





ar

Queer Readings of Legibility
and its Refusals

Seppe-Hazel Laeremans

With contributions by ...
Carlo Canun,
Anna Wittenkamp Rich,

and a conversation with...

Henrique Magalhies

Tallinn, zoz2e







Between Revolutions

How So

Bold Against The Men
So Similar, Though
Visible Again

'To Be Opaque
In-jokes

For its Sake

What Now Provokes

Between Revolutions

With contributions by ...

Carlo Cantn,
Anna Wittenkamp Rich,

and a conversation with...

Henrique Magalhies

19
26
29
33

45
50
55
60

69

25
5,17,
43,67

5%







o
=
jo}
=}
=
2
Y :
o
Q
E
v B}
fun]







It’s a feeling familiar to early mornings; the grass feels wet
under my feet as I jump over the harebells and bend
eastwards to say hi to my neighbor. It’s late June, but the
redcurrant berries were slow to ripen this year, which
means lovely news for today’s breakfast. He is slowly wind-
ing his way through the garden I grew up in, with
three or four chicken eggs rolling around in the tiny off-
white bucket swinging along with his left arm,

As I approach him, I notice how his shoulders have
sunken down further than last summer, and how my
neighbor’s back now sits at such an angle that only allows
him to look down at his own juniper rubber boots.

He must be eighty-eight now, I count quickly. Ever since
I turned eleven it became noticeable to me how he
seemed to grow towards the cabbage and kale crops he
cares for so tenderly. Today I'm happy to have spotted
him crawling out of the chicken meadow from the kitchen
window, because I don't get to talk to him as much any-
more since ] moved out of town, Herselt that is, and into
the city, about a hundred kilometres westwards, Ghent.

When I carefully enter his field of vision, he slowly
arches his back to look up at me. It takes him a while
before he reaches the right height for eye contact, and
when he does he seems caught off guard. He drops the
bucket to the floor, eggs rolling out onto the wet grass,
and he asks me who I am. This surprises me. He saw
me growing up, and my brother and I would build tree-
houses in his backyard, and then he would be mad
about it. He pierces his eyes at me, and stammers when




! Sarah Schulman, Gentrifica-
ton of the Mind: Witness to
a Lost Imagination (Berkeley:
University of California
Press, 2012).

\i say my name. He gestures at my hair and how long it is
and tells me how he thought | must have been anyone
else, really. | agree, and we both laugh it off, but I notice
later in the afternoon how I keep wondering, and keep
feeling conflicted, about both being and not being perceived,
It continues to feel unsettling, I pick up the eggs and
wave him a good day before he trudges off towards one
of his many backyard sheds.

I spend that same afternoon, and the first two weeks of
summer that follow, reading a tattered and dog-eared
library copy of Sarah Schulman’s 2008 The Gentrification
of the Mind. Someone recommended it to me after read-
ing something [ wrote, but I never seemed to find the time
until now.

Schulman knots together personal anecdotes of living
in New York City as a lesbian in the 1980s, the 1990, and
the Aughts, with reflections on what she identifies as an assi-
milationist turn in certain parts of the queer movement
following the aips crisis.” At first glance, I like how she writes
about fellow writer and activist Larry Kramer being some-
what of a sell-out. When I first read his 1978 novel Faggors,
I was reminded how difficult it can be to discern an
author’s intent, especially when much of the texture, nuance,
and reference is anchored in a particular time and place.

I now find myself drawn to Schulman’s candid voice and
assertive, provocative language. She lays some of it bare
for me.




On the book’s cover rise a threefold of fagades and
doorsteps of what 1 assume are Brooklyn brownstones.
In chapter three I read a specifically resonant passage where
she reflects on noticing, in her neighboring streets, how
the rampant numbers of queer men passing from aips, didn’t
seem to leave a symbolic or physical empty space for
much time. Rather, these queer men’s grieving partners would
be brutally evicted out of these brownstone buildings,
just to be swiftly (sometimes a question of mere days} replaced
by richer, middle class, tenants. The consequences of
these new neighbors, apart from physical erasure of queer-
ness, were gentrification in its urbanist reading. Schulman
however extends her reading on the term to include a gentri-
fication of a community she saw simujtaneously perish
and recast itself in co-optive and (self-)effacing assimilationist
manners. She pleads for this to be named and historicised...

First of all, I would like to put in a request to
historians to pericdize gentrification.
It should go in this order:
the Cold War,
Civil Rights,
Vietnam,
the Women’s Revolution,
the Disco Years,
the Boom,
Perestroika,
and the Plague.
Next is

Gentrification
and then, the Crash.™ " Ibid.




~
Gentrification, she proposes, sits nestied right in between

*“Plague” also more accura- the Plague (the aips crisis)* and the Crash (the global

tely Cﬂf}"eys the ?féflmmg financial crisis of 2008). I linger over this list and try to

entanglement ol Aisease,  yisualise all these different histories that are complex,

social marginalisation, . ¢ @

and institutional failure, and deserve some time and some digging into. I read her

emphasising a chronic  proposal as one that attemnpts to trace how these different

state of neglect, stigma and {queer) movements (both literally and figuratively) move

vulnerability, rather than d sl smilation. Means Il r

a (short-term or fsolated) J70M and fowards assimilation. Meaning, as I'll conti-

“crisis.” nue to propose, also from and towards a legible position

towards a more general audience.

It all reminds me of a novel, a manifesto-cum-fabel, really,

self-published thirty-one years prior to Sarah Schulman’s

publication, in 1977. The Faggots and their Friends berween

Revolutions, written originally to be a children’s book

by novelist and publisher Larry Mitchell and adorned by

illustrator Ned Asta, follows its many fictional charac-

ters between revolutions against the Men. The Fairies garden,

the Queens rebel, the Queer Men blend in with the

Men, while the Faggots masturbate and plot a next revolu-
3 Larry Mitchell and Ned Awa,  tion against them. I first read a copy I borrowed from

;’f“f Fd ‘18393““ ““dRT”E’:”' _ my dear friend Guillaume on the train to and from a hike
ey Detieen Kevoluflons i a

(I?:,w %Ork: C;lamus ) up a snow-covered hill. With me [ had brought some
Pross, 1977). lovely flatbread from the bakery in the morning, two bana-

nas and a mandarin, since it was the season. I finished
reading it at once, and remember that I, before handing
back Guillaume’s copy, xeroxed a bootleg of my own.
The story winds through a thousand years of fights
against the Men, and paints a gorgeous and fabulated




image of the many subversive strategies implored by queer
pecple to survive from oppression and censorship by
going through different modes of hiding and uprising.
While it functions as a handbook for anti-assimilation-
ist survival strategies, it also concurrently functions as
a historical document recording those strategies thought
of by queer liberation groups of the seventies.

! Some magic, and an eerie feeling hidden in its predictive
storytelling, are what struck me up on that snow-covered
i hill. Both in its title and in its stories, Te Faggots and
Their Friends Between Revolutions seems to predict a
next revolution soon. A lingering sentiment of a nearing
war, struggle, or revoluticon, is everpresent.

In hindsight I believe this struck me specifically
because I had grown so accustomed to neoliberal messa-
\ ging of gay linear progressivism;* where queerphobia is  * Huw Lemmey and Ben Miller,
a problem that gets ‘solved,’ frreversibly so, over time. Bt G H e greniciol s
1 have to think of the writings of writer, historian and artist ¥ (London Verse, 0a3),go.
Morgan M. Page, where they decisively name these
cycles of visibility, as well as these cycles of violence...

Tt has become clear to me through my work researching
and sharing trans histories (...) that our current
cultural moment*—the so-called transgender tipping * This excerpt comes from

point—is not the panacea we're told it is. Drowning an essay published in
3017, one can assyme Mor-

a A a a Ay s 1
in a sea of: media a‘nf:l l‘e‘glslatwfi‘wmblhty, uie Ve been gan M. Page refers to
sold the lie that visibility and “awareness” will the mid-point of the last
save us. decade.




5 Morgan M. Page, “One from
the Vaults: Gossip, Access,
and Trans History-Telling,”
in Frap Door: Trans Cultural
Production and the Politics of
Visihility, ed. Reina Gossert,
Eric A Stanley, and Johanna
Burton (Cambridge, ta: mit
Press, z017), 140,

§ Emcsto Macias, “Faggots, Dykes,
and Fairies: Welcome to the
World of The Faggots & Their
Friends Between Revolu-
tions,” fnterview Magazine,
28 June 2019

7 Lavender Hill: A Love Stary,
directed by James Dowell
and John Kolomvakis
{2013}, film.

¥ 1bid.

. It’s an incredibly seductive lie, one that preys
upon our culture’s chsession with celebrity and
its false narrative of linear progress toward equality.
But this le begins to unravel with only the
slightest tug. The loose thread is the notion that
the current media moment is somehow new.
But the truth is that we've been here before.’

Writing from a gay and lesbian refuge and commune called
Lavender Hill® in Ithaca, upstate New York, Larry
Mitchell positions himself similarly to Morgan M. Page.
This might have been out of habit, I believe. He assumes
that something has to be coming soon. And it took only
around four years for that something to materialise.
Reading backwards now, [ find it chilling how the
Plague would arrive so devastatingly, but also recog-
nise how it would simultaneously become a galvanising
reason for, and the backdrop to, a next revolution.

On the rocky hillside that was nicknamed Lavender, com-
mune member David Hirsch led and tended a vegetable
garden’ that reminds me of the one I grew up next to;
around the corner, just north of the chicken’s yards,.

I imagine, alongside Ned Asta giving shape to Larry Mitcheil’s
fables, David teaching his fellow gardeners how to plant
the broccoli seedlings, in the nude or in a floral dress.®

Over the last few years, I've grown to understand my
interest in the ways queer stories are given shape to
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during and between these queer revolutions, as one that
relates to my position as a queer graphic designer. Just

a few months ago, in an attempt to be assertive rather than
elusive, I jotted this down...

