
and transcultural bubble. In chapter
five, for example, no broader context
orsociopolitical background is pro-
vided for the analysis of the feminist
queer initiative MyckeT. The unique
and much vaunted gender and queer
politics of Sweden, as much as the
deep-seated concept of the folkhem-
met (literally referring to Sweden as
the People’s Home), to cite only two
issues, are absent from a discussion
ofa project that surely speaks to
currentas much as pastissues that
plague Swedish society, domesticity,
architectural praxis and gender pol-
itics. Are we to assume that the term
queer, ifin use in the countries where
these creative projects took place,
means the same thing? Likewise, are
we to conclude that the assumptions
around the traditions that domin-
ate and the terminology used to talk
about or critique the domestic are the
same or even similar between coun-
tries? Among the many challenges
of globalization is the assumption
ofalevel playing field and a lack of
arecognition of national specificity.
Unfortunately, the American-cen-
tric understanding of queer sexuality
undergirds a universalizing trans-
national approach that overshadows
the uniqueness of each of the creative
projects under review in the book.
Even the theoretical material—by the
author’s own admission—focuses on
American scholarship of the domes-
ticwhich has been dominated by the
“spectre of the separate spheres theory”

(13) separating the male-dominat-
ed world of the public sphere from
the woman-driven domestic realm.
Given how this notion of the separ-
ate spheres continues to dominate
scholarship well beyond one single
geopolitical entity, this reviewer was
struck by the American-centricism
of the approach, one that 1 would
contend plagues the methodological
framework of the book asa whole.
Unplanned Visitors is one of those
rare instances of an attempt to insert
queer studies into the study of archi-
tecture, a discipline staunchly reticent
to tackle such a—by now tried and
tested—theoretical and political agen-
da. For this reason, Vallerand must
be commended. Indeed, while other
writings on architectural space, queer
theory and sexuality more broadly
have come before (the work of Aaron
Betsky comes to mind here), many of
these have been short, incomplete,
or plagued by profound limitations.
Despite its methodological missteps,
what makes this book unique and
worthy of attention is its sustained
approach toward queering recent
architectural critique. ¢
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Agency, as David Fortin points out

in his contribution to John Potvin
and Marie-Eve Marchand’s new book
Design and Agency: Critical Perspectives
on Identities, Histories, and Practices, is

153