Queerness and queer lived experiences historically
relate to frictions between privacy and publicness.
Queer stories specifically, those murmured and those
cried aloud, are always queer, are always othered,
in relation to a dominant audience. The word gueer
“(from the Greek for cross, oblique, adverse)™ is
marked by its wayward relation to what it crosses,
to what it leans against, to what it gainsays.”

I feel an affinity for how queer stories are told, because in
some ways, | believe my work as a non-binary graphic
designer {that regularly works with other queer artists)
relates heavily to one of storytelling. I've personally
come to believe it to be an essential part of my responsi-
bility, as someone who deals with queer stories and
publishing, to read into a queer genealogy of being and
making public; and 1o assess strategies that align with
the intentions of my queer forebears and their attempts.

In Sarah Schulman’s and Larry Mitchell’s stories, I enjoy
noticing how the fictional and the non-fictional have

to move themselves and their characters, in between
abundantly different modes of assimilation and noncon-
formity to survive.

b1

? Bara Ahmed, Queer Phenome-
notogy: Orientations, Obfects,
Others { Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2006}, 161,

'° Seppe-Hazel Laeremans,

“1 Would Love to Do it with
Gusto,” in To Flaunt, Reaily,
cd. Lieven Laheye (exacpua,
Tallinn, zo2s).




Q:eaeer people, as well as their stories, have historically had
to co-opt and encode cisheteronormative modes of
language to survive, depending on ‘the’ ‘general’ audience’s
‘toleration’ to their queerness. Encountering, reading
into, and experiencing many different forms of queered
language, has made me recognise a historical lineage

of queer stories moving between modes of legibility and
illegibitity. Much like how I read the gentrified gays
moving into emptied Brooklyn brownstones, or how I read
the Fairles moving into their Gardens, away from the
Devastated City. How public queerness exists, in comfort
or in discomfort, has always depended on the general
audience’s willingness to see,

I get up from my spot under the birch tree and walk along-
side (rather than through) the harebells this time,
before curling up the stairs inside to return to my temporary
writing table. I stare for a few minutes at the treetops
rocking back and forth, before calling a curator who works
for a provineial cultural institution in Belgium I've

been collaborating with, She tells me that the leaflet I've
been working on for an exhibition with queer artists,
opening next month, should, in her opinion, become more
legible before it goes to print.

It feels ironic, ver understandable, but also redundant,
while yes, simultaneously more accesstble, as well as his-
torically inaccurate, and socially coded. It seems well-
intentioned as well as assimilated reasoning, all at once.
The word and its many meanings topple over every time

Legibility (from the Latin
legere, meaning /o read, o
gather or to feak, and the
suffix implying at least some
ability to be read, gathered,
or leaked} refers to the
ability by which a reader is
able to read a text, object,
happening, or person.

TNlegibility {(from legihility,
and the prefix implying
at least some inability 1o be
read, gathered, or leaked;
or also the ability to not be
read, not be gathered, or
not be leaked) marks the
inability by which a reader
is unable to read a text,
object, happening,

Or person.




I reconsider, question, and complicate legibility and its
assumed antipode. A similar sentiment moves my think-
ing around strategies while designing, as someone who is in
a position to give form to stories. It’s a back-and-forth.

We hang up thirty minutes later, and I dash 1o the edge
of the vegetable garden when 1 recall the redcurrants.













1.
How So

As a general practice, graphic design is often theorised as
a relatively novel field. This historiographically imposed
sense of novelty tends to locate the discipline’s theoretical
naissance in 1922, with William Addison Dwigging’
essay New Kind of Printing Galls for New Design. This
specifically modernist-framed reading™® positions its

emergence within a specific moment shaped by new indus-

trial printing methodologies, but also one that is his-
torically bound to Bauhaus," the art school and movement,
and thus, through it, to the broader preject of modernism.
Designer and writer Jeffery Keedy notes that, in the
early days of modernism—when it, too, was still young—
“it was a radical idea that positioned itself in oppesition to
a more conservative traditionalism,™ and that it aligned
itself with contemporaneous socialist ideologies.’s Over
time, however, “the modernist ideology spread into
all areas of cultural production, eventually becoming the
dominant esthetic ideclogy.™
What becomes visible then, through this reading,
is that this narrated emergence of graphic design,
which is situated within that very specific Euro-American
temporal and spatial frame, coincides with, and becomes

entangled in, the rapid acceleration of consumer capitalism.

The 1920s are marked by Fordism, mass production,
and expanding commodity culture, all of which intensified
throughout the decade. Consequently, this reading’s

*This reading of graphic
design history, of course,
foregrounds ...

! Mr. Keedy, “Zombie Modernism,”
in Texrts on Type: Critical
Writings on Typography, ed.
Steven Heller and Philip B.
Meggs (New York: Alkvorth
Press, 2001}, 160.

? Ibid., 159.

3 Peter Beilharz, Socialism and
Modernity, (Univ Of Minne-
sotg Press, 2009), x.

" M1, Keedy, “Zombie Modcernism,”

in Texts on Type: Critical
Whitings on Typography, ed.
Steven Heller and Philip B.
Meggs {New York: Allworth
Press, 2001}, 159,

... & particular trajectory
while inevitably eliding
many other histories con-
nected to approaches to
language, dialogue, wri-
ting, and drawing; his-
tories that have been over-
shadowed by this moder-
nist framing. Nevertheless,
[ will continue to engage
with this per-spective in
order to interrogate how
the practice has been re-
peatedly theorised over
time.




* The capitalist aim here is
not simply to circulate
information but to...

13 Sheila Levrant de Bretteville,
“Some Aspects of Design
from the Perspective of a
Woman Designer,” Ares
in Sotiety 11, no. 1 (1974), 5.

1 Steven Heller, “Cult of the
Ugly,” Ege g, no. g (1903}, 3.

... drive consumption, en-
couraging audiences to
absorb, buy, and interna-
lise products rather than
to learn or share know-
ledge. This differs, for
example, from cornmunist
propaganda, which alse
sought to reach as many
people as possible...

¥ Sheila Levrant de Bretreville,
“Some Aspects of Design
from the Perspective of a
Woman Designer,” Arts in
Sociesy 11, ro. 1 (1974), n6-117.

...but focused on educa-
tion and the dissemination
of ideology rather than
on consumerism.

.
logics suggest that graphic design’s very foundations are
built upon capitalist logics of expansion: of wealth,

of audience, and of reproducibility. Many, if not all, cut-
comes of graphic design (read products; such as posters,
publications, or other communicative objects) are intended
to reach as many consumers as possible.*

'The logics of modernism rested, in broad strokes, on a desire
for simplicity and clarity.”” Many graphic designers in

the first half of last century followed this reasoning. This
“smoothing out of the rough edges of communication™®
was often achieved through delimiting the number of pos-
sible options, making way for forms of standardisation.

These logics of standardising have, of course, plenty of
times been subject to acts of subversion throughout
history. In her essay A Reexamination of Some Aspecis of
the Design Arts from the Perspective of a Woman Designer,
designer and artist Sheila Levrant de Bretteville notes how,
for example, many of the radical, anti-hegemonic,
political movements of the rasos questioned the structures
and institutions that engendered unquestioning con-
formity.” One of the sites in which this manifested was
visual production, through, for example, subversive
uses of language.

Itis in that same 1960s zeitgeist that the post-siructuralist

theoretical framework emerged, laying the groundwork
for feminist theorists and, subsequently, creating space

20
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for the queer theorists of the 1990s, from whom I will draw
insights for my writings.

Post-structuralism, with thinkers such as Michel
Foucault and Jacques Derrida, challenged fixed mean-
ings, hierarchies, and universal truths, emphasizing the
instability of language and identity. Later, feminist
theory and queer theory both evolved in ways that informed
and were informed by post-structuralism, collectively
interrogating gender and sexuality as socially constructed,
fluid, and politically contested categories.

This critical lineage invites reflection on how the material
and symbolic structures of capitalism shape not only
soctal norms but also the production and circulation of
language. It is the intersection of both that I am most
interested in. As a graphic designer, I believe it is incredibly
important to consider how the work of designing both
mediates and perpetuates these frameworks, which ends
up, unwittingly or not, influencing how meaning is
produced, consumed, and then reproduced.

I am reminded of queer theorist Jack Halberstam’s writings
on queer time and space, in which he describes how
success and productivity are constructed within a hetero-
normative, capitalist framework.* One thing that has
always stood out to me specifically in his 2005 book In a
Queer Time and Place, is how he considers the conse-
quences of our societal cisheteronormative emphasis on
reproducibility (an assumption of continuity of life,

21

8 Jack Halberstam, In @ Quger
Time and Place: Transgender
Bodies, Subcultural x_[.fve.e (New
York: NYU Press, 2005).
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"9 Jack Halberstam, The Queer
Art of Fatture (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, zou).

*1 believe it {s worth recog-
nising here that legibility
also holds a specific, If not
obvicus, emancipatory
potential. Making some-
thing legible o as many
people as possible can be
understood as making it
accessible. Within con-
texts of disability, migra-
tion, and linguistic differ-
ence, a pursuft of legibility
can also be a necessary
act of care, I remember,
for example, abow a year
ago, having a chat with
a fellow student when
they mentioned how they

would struggle with read-

ing some of my cursive

lettering. One could simi-

larly assume that for many
who grow up leaming to
read and write in non-
Latin scripts, more em-
bellished handwriting may
be significantly more
complicated to read. This
memory lingered with
me for a while, as at the
time [ felr delighted by
the increasing agility of
my own calligraphical
drawings. However, ..,
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of “bloodlines”, and of species} in terms of queer and trans
bodies. Ever since reading it first, a few years ago,

I've had a (rather vague) hunch on how that would some-
how have to relate to the production and reproduction

of language I experience so regularly as part of my studies
and work.

In The Queer Art of Failure, Halberstam further proposes
how such success-oriented narratives might be queered.'s
I've taken these notions just as close to heart over the last
few years while continuing to work in the context of
cultural production. He theorises how such cultural pro-
duction, by embracing failure, refusal, or illegibility,
might resist normative expectations of achievement, such
as legibility. These propositions have since taken up

a significant position in my practice.

Reconsidering the logic of standardisation, and how closely
it has been entangled with questions of legibility; one
can question: who is invited to read,* who is presumed to
understand, and whose modes of reading are excluded

or rendered askew,

With the context of a modernising field in the first
half of last century came a sustained effort to stand-
ardise and institutionalise the practice of typography by
establishing rules, most of them justified in the name
of improving legibility. This (universal) legibility is, of
course, never neutral; it is always context-specific, and
its apparent universality is historically manufactured.

22
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llegihility rejects homo-
genised practices of story-
telling that preassume an
expansive audience is the
author’s biggest desire,
and instead implores a
partial or total rejection of
andience. When th¢ public
rejects a story's legitima-
cy, it could find itself
a counterpublic.

Legibility often presumes
that one singular exemplary
reader exasts, which then
excludes a palvphony of
readers that aren’t reflected
in this one conceived and
dominant reader.

-E3Ul 911 BSEU'BB.IO 53p00 [edGdaA-TIOTE

Hoaeg aurn jo AgderSoaloy oyl UM

m

(L g e N S




"BNIBIAFAT [RITNTED

pue feouosiy e se suorouny Lqderd
-owiod “asuss ST UT “IP[BAY [ENXSS MNOQE

23pa[MoUy JO SUWEIO] UaA3 PUR JXS
-ap jo s1ve upenad Suuriopiad jo skem

suopsod Enxes paelodioom asey sn
“RaW “$[oquIAs TeImmo orrads s

PSpeo] 51 1u)uos onoty jurejuod {ydeld

-Wiea] pUR UONEULICUL JO 32108 € 58
solelado os[e 1o “stayuds pue sdutu
-outod yfnu afpamorny jo pury yerm

monsanb arp sdaq yopw a8papmony o1

Jo Aurt yolgm wolj azgouradar v ‘Guy

Readability (from the Old
English réedan, related
to the Dutch raden and

German raten, meaning to

advise and fo guess, then
later to read; and the suffix
implying at least some
ability to advise, guess and
read)} means “the ease with
which the eye can absorb
the message and move
along the line.” Differently
than for legibility, which
relates most-ly to form,
readability also marks the
significance in how a text
(considering its content,
its use of grammar, and
vocabulary, and structure)
is being written.
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Typography, after all, is built upon conventions that carry
with them a Jong lineage of history and meaning, and
that often reflect and enforce particular social norms. Each
of these rules produces a particular kind of legibility,
one that becomes readable only through repeated expo-
sure, education, or cultural conditioning.

I like how designer and educator Ott Kagovere,
over a coffee on a dark Tallinn afternoon, tells me
how he believes that these rules might be better under-
stood as invitations to historical awareness rather
than fixed truths. Whether or how they are implemented
depends entirely on the context in which they are inter-
preted. During our conversation, however, we do also
reflect on how many of his fellow design educators
may disagree, theoretically or pedagogically, which in turn
reminds me of philosopher Paulo Freire’s critique of
institutionalised learning. Freire writes, in Pedagogy of
the Oppressed, that institutionalised systems perpetuate
specific models of knowledge through what he calls the
‘banking concept of education,” in which information
is deposited rather than questioned.™

The banking concept of education serves the interests
of the oppressors, who care neither to have the world
revealed nor to see it transformed. The more students work
at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they
develop the critical consciousness which would result from
their intervention in the world.”
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® Paulo Freire, Pedagomy of the
Oppressed, trans. Myra Berg-
man Ramos {New York:
Continuum, 1970).
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That being said, [ believe Paulo Freire’s pedagogy could
offer another fruitful entry point here. In Pedagogy of
the Oppressed, Freire argues that literacy is never neutral,
and that reading and writing are always acts situated
2 Ibid, within relations of power.”* A critical engagement with
legibility, then, requires us to question whose language, Legibility relates to stand- .
whose reading practices, and whose understandings of a{dlsafllon al.rld(l1 regulation,
1 + . i s insolar as 1t designates 2
*This includes the frequent- clarity are being privileged.* In other words: no form ekt B e oL f;] guage .
ly ‘P“"ﬂegefi positiona- of language is inherently more legible than others, but as readable and, in doing
lities of whiteness, male- o some forms are soctally or culturally constructed s0, excludes others from
ness, class, cishetero- r L 5 y OF raLy f b v a1
normativity, able-bodied- and imposed to be considered more legible over time. alsi‘i‘g;;ioﬂfd a;:) gy'altl g :
nezsi_nemmy pg:ahgy, policing, since these sanc- ?l
la“ iteracy in dominant - A pother nuance worth underscoring here is that legibility tioned forms of language 8
ANgUages. . 4 -
£uag operates much less as a dichotomous binary than as are zxpegted LG bedusdﬂ‘ x
stood and deployed by an :
By

a spectrum, or a scope, in which certain forms of language
sit in more comfortable, familiar positions than others.

This again, is personal. “Comfortable,” in this sense, simply :
marks what we have been socialised to recognise. E

expansive audience.

Considering these notions, [ would argue there are three ;
distinct registers and readings of legibility. :

One is personal, shaped by an accumulation of prior
experiences of reading, interpreting, and navigating.
These experiences are multitudinous and unique to the
individual. A second is collective, but not all-encompas-
sing. These first, individual, experiences of reading, inter-
preting and navigating can over time create some
enclosed and encoded language patterns, bound by the
limits of community or shared lived experiences.
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Intelligibility {from the

Latin intelligibilis, meaning

what can understand or can
be undersiood, implying
at least some ability to be
understood) refers to the
ability by which an inter-

preter is able to understand,

for example, a story.
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I think, for example, of beachside or porn cinema cruising®
etiquette. A third reading is universal. This one too is
collectively shared, but with an emphasis on its cross-lateral
intelligibility. It employs conventions designed to facil-
itate broad comprehension, within a heterogeneous and
all-encompasing audience, enabling information to

be conveyed across varied social and cultural settings.

This last one has been reiterated many a time, but
it is a reading ! find difficult to engage in. I believe it is
a destructive interpretation of language, in which textural
and individual, as well as subcultural and dialectical,
experiences are replaced by a standardised and homoge-
nous imposition that dictates exactly what is, and what
isn’t, legible.

By examining legibility through this lens, we can
recognise how much has already been lost: the nuances
that different forms of legibility could, and once did,*
encapsulate.

In privileging standardisation, graphic design specifically
has played a significant role in detaching language from
the many polyphonous ways in which it has been used
historically. It often participates, whether unwittingly

or not, in the erasure of dialects, gossip, and other forms
of communication. I would, however, argue that recog-
nising this opens a space to resist the assimilation of
language and to queer the readings of its legibilities.
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* Standardisation comes
with a significant loss of

individual and more subjec-
tive, idiosyneratic modes of

relating to visual language.
#Before the advent of
the printing press, the im-
precision of manual copy-
ing meant that punctuation
evolved as it passed from

scribe to scribe, encompas-

sing both bright new ave-
nues and dark cul-de-sacs
along the way.” With the
arrival of the printing press
came, as author Keith
Houston notes, a gradually
imposed standardisation
of language and punctua-
tion." This standardisation
has, however, grown in-
creasingly precise over the
last few centuries.

In one of many conversa-
tions with artist, typo-
grapher, and researcher
Tabea Nixdorff—who very
generously helped me
piece together these wri-
tings—we stumble over
this very tension. Later,
in an email, 1 find it amu-
sing to read her retelling
of this {(unsourced) story
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Bold Against The Men

ueer stories, through being othered, have historically

navigated legibility in particular ways. They have fre-
quently moved between the personal and collective registers
to survive; to avoid persecution, and to communicate
towards and within much smaller audiences.

Before exploring the encoded and the illegible,
I believe it to be important to first consider moments
when legibility, or even heightened forms of hyperlegibility,
became a tool of queer survival. One such significant
moment was the Plague, as historicised by Sarah Schulman.

Because of their historically marginalised positions,
these queer stories, chants and shouts have {(at times)
had to co-opt an assimilated language in order to be heard
by a general audience. During the unfolding of the Plague,
for example, we can imagine the aips Memorial Quilis,
alongside large banners and protest signs shouting
for help at a time marked by violent political silence and
inaction. In moments like these, and in moments that
echo them, silence equals death.

Around the turn into the second half of the Eighties, in
New York City, Avram Finkelstein, Brian Howard,
Oliver Johnston, Charles Kreioff, Chris Lione, and Jorge
Socarras decided over dinner to collectively look for
ways to raise consciousness about what it was like being
gay in the age of aips. And they all lived it. Just a few
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Legibility, when examined
from a queered perspective,
resists the binary of legible
and illegible and instead
operates along a scope in
which its qualities vary in
degree and context. One
can recognise that some
things can be readily read
by certain audiences and
not by others, and that
some narratives are inher-
ently more complex or less
accessible than others. The
ease of reading may be
great, moderate, strained,
or even tentative, and the
capacity both to reed and
to be read shifis over time
through repeated contact,
familiarity, and changing
social conditions.
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years prior, for example, artist, writer and activist Avram

Finkelstein lost his partner, Don Yowell, to the illness

in one of the city’s hospitals, nicknamed the Snakepit for

its reputation of dire conditions.® They all experienced, * Sarah Schulman, Let the Re- |

up close, the suffering of friends and loved ones—and the ~ cord Show: A Polidcal His- |

s s s P s tory of acr ur New York, 197~

political negligence that violently enabled this suffering. e S '

In the following few months, they worked together through  2022), 320.

conversations to determine how and where to allocate

their energy. i
In the memory of many, the Eighties are marked

by then-sitting president Ronald Reagan’s, as well as

his government’s, total silence and inaction, which is specu- ‘

lated to have cost countless queer lives. Historian Randy ‘

Shilts, for example, contrasts the official inaction with the ‘ '

long-standing, unaddressed and rapidly escalating .

death toll.** One morning, flicking through his morning * Randy Shiits, And the Band |

|

newspaper, Avram Finkelstein noticed a headline “ayed Dur ol Feople,
laimi h destens he sil f . and the ains Epldemic (New
claiming how deafening the silence of a community can  vo. penguin Books, 1s0s),

be. When bringing it up during one of the collective’s 31, 339-330.
regular meetings, the group ended up reformulating this

pressing sentiment into the now-iconic line... S’l E ”(E g
=DEATH
-

I believe this sentiment is something to hold on to. Even
as I continue to question and complicate the notions T
of legibility, I believe there are instances, much like mo-
ments of broader political inaction and silence, where

a total, maximum clarity to reach an as wide as possible




* Four out of six members
of the Silence = Death
Collective had been
working as commercial
designers and art direc-
tors, and were thus able
to use their knowledge
of advertising languages
that operate through
and trade in immediacy,
clarity, and impact.

* Sarah Schulman, Let the Record
Show: A Pelitical History of
ACT UP New York, 19871993
{New York: Picador, 2022}, g21.

* Larry Mitchell and Ned Asta,
The Fageots and Their Friends
Berween Revolutions (New York:
Calamus Press, 1977}, 106.

audience is absolutely necessary. Sometimes life-saving.
In times of censorship and marginalisation, the urge
and need for visibility sometimes becomes urgent and
unavoidable.

The newly formed Silence = Death Collective decided to
place the phrase on a poster in white, bold, and conden-
sed capitals, right at the center of a black background,
underneath an inverted pink triangle. The message*
was given form in hyperlegible ways and signaled, un-
mistakingly, a sense of urgency.

Finkelstein, reminded of Eight Street and how abun-
dantly it was plastered in posters, manifestos, and
more, proposed to cover the printing costs. The others

“hired an underground, Moh-controlled ‘company’ to
illegally wheat-paste three thousand posters on walls and
wooden boards propping up on construction sites and
semi-abandoned billboard spaces” throughout the city.?
Over the following years, the phrase continued to be
relevant, and the visual was reiterated across various media.
A sentiment lingers on: there are times to be bold.
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Visibility {from the Latin
videre, meaning ‘o see, to
look, or to percefve, and
the suffix implying at least
some ability to be seen,
to be looked at, or to be
perceived) refers to the
ability by a viewer to see
a subject, which could be
text, a body, a happening,
a person, or else. Rather
than a possibility to read,
or to interpret, visthiticy
only invites to see. With
this comes a certain
superficiality.
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So Similar, Though

It is interesting to me how these moments when legibility

and boldness become necessary out of sheer urgency

often seem, afterward, to be followed by movements that

reappropriate this legibility in favour of homogenisa-

tion. I second Sarah Schulman in saying that this appears

to be a recurring trend.”” Perhaps it begins out of habit, ¥ Sarah Schulman, Gentrification
or maybe through the gradual comfort that comes with o the Mind: Wiiness toa Lost

: s . i Imaginarion (Berkeley: Univer-
adapting to, and then adopting, a centralised, domi- sity of Californta Press, 2013).
nant language. [ believe it relates to a desire to fit in, with

a quiet yet considerate pull toward the recognisable.

Similar to how Sarah Schulman writes about the assimi-
lationist®® turn that took piace alongside, because of, *3 Ibid.
and in spite of the Plague in Gentrification of the Mind,

writer Cyrus Dunham historicises and argues that...

(...) the decades after Stonewall, as the assimilatio-
nist turn continued and the gay rights movement
grew more visible, a multitude of factors changed
the relationship between the so-called gay, les-
bian, and trans communities and the state. On the
one hand, white gays and lesbians continued to
build their platforms around such normalizing agendas
as marriage rights, employment security, and '
the general tenets of equality. At the same time,
(.. .)’9 3 Cyrus Dunham, “Trans Resis-
tance, 1969—2018," in Trap Door:
Trans Cultural Production and
the Politics of Visihility, ed.
Reina Gosset, Eric A Stanley,

and Johanna Burton (Cam-
bridge, Ma: MIT Press, 2017), 4.
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 Criminal Queer, directed by
Fric A. Stanley and Chris
Vargas (203}, {ilm.

¥ Reina Gossett, Eric A, Stanley,
and Johanna Burton, “Known
Unknowns: An Introduction to
Trap Door,” in Trap Door:
Trans Coultural Production and
the Politics of Visibility (Cam-
bridge, sa: M1t Press, zoi),
XVIIL

In the opening scene of the film Criminal Queers, from 2013,
which is the sequel to the 2006 film Homotopia, directed
by artist Chris E. Vargas and academic Eric A. Stanley,
one follows a group of radical queer and trans people

as they sneak into a suburban backyard to disrupt a lesbian
wedding with much wit and many water balloons.3
The wedding guests appear shocked and frightened and
call the police, which leads to one member of colour of
the militant queer and trans liberation group being arrested.
The scene stays with me, in part because the film feels

s0 incredibly honest to queerness and queer cinema, but
also because of the proposition it makes. With it, the
two directors suggest that queer liberation—specifically
in the decades following the Plague, might place its
energy, time, and resources anywhere but into the pursuit
of assimilationist goals such as {gay} marriage. Their
proposal is abolitionist. The film critiques the prison indus-
trial complex® and how disproportionately affects
marginalised groups by imagining a fictional prison break,
which is interluded with cameo appearances by, or rather,
interviews with, activist, philosopher and writer Angela
Davis. I like this rare instance of a very specific alter-
native being proposed.

Of course, there are many ways to understand this
desire for institutional recognition. The urge for one’s
partnership to be acknowledged legally did not emerge
out of thin air. [t grew from the very real losses and
vulnerabilities that queer people experienced. I think again,
for instance, of how Schulman describes queer men
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Legibility is deeply tied
to statehood and legisla-
tion. The degree to which
SOMEONE Or SOMEONE’s
stories are rendered legible
to governing institutions
can profoundly shape their
soctal position and, in
turn, constrain the condi-
tions under which their
lives are lived, and their
stories are told.

in Brooklyn being evicted from the homes they shared with
their partners because those relationships were not
recognised. Or of how people were denied access to their
partners’ hospital rooms, again because the relation-

ship was not considered legible to the states? % Sarah Schulman, Gentriffeation

of the Mind: Witness to a Lost
Tmagination {Berkeley: Univer-

At the end of Gentrification of the Mind, Schulman recounts sityof Califorsiia Pross; 2oz}

a conversation she had with Andrew Sullivan, a con-

servative gay commentator. In it he argues that gay people

must demonstrate that they are “just like everyone else”

in order to be accepted and protected 33 Many conservative 3 Ibid.
gay thinkers today echo these sentiments, insisting

that assimilation is a valuable strategy for securing protec-

tion. There is a certain temporary safety in siding with

the oppressor and in adopting their vocabulary. Histor-

ically speaking however, that safety does not last long.

All that said, [ believe it is necessary to consider what hap-
y ¥ P

pens to queerness—which is etymologically bound to
be oblique and off-line,** and can only maintain a queer 3 Sara Ahmed, Queer Pheromenc-
position if it remains reactionary to what it gainsays— o8y Ortentations, Objects

en ti 16 Tnsittuiionalicad s Hiswae What ki Others (Dugham, NC; Duke Uni-
when 1t 15 institutionalised 1n such a way. atnappens .. Press, 2008), 161,
when queer relationships, forms of commening, and
partnerships are filtered through a cisheteronormative lens?® * This seems an apt moment

I contend that these brief movements toward legibility ~ to complicate my read-

; s i ing of assimilation by
can remain queer only if .they remain unstable. If they Jti tng rioveltst Edimizd
retain the potential to shift back, sideways, or elsewhere.  White on publishing The
Queerness depends on these ever-shifting relations. Joy of Gay Sex in 1977,

co-written with . Charles
Silverstein: “At the time
assimilation itself seemed
a provocative and pro-
gressive idea.” He goes on
to note that this was par-
ticularly so because
“there were so {ew openings
in the united front against
homosexuality.” ™

Much less queer, I believe, are the impulses toward assimi-
lation and homogenisation.

£ dinund White, “The Per-
sanal 1s Political: Queer Fie-
tion and Critielsm,” in The Bur-
ring Library: Essavs (1984), 370.

a




\[l‘\_we approach this turn toward assimilation through the
lens of legibility, it raises a further question about how
we formulate our queer stories. An assimilated queer story
is one that homogeneously repeats itself in the hope of
one day totally assimilating, and is therefore also attached
to a ‘straight time’ believing in linear progress, so as

to then disseminate into a vast sameness. What perils does
this homogenisation carry? Or, to put it differently, how
protected is the assimilated queer really when the next ap-
proaching wave of war, struggle, or revolution arrives?
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Visibility is the (assumed)
counterpart of invisibility.
In it lies a possibility to shed
light on those stories that
have been subject to censor-
ship =4/, social erasure.

4.
Visible Again

On the very last day of summer, I rode my bike up the
one lonely hill Ghent has to offer, towards the city’s
Institute for Social History. It’s there, on the archive's wide
burgundy tables, that I carefully skim through a pink
folder left behind by one of the volunteers of LGBT archive
Fonds Suzan Daniel.

The envelope carries a selection of bookiets and
ephemera published by Roze Aktiefront (or in short:
RAF) between 1981 and 2000. The Belgian, socialist, and
mostly student-led queer liberation group, I read, orga-
nised public interventions with the aim to resist queer
oppression and self-oppression.? % Roze Akticfront, Een ander

As I read through their bulletins, membership cards ~ $rand: Homob inverzet fegen
hun onderdrukking en zelfonder-

and flikker*-party invitations, I stumble over a series dvashing, e Roode Viinder
of seven identical postcards. They're not silver, really, but  reditale homopolitieke beelden
do gently reflect the light slanting in from the building’s en verhalen (Antwerp, Sticht-

. . i ing Rozegeur vzaw. EPO, 1982).
courtyard. The image on the postcards’ front depicts a

short-sleeved crowd carrying balloons and flags and * Flikker is one of many

banners through a park in Antwerp on a sunny day. The fDu‘Ch rfe‘?deflngf for

. : - B ) aggot, fairy, or fruir.

image hlstonclse:s the city’s and the: Country’s very ﬁrs.t Ti3s aveord thatis-..

Roze Zaterdag, Pink Saturday, or Pride parade, on the fifth

of May in 19905 Right at the centre of the image, on 38 Roze Aktlefront, Een roze zat-

a firm white wooden panel, 2 message reads in all capitals: "i’fffv;“""' 5‘1?"“; ]{“;1‘*(;‘3'””9 J
5 " . . H i , self-prabljshed, 1990).

Gays and Lesbians Visible Again. | enjoy noticing how Bty

tiny the slanted apostrophe is that follows somo’s second  ...most often left, in my
experience, ntot reappro-
priated by queer people,
uniess in fronic cases.
Fikker also denotes, much
like the English and very
similar flickering, a light
or flame burning or shi-
ning unsteadily, which
loosely reminds me of
how designer and writer
Carlo Cantn speaks of
Traces, Glimmers, Resi-

Y Carlo Cantn, Glory Holes
{ExacDma, Tallinn, 2022), 10.

a3

dues, and Specks of Things¥




37 Roze Aktiefront, untitled post-
cards {Antwerp and Ghent,
Belgium: self-published, Decem-
ber 198s), envelope sasfe,
Fonds Suzan Daniel, Ghent.

38 Roze Aktfefront, Cuting en
Coming Cut: een discussie
in Viganderen {Antwerp, self-
published, 1901).

in fesbiénnes. | also enjoy reading ‘again’. It reminds me,
again, of Larry Mitchell’s fable.

The postcards’ backsides, 1 find out, are set in a totally
different season. Here we approach the winter holidays,
and with that, a new year. The postcards were part of a
fundraiser organised by Roze Aktiefront, to collect some
money for the following year’s actions. A small introductory
note, however, specifically addresses men, Flemish and
famous, closeted and gay, to come out publicly...

As a well-known Flemish public figure, you are in
an exceptional position that allows you to stand

up for gay rights. Yet every time you hide the fact that
you are gay, you inadvertently reinforce the notion
that it is something to be ashamed of.

I believe it to be time for lesbians and gays to speak
openly and proudly about our lives, and by publicly
coming out, you could contribute to a positive represen-
tation of who we are. I deplore your continued silence
and hope that next year you will choose to break it.

Much love, and best wishes for 1991%

Essentially, people could buy these postcards, and they
would then be encouraged to send them to a closeted
person in the public eye, pleading how their coming out
would benefit others. The campaign is explained to be
inspired by sensationalised and public outings across the
pond in the us;?® where figures like Richard Gere,
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SR humorghnen :wjm—. i :
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During a cold October afterncon, after
passing four bridal shops and thir-
teen fruit stands, [ escape the snow-
covered streets of Prishtina into a
gueer commurnity centre called Project
Space Sekhmet. Inside [ am warmly
welcomed by journalist and community
organiser Dardan Hoti, who talks
me through their library, their publi-
shing efforts and their rakija-filled
refrigerator. When given the choice
between quince and plum, [ go for
the latter since plums remind me of home,
and of Septembet, and picking them
from the trees with my grandmother
instructing me how to use her
flower-patterned linen bag on a long
broom stick.

Hoti talks about their efforts to create
both physical and literary spaces
for queer makers in and around the
city. [ specifically like one book
made with five Kosovar and five Mace-
donian poets. We leaf through more
books and magazines, as he tells me all
about the city’s rapid decline in
printing facilities since the war. [ ask
how that impacts Sekhmet’s queer
self-publishing efforts and he mentions
how much of it is small-scale and
self-produced.

We continue to scroll through poetry
and zines until we reach a 2012 copy
of the {(now-online) magazine Kosovo 2.0;
an issue titled Seks. It contains written
accounts of lived experiences by queer
Koesovars alongside portraits of queer
couples. He lights up a little when I take
it out of the shelf and he eagerly
starts telling me about his very first date
with a guy, which happened to coin-
cide with the magazine’s launch event.
He continues gesturing with wide
and open arms. Before intending to join
the launch event, he tells me, they
strolled all around Prishtina, When they
moved over to the Red Hall in the
Youth Centre, however, they noticed
how an oppositional and queer-
phobie mob of men started violently
attacking the event’s organisers.”

I'm pretty struck by the story, and
about his enthusiasm about it too.
He conclndes it by telling me about how,
in paradoxical ways, the publishing
of the issue and its subsequent violent



John Travolta, and Richard Chamberlain were paraded
before the symbolic pillory of the tabloids.»? At the same
time the Belgian gay liberation group emphasises their
specific wish to act with more care than their North
American counterparts. For this they leave their readers
with a proposal and suggestion for ‘good manners’. In this
specific context, the letter functions as a graphic answer
to a question of intimacy and privacy. There’s a sug-
gestion of dialogue, where these individual postcards
are supposed to have an author-to-audience ratio

of one to one.

1 like reading, on an ephemeral slip of cherry red paper
that accompanies the seven postcards, how they propose
using an envelope to ensure this gesture of privacy, consid-
ering the envelope as a physical and protective barrier.

RAF reasons how the public coming out of closeted
famous men could mean much for the future represen-
tation of gay people in Flanders, which I believe to be
reasonable considering the continuous international
silence surrounding aips and its victims, as well as the
incredibly limited representation* of openly gay or
lesbian celebrities in Belgium at the time. To guide the
buyer towards the right recipients, the back of the bur-
gundy sheet reveals the names and addresses of seven
closeted men, many of whom I still recognise today.

The intentions behind the publication seem in line
with the poster campaign by the Silence = Death
Project, with a subtle shift from sound to vision. Rather
than emphasising the lack of publicly voiced care and

backlash had somehow both opened up
a much needed two very important
conversaticns. Both ones of visibility.
The issue had made visible and
tangible the many queer voices of the
region, that are often negated or
casl aside within what theorisi Piro
Rexhepi calls ‘White Enclosures’."!

While pouring me one last glass
of rakija, still plum, Hoti insists
on how, paradoxically, the publishing
of Kasove 2.0’s Seks issue, also made
incredibly visible how those societally
obscured queer people were suffer-
ing from queerphobic violence. A vio-
lence that had been equally ob-
scured until then, The launch party’s
attacks made nationa! headlines,
and Hoti notes how since then, he
personally felt a significant shift
in public perception, and in a collec-
tive effort towards safety:

I wash the dishes, and then we
head out together right until we
see the tall statue, and the mosque
with its tall and green shoe rack
in front, where we wave each other
goadbye, T continue my way down-
hill and think about these moments
of exposure due to hypervisibility,

¥ Global Voices, “Kosovo q.0
‘Sex’ Launch Party Cancelled
Due to Auack,” December
15, 2012, hups:/fglobalvoices.
org/2012/1zh 5 kosovo-2-0-
talks-sex-launch-party-can-
celled-duc-to-atack/,

the violence and fear that comes with vi ;o Rexhep, White Enclo-
it for sommne, and on a few occasions
then {much like with the rarF’s post-
card campaign) a collective
borrowed safety.

sures: Racial Capiralism and

the Batkan Route {Durbam,

NC: Duke University

Press, 2023). 15

9 Roze Akticfrom, Outing?!
{Ancwerp, self-published,
1990).

* Sing‘er Will Ferdy came

out as gay in the early
seventies on the Flemish
national broadcaster,¥!!
and would—untit the pub-
lication of the seven names
on RAF’s postcard adden-
dum in late 1989—remain
the only public figure in
the region to do so. This
marks a twenty-year pe-
riod in which the public
representation of gays
and lesbians in the region
was, quite literally, of one.

Y Roze Aktiefront, Ouing?!
(Antwerp, self-published,
1990,




investment in dialogue with and around queer people,

RAF instead focuses on the lack of queer visibility with-

in society itself. This historically temporary yet intense

desire for visibility—for a certain loudness, recognition, Visibility can offer a form of
and the claiming of space for queer people—could be il- familiarisation, which holds

) 5 the potential to eventually
lustrated through many other case studies. leail o vioderstandlng wnd

compassion from those
In the same pink envelope left behind for me in the archive, first unfamiliar.

I find a reflective pamphlet published later that year,

in 1990, titled Outing en Coming Out: een discussie in Viganderen,

{(which translates to Outing and Coming Out: a discussion

in Flanders) where RAF examines and reconsiders what the

inclusien of the seven men’s names ended up meaning

after the thresheld of publishing, and how their initial

intentions diverged (in some ways) from the eventual

outcome.

A few days after the start of the postcard campaign,

" in December of 1989, some infamous gossip magazines,

and then afterwards some more established news outlets
% Roze Aktiefront, Outingen 100, re-published the closeted men's names, making

ol (s v sl them momentarily hypervisible to the public eye. The
in Vieanderen (Antwerp, self- | I e ‘ = G 9
published, 1s01). general’ public’s eye that is. This familarisation,
however, regularly comes
with consequences related
What followed for Luc A., Waltfar, Koer}, Bart, Daani Frank 10 homogenisaton ot
and Luc 3. were years of public scrutiny and conti- hypervisiblity.

nucus ridicule; while also impacting others through the
increased normalisation of similar social witch hunts
for closeted queers.
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Visibility relates to the
precarious politics of
becoming visible and

being seen. Glancing, for
instance, can be understood
as an exaggerated form of
surface-level looking; one
that doesn’t require inter-
pretation, engagement, or
dialogue with the person
being glanced at.

I am once again reminded of the writings of Morgan M. Page,
and that they note how “these circles of visibility over

the past one and half century that had and continue to have
dircet, often negative impacts upon the lived realities

of trans peoples”. They continue arguing that “visibility,
this supposed cure-all, might actually be poison.”

I'look out onto the courtyard once more before hand-
ing the envelope back to the archivist and waving her
goodbye. On my way 1o the park, I consider how this reason-
ing might remain similar, and how it could diverge in
meaning if viewed through a lens of legibility rather than
visibility. And if so, what might be a possible antidote
to this presumed poison?
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1.
To Be Opaque

The air feels dense and wet, and the city is quieter than one

could’ve expected, as it often goes during the early

mornings of a Rio de Janeiro winter. Soon the sun will

begin its ascent, but for now the light remains muted,

gentle, and forgiving. A young artist named Hélio Oiticica

and 2 dancer named Nildo da Mangueira walk up one

of the many hills that both enclose and perforate and shape

the city. When Oiticica deems the moment right, he

invites Nildo to step into one of his new Parangolés. It is

the fifteenth in a growing series of wearable works the

artist has been working on.*  Sophia Vicira, “Pajubs: A lin-
This Parangolé exists of many fabrics that lie over g‘;ﬁ“:::;i’zdgo‘i::cztzuw

Nildo’s shoulders like a book’s pages would too. One of sistén}::ia.,l” Jornal USP,

the textile panels is a bright, urgent red, and seems lightly 27 May 202.

padded. It reads: Eu incorporo a revolta, f embody the

revolt, The other panels are cut from burlap, remnants,

and textile scraps in teal and black and yellow.
To Oiticica, Nildo is not just a model but a collabo-

rator int this moment, and the work can only be com-

pleted through him. On the cobblestones Nildo dances,

as body turns the capes into both a declaration and

a refusal, set against a landscape shaped by censorship,

surveillance, and the moral policing enforced by a

military dictatorship. '
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The year is 1967, nearly three years into this dictatorship
that controlled Brazil and would not end until 19ss. ]
The regime grew increasingly repressive, sharpening cen- '
sorship, intensifying police raids, and driving queer
people, who were already heavily policed by religious

% Daniela Mayer, “The Quger ~ conservatism and moralist rhetoric,* further to the i
Politics of Helio Oiticica’s margins of society.

Babylonian Cinema,” Art Stle H litv ftselfw 1 i sty
Mogazine, , omosexuality itself was no longer a specific crimina
charge, since Brazil had removed sodomy from its

3 Joiio Silvérlo Trevisan, Devassos  pental code in 1830.% Yet police relied on elastic interpreta-
no Paratsn: A Homossexvali-— tions of a vaguely worded law on “public assault on
dade no Brast!, da Coldmia a d "wh detai d sil o 44
Atualidade (Sio Paulo: Obicti.  d€CeNCY” 10 harass, detain, and silence queer people.
va, 2018}, 148,

# Daniela Mayer, “The Queer In a conversation with alphabet artist Nat Pyper, they tell
Politics of Hélio Diticica’s ~ me how coming across Oiticica’s work has influenced
f;"y‘o'}’a“ Clnema,” Art Stk theirs profoundly. They emphasised this specific context

aguzine, 12. . % e N R R

® in which Oiticica made his work. One in which an
oppressive and queerphobic political climate actively
shifted the stakes of communication and expression
for queer people...

WHAT WL
IT MEAN T
T OUTS0E

When I first turned to a more body-based practice
around 2018, I looked towards artists who had
made their work under conditions of pressure and
censorship, It felt relevant at the time, like I as-
sume it now feels relevant to you too. What I found
interesting was noticing how, earlier in Oiticica's
career, he made formal, abstract paintings, but as
the dictatorship hardened, he and his peers
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began to work in less containable, less easily clas-
sifiable ways. More bodily too. And this shift
changes the work dramatically, and it’s this shift
that I continue to revisit, because there’s just

so much to process there.

In the days after my talk with Nat, I keep thinking about
this shift in stakes. How increased pressure on queer
people does not only silence them, but also reshapes how
they find ways to speak, exactly when they aren’t allowed
to. Censorship, both social and institutional, transforms
the relationship beiween queerness and publicness,
making it fraught and precarious. It pushes stories into
new forms, through new strategies, with new dis-
guises. What cannot be said openly thus has to find other
ways of circulating, and these often move much more
quietly, and carefully, or sometimes, playfully.

Around the same time Oiticica was inviting people to
activate his parangolés around Rio de Janeiro, many
travestis* and other intersectional queer marginalized * Travesti is a Latin Ameri-

groups were developing their own cryptolects to evade ‘fiana.ﬂfm'binaf)@ ‘}gd Hans

the military’s surveillance. They functioned as secret lan-  C e gendlenidenttsy.
¥ A

guages that enabled survival.® % Sophia Vieira, “Pajubi: A lin-

Pajuba, such a cryptolect, emerged from Afro-Brazilian ~guagem-segredo que nasceu

P N da repressdc e floresceu na re-
cultural and religious worlds, and thus remains entang- qiqtéfcia % Jornal USP
£ ] L]

led with the vocabularies of Candomblé and Umbanda. 2y May 202s. '
It borrowed words from Yoruba, Kimbundu, Umbundu, P e

and other West-African languages; and also from Spanish,  vestite,” but emerging from
a distinct context, One
shaped by specific his-
tories of resistance, com-
munity, and survival.
I really like how author
Camila Sosa Villada writes
about it, in an editorial
note on the word *traves-
ti’ in her novel Las Malas,
or Bad Girls...

Down below the equa-
tor, right at the end
of the world, we ban-
ded together to dig up
the word travesti. It
had been decorously
buried under terms
that were completely
alien to us. People
were calling us...
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47 Pete Fard, “Polari Dietionary,”
The Ruck in the River Crossing
{2013}, https/petelordword-
press.com/polari-dictionary/.
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French, and English, and its use thus significantly obstructed
the intelligibility of the conversations had in a mostly
Portuguese-speaking context.*t

The word pajubd, or bajub4, itself| transiates to gossip,
news, or updates; all terms that themselves reflect the
circulation of information within communities that the
state sought to control or suppress. (I specifically like
how it also translates to gossip.) It functioned much like
Polari did in the United Kingdom, another queer argot
used from the nineteenth into the mid-twentieth century
by gay men, sailors, theatre workers, and others whose
livelihoods or identities placed them on the margins.*
(Polari the language, by the way, similarly translates
to to chat, or to ralk).*® Both are, and were, languages of
the outlawed—languages that allowed people to identify
one another and to stay safe by remaining uninteiligible
to outsiders,

I find it remarkabie how, when such conditions persist long
enough, illegibility stops being only a technique of
avoidance. It can, at times, become part of how a community
understands itself, and become a marker of identity.
Many queer and trans Brazilians, especially those engaged
in sex work, still use Pajuba, or parts of its vocabulary,
today. This is not simply because it once shielded them
from police violence, but because similar forms of
oppression continue to shape their social worlds. These
vocabularies carry memory, and through that, they
carry belonging.
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Intelligibility only comes
into being through interpre-
tation, and in that differs
[rom legibility. Rather
than the reading of a text,
object, happening or person
{which could very well occur
passively}; understanding
them requires them an
active approach from
their interpreter.

Unintelligibility (from
intelligibility, and the prefix
implying at least some
inability to be understood,
or the ability to not be
nunderstood) considers the
inability of interpretation
adf. understanding. In
literary critic Gayatri
Chakravotry Spivak's Can
the Subaltern Speak?, she
points out how marginal-
{sed voiced are rendered
unintelligible within
dominant discourses; not
because they do not speak,
but because the very frame-
works for hearing them are
hostile and exclusionary.
This inability can then, of
course, also be used by
those same marginalised
voices to communicate
unintelligibly:
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Looking into these histories reveals a tension with
the necliberal demand for constant visibility and trans-
parency, a demand I grew up being taught to equate with
truthfulness and moral correctness. These assumptions
presume that all stories should be accessible to all andiences,
framing opacity as a refusal rather than a right.
In stark contrast, the writings of theorist and poet
Edouard Glissant offer another perspective. 1 first en-
countered them during a conversation with my friends
Abel and Sjoerd, probably over coffee, where they
shared with me some of Glissant’s assertions. “We demand
the right to opacity.™? I later found out that he elabo- 9 Edouard Glissant, Foetics of
rates on this towards the end of his book Poetics of Relation, ~ Reiation, trans. Betsy Wing
. R . . {Ann Arbor: University of Mi-
in a chapter titled For Opacity. There, Glissant argues chigan Premgpsrlialbo:
that insisting on full transparency, especially from margin-
alised peoples, reproduces the dominant gaze. Opacity,
for him, is not concealment for its own sake, but a way
of preserving alterity without forcing it into legible,
consumable forms.> " Ibid,

Communities shaped by censorship, repression, and mis-
recognition might not seek legibility as their ultimate
horizon. Much like how Giissant argues, there lies a special
Unreadability (from kind of value in remaining partially unreadable to
readability, and the prefix those dominant, or to those who are in power, and to be

implying at least some . s i
nabiiiny o bendvised cast opaque is sometimes not only a condition but

guessed, or read, or the also a choice.
ability to not be advised,
not be guessed or not be
read) may be, and has
been, used as a subver-
sive tactie: a space of
innuendo, undertone,
or homoerotic sugges-
tion, where hints resist
absorption into domin-
nant readings.
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L Nancy Fraser, “ Rethinking the
Public Sphere: A Contribu-
tion to the Critigue of Actually
Existing Democracy,” in Ha-
bermas and the Public Sphere,
ed. Craig Calhoun (Camn-
bridge, sa: s Press, 19e2),
122-23.

* Giving such access would
give that public the power
to dominate and control,
Much power lies in il-
legibility, precisely for its
ability to refuse that domi-
nation. Simultaneously,
of course, that is the very
reason why illegibility is
so incredibly threaten-
ing to those in power.
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In-jokes

Censorial conditions force queer stories to employ strategies
that keep them unintelligible to the public, if they do
want to be continued to be told. In prolonged moments
of social and institutional suppression of many margi-
nalised groups, there is often a move, a pull, toward alter-
native forms of expression, language, and communi-
catton. Forms that diverge from the dominant ones imposed
on the public. In an article titled Rethinking the Public
Sphere, philosopher Nancy Fraser observes how “members
of subordinated social groups—women, workers, people
of color, and gays and lesbians—have repeatedly found it
advantageous to constitute alternative publics.™

In some ways, this resembles self-censorship, though
here it becomes subversive rather than suppressive, It
withholds legibility as a tactic, making information un-
intelligible, and thus safeguarding what the dominamnt
public was never meant to access.*

One thing that facilitates these alternative ways of com-
municating directed toward these aiternative publics,

is similar to what literary critic and author Michael Warner
contributes to Fraser’s arguments in his book Publics
and Counterpublics. Warner notes that “dominant publics
are by definition those that can take their discourse
pragmatics and their lifeworlds for granted, misrecogni-
zing the indefinite scope of their expansive address as
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Unintelligibility marks a
refusal, rebuttal, or impos-
sibility of sense, meaning,
and interpretation.
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universality or normalcy.” He illustrates this by consi- % Michael Warner, Publics and
dering the spaces in which alternative communications Counterpublics (New York:
happen, such as gay magazines or Black churches, and tione Back doinl
how many dominant publics are often unwilling to

enter those spaces.

Yet still, queered narratives have had to appear unsuspicious

during periods of imposed censorship, and for that have

had to encode their stories in ways hopefully recognisable

only to their intended audiences. Warner continues to

argue that, in some contexts, “the code-switching nature

of bilingualism might do similar work in keeping the

counterpublic horizon salient.” % [bid.
I like considering this code-switching, this bilingual-

ism, and its abundance of codes. Some exist as symbols,

both physical and illustrative, and function as identifiers.

jiicaGiriact The green carnations, the labryses, the violets, the
iy P EREY 02 ‘ . .
a g i3 5 I% pansies, the carabiners, the colour lavender, the hankies,
iz iE o8 7 {5t 1 i
3% g8 7 and so on. Some exist in more elusive, vocabulary-based
ways. This reminds me of a story I read halfway into poet
and author Judy Grahn’s Another Mother Tongue. She
5 & a & .
3 i %“ag £5p2e tells us about her experience of reading, and later rereading,
Em SESNACEVER fellow poet and author Gertrude Stein’s tale about
b G - *
- Miss Furr and Miss Skeene.’ Gay Is @ Grand Old Dame  * Judy Grahn, Another Mother
) is the chapter’s title... Tongue: Gay Words, Gay
3 Worlds (Boston: Beacon Press,
3 § g . . 5 . 1984}, 24-23.
iy gfg 8.k Of course sometimes high humoer is involved in
Eg%g %%EEEE"'; maintaining all this secrecy; Gay people of ail

social strata develop intricate codes and language

e
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inflections that operate within ordinary-sounding
language patterns to convey information that
members of the Gay culture can understand. The
idea is that hidden things may be least noticed
when contained in what is most obvious.
Gertrude Stein perfected this style in an ap-
parently innocuous story published in 1922,
Consequently, I first heard the word Gay used with
reference to homosexual love in a high school
literature class, although I didn’t know that mem-
bers of the homosexual underground culture
called themselves Gay, and neither did my teacher.
The teacher read to us in class Stein’s inexpres-
sibly clever and completely overt Lesbian story of
two women learning to be lovers, “Miss Furr and Miss
Skeene.” First the two live together in the city, learn-
ing ‘ways of being gay,” and ending each day in “a gay
way,” until Miss Furr finds that “She was gay enough,
she was always gay exactly the same way, she was al-
ways learning little things to use in being gay... she
would always be gay in the same way, when Georgine
Skeene was there not so long each day as when
Georgine Skeene was away.” And so they broke up,
without any longterm unhappiness. The story is
guileless and utterly typical of the behavior of Lesbians.
It is my favorite coming-out story. And Stein slid
it perfectly through the censorship of the era, so that
everyone could read it, but some could decode it
and learn more about themselves than others could.®
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lllegibility is inseparable
from context; in space and
in time. What {s unread-
able in one space, or in
one moment, may become
legible in another, and
meanings shift as inter-
pretive contexts change.
Because of this, a sign or
practice can lose or gain
meaning over time. This
is especially relevant for
codes and encoded argots,
which may either suffer
the consequences from
being revealed to wider
audiences or, conversely,
fade from collective
memory altogether.
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In this (sweet-sweet) chapter, Grahn illustrates how, his-
torically, these subversive uses of “ordinary-sounding
language patterns”* have involved humorous, subtle, and % bid,
otherwise witty ways of communicating messages to

queer audiences. In other words, an in-crowd often comes
along and up with in-jokes.

I am reminded of when my friend Juca first told me about

Lisa Ben’s work. Her magazine Vice Versa was launched

in 1947 and has since been historicised as the first lesbian
magazine in North America. Edythe D. Eyde, Ben’s
given name, worked as an editor, publisher, and science-
fiction writer, and was instructed by the employer at
her day job to “appear busy” whenever she had no office
tasks to complete. As a typist, she thus began typing
the magazine during her work hours.

For each monthly issue she produced only nine copies,
which she distributed herself around Los Angeles, all
under the name Lisa Ben.*” In a 1990 interview with her, D Doyle, “Vice Versa, by Lisa
I read how today these survive only through reprodue-
tions so often copied that they have become nearly illegible.®

Her pseudonym, Lisa Ben, was a nimble, coded

anagram for “lesbian.”

Pseudonyms, anagrams, and other kinds of wordplay are,
in my opinion, remarkable tools of encoding, for they
each smuggle meaning through the ordinary, tucking
signals inside jokes and names that only the right

readers would catch, This while always carrying the
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Ben: A Historic Project of
Edythe Eyde,” Queer Music
Herirage, hupsi/{queermusic-
heritage.com/viceversahiml.

* Kate Brandt, “Lisa Ben; A Les-
bian Picneer,” Visibilities
{January/February 190}, g.




is why the group was s different from
other movements in the country
at that time.

SHL
May [ ask vou to tell me a little more
about that specific period and the con-
text in which Nds Também emerged?

HM

Nos Também emerged at the end of 180,
during a very significant moment for
the country. We were still Bving under
the military dictatorship, but there
was huge pressure from social move-
ments to open space for dialogue and

to raise their issues. Gay activist groups
began to appear across the country,
mainly in S0 Paulo with Somos,

Tte name Nds Também was created
as a response to Somos. They pro-
claimed, in their very name, “We Are”
and we said “We Are Too.” Later
it became stmply Nds Também, “Us Too”
The group was made up of profes-
sors and students from the university,
mainly from the Arts and Commu-
nication departments, but there were
also people from Psychology, Social
Sciences, and Humanities.

Ancther way in which the group
stood out was because it was mixed.
While most gay liberation groups a1 the
time were organized separately, with
gay men on one side and leshians on the
other, Nos Também brought gay
people together across gender binaries
to disciss homosexuality and activism
in a much more harmonious way. This
specific and special environment
gave me the strength to maintain a po-
sition and a posture of visibility:
not to mask myself and not to hide,
Ewverything was out in the open.

SHL

I'm «quite surprised to hear you say this
actually, because [ already knew that
the dictatorship ended in 1885, but 1 had
no idea that there were such distinct

risk that even those intended readers might miss the clues.

N

58 Che Gossett, “Blackness and 1 think of trans liberation group sTAR,* and I also think

tt. These wordplays

1mnse

also remind us that even under censorial pressure,

queer storytelling has found ways to invent, d

of queer archivist Cesar van P

"

lity," in Trap Door: Trans Cul-
tural Production and the Poi-

the Trouble of T'rans Visibi-
irics of Visibility, ed. Reina
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Johanna Burton (Cambridge,

Gossett, Eric A. Stanley, and
ma: Mt Press, zo17), 184

necessary and subversive form of) creativity. They demon-
strate not only how queer storytellers protected them-

selves but also how they articulated belonging through
forms that were never meant to be generally legible.

Throughout times of imposed censorships, in which il-

legibility became a technique for survival, one could

start to also recognize how queer storytellers have acquired
illegibility as a lived sensibility. Being one that relates

to both intimacy and to self-identity.
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at least some inability
to be seen, to be looked
at, Or to be perceived, or
the ability to not be seen,
not be looked at, or not
be perceived) relates to
censorship and marginal-
isation, when stories are
' pushed into the peripheries
of society. [t relates heavily
to hypervisibility, since
. what is invisible at one
time can easily become

Invisibility {from visibility,
and the prefix implying

the centre of spectacle if

light is shed onto it; if it

were to be exposed to a
wider audience.
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3
For its Sake

In the context of queer storytelling and visual production,
what began as a strategy for survival graduaily becomes

a recurring motif in the circulation of media. The act of
embedding hidden messages, of tucking secrets subli-
minally into works, is not only a method of protection but
also a way of shaping how the work enters #ie public
view. In other words, illegibility itself becomes a subject.

[ think of the artist couple Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper
Johns, who lived and worked together from 1954 1o 1961.%
This period, which roughly overlaps with both the Second
Red Scare® and the Lavender Scare 100%—a period of
intense anti-communist sentiment related to McCarthyism
in a post-World War II United States, which coincided
with severe public scrutiny and political suppression of
queer people. Conservative anti-communist politicians
regularly aligned homosexuality with communism, fra-
ming one as a trojan horse for the other. The result
was an atmosphere in which homosexuality was made
hypervisible as a moral panic, while queer people
themselves were forced to remain as hidden, and invisible,
as possible.t

It is in this political and social context that Rauschen-
berg and Johns moved into two apartments stacked
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% Jonathan Katz, “The Art of
Code: Jasper Johns & Robert
Rauschenberg,” in Significant
Orthers: Creativity and Inti-
maie Partnership, ed. Whitncy
Chadwick and Isabelle de
Courtvron (New York: Thames
and Hudson, 1083), 1g0-q1.

5 Ibid., g4

6 David K. Johnson, The Laven-
der Scare: The Cold War Per-
secution of Gays and Lesbians
in the Federal Government
{Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 2004}

83 Ihig,

directly on top of one another,* in New York City, shortly  Jonathan Katz, “The Art of

after they met. For the following decade they lived and
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Code: Jasper Johns & Robert
Rauschenberg,” in Significant
Others: Creativity and Inti-
maie Partnership, ed. Whitney
Chadwick and Isabelle de
Courtivron {New York: Thames
and Hudson, 1983), 190-q1.
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57 Ibid., 194
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\;rQ_rked closely, sometimes indistinguishably, producing
work often grouped under Abstract Expressionism yet

set apart in a very particular way. Where many abstract
expressionist painters were discussed to be revealing
their interior states onto their canvases, Rauschenberg and
Johns, could not. As gay men under repression, they
understood that this kind of self-exposure was not available
to them.® The art movement’s myth of self-determinism
did not reflect their, and others’, lived realities. As Jonathan
Katz writes, “Even if he (Robert Rauschenberg) could
paint such revealing pictures, how could he ever believe
that images generated by a gay man could have uni-
versal intelligibility? "%

Across that decade, motifs in their work repeatedly
reflected their hidden social position, embedding refer-
ences that, as Katz observes, only constituted a kind of

“coming out” for those who were already “in.” Both
artists developed strategies that obscured parts of their
images and their messages.®

Rauschenberg, for instance, smuggled in imagery
of gay icons such as Judy Garland,® alongside other
camp-adjacent visual cues. Significant here is that this
happened years before Susan Sontag’s 1964 essay Notes
on Camp made the sensibility public and thus legible to
a wider public. Many of his works acquire similar sub-
liminal or coded messages into the very logic of their
compositions,

Johns, meanwhile, focused on the question of recog-

nisability itself. He continually asked which symbols
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Intelligibility, refers to the
ability by which an inter-
preter is able to understand,
for example, a painting.
The process of interpreta-
tion makes it subjective to
the one interpreting.

ueered and encoded
forms of storytelling
complicate generalised
understandings of who
understands what.
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were deemed stable or universal by the dominant culture.
In one of his lithographical works, such as for example,
Alphabeis from 1982, he used stencil letters that appear sharp
in some places and blurred in others, some others en-
tirely obscured by black marks.% The result is an alphabet ® Ximena Santiago, Factory of
that simultaneously announces its legibility and under- Tvvor Matsien Jones Blueprinis
5 ‘ el s . Sfor Window Display (New York:
mines it, questioning and complicating the notion that

Robert Rauschenberg Foun-
standardised symbols always disclose themselves fully. dation / Hunter College MA

in Art History, n.d.), 12,
This also makes me think of one of painter Martin Wong’s
most recognisable motifs.

The story goes that one day Wong met a deaf person
on the metro who handed him a donation card. The
front read “Hello, I'm Deal,” and the card’s back displayed
a manual for American Sign Language (or asL)’s
fingerspelling alphabet.

Wong began painting adjacent, large, exaggerated,
and disembodied hands, often with a rolled up shirt’s

7 Daniel J. Fuller, Martin Wong's
Traffic Signs for Hearing-
Impaired / Public Art Fund New
York City July 1990- Today,

sleeve showing, crossing the canvas horizontally in a way  hups/idanieljfuller.com/martin-
that mimics the direction of written language. These wongs-traffic-signs-for-
- il h ] i . hearing-impaired-public-art-

ands spell messages that only ast-literate viewers can ¢4 oot cinpquly-
read. Through this methodology of using encoded 19%0-today/.

messages, Wong keeps their meanings inside the com-
munity of those who can decipher them. In some other
paintings he offers tiny clues, such as tiny translations
of the fingerspellings hinting carefully on the
shirt’s buttons.

The first time I saw one of these works was during
his retrospective at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam,
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i1\1n2_o23. I remember feeling both estranged and drawn in
at once when attempting to read his work, held at an
exciting and novel (to me, that is, at the time) threshold
between the visible and the readable.

A different context reveals another facet of Wong’s inter-
est in ceded communication. During his residency at
the New York City Department of Transportation’s sign
shop between 1890 and 1991, he produced a multisite
work that he later distributed across the city.”

Traffic Signs for the Hearing Impaired translated his
alphabets into the visual vocabulary of street signage.
These screen-printed signs, made from hand-cut stencils,
were installed throughout various boroughs, often
near schools for deaf children and teenagers.” They sat
among and alongside objects designed with the inten-
tion to be fully legible to everyone in the public sphere,
but differently than these neighboring street signs,
they were only decipherable, or legible, to those familiar
with AsL.

It is in the strategies implored by Rauschenberg, Johns,
and Wong, and similar ones 100, that illegibility be-
comes not only a protective measure but a subject in its
own right, I think of many other artists that have
trodden similar paths, with similar motifs and intents;
like collage and mail artist Ray Johnson, and musician
John Cage, and artist and musician Sylvano Bussotti,
and so on.
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Legibility relates to the
in-crowd, for something
illegible to a general audi-

ence may be perfectly clear
and interpretable to those
embedded within its codes.

1llegibility pertains both
1o the lived experiences of
people who are rendered
{nvisible to the general
audience through social or
legislative marginalisation,
and to those who must
conceal themselves to avoid
similar forms of social or
legal persecution.
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*k 2.
A conversation with
Henrique Magalhies

Henrique Magalhaes is a filmmaker, act-
ivist, graphic designer, and one of

the central figures of political comics in
Brazil's Northeast. His practice begins,
and continues, to revolve around the city
ol Jodo Pessou, on the castern tip of
Brazil, where, in the final years of the
military dictatorship and the early 1980s,
he co-founded gay liberation group MNds
Tumbém. The group brought wgether
gay and lesbixn artists, students, and act-
ivists in a bald proposal lor gay liber-
ation and political action through art.
Fiim, poetry, photography, and comics
irterowined in partics, performances, and
irterventions that often revolved around
the irreverent Bar da Xorosa, a space of
resistance In the city of Jodo Pessoa

at the time,

Our conversation took place over a
video call between Tallinn, Estonia, and
Palhano, in the state of Ceara, Brazil, with
almost forry degrees of temperature
difference. T came to know Henrique
Magalhies through dear dona Secorro,
with whom [ lived in Jodo Pessoa through-
out 2048 and 2019, and again for a

o
2

a

d us that encoded express

does more than only evade surveillance. It holds the
with the select few who are meant to understand, makes

ability to acquire (like Nancy Fraser coined them first and
later Michael Warner seconded them) counterpublics,
and 1o build with and for them, audience-specific counter-
narratives. Being and becoming part of the in-group,
for intimate forms of belonging, through both obtained
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73 Sarah Schulman, Gentrifica-
tion of the Mind: Witnesy tv
a Lost Imagination {Berkeley:
University of California Press,
2012).

™ Lisa Duggan, The Tuflight of
Equalityd: Neoltberalisn, Cul-
tural Politics, and the Atiack on
Democracy {Beacon Press, 200s).

4.
What Now Provokes

Times now feel quite different from the period of the
Lavender Scare in some ways, but simulianeously

quite similar in others. Thinking back of Sarah Schulman’s
attempts to frame the Plague, Gentrification, and the
Crash, [ feel an urge to also formulate where we were
recently, and where we are now.

When I think back to the small town [ grew up in, I re-
member feeling promised an increasingly safe life.
A future was supposedly opening up to me and my queer
peers. Queer life back then might have been tough in
some ways, but we came to know, through stories, that
things were better than yesteryears. And one day, it
seemed, all bigotry would namurally disintegrate. I remember
rainbow crosswalks popping up next to the town hall,
centrist politicians walking their party’s carriages through
provincial Pride parades, and a general belief in progress.
Portrayed were bright times.

These bright times, however, were marked by their
own particular representational politics, and inflict,
as mentioned earlier, a specific kind of visibility that can
easily expand into one that scrutinises much more than
it makes space. In such a politics that advocates for repre-
sentation, the many stories it aims to represent also risk
being oversimplified or flattened for the general audience.”
[t relies on the idea that something should reveal itself
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immediately; without friction, without hesitation, and
without opacity. Representation demands a quick read,

a stable meaning and thus a version of visibility that behaves
itself, and that aligns with the expectations of that

general audience.” And this expectation has become so 7 Ibid.
naturalised that opacity can appear suspect, even
irresponsible.

I recognise a very similar expectation in the contexts in
which I've learned and practiced graphic design.
Where clarity is often treated as a necessary and moral
good. One where accessibility quietly, or unwittingly,
becomes equated with universal transparency, in the name
of care. The consequences that accompany this insist-
ence, however, are the same ones that shape representa-
tional politics more broadly. Ones of averexposure
that accompanies being constantly read, classified, and
interpreted.

Now, however, the times feel different than then, and so
I gquestion what representation comes to mean during :
a moment that feels increasingly precarious? If we are, as
Larry Mitchell reminds us, still BETWEEN REVOLUTIONS,
then how do we relate to these flattening representations
of queerness?
Bright times start clouding, it feels, In the context
of thinking through legislative, social, and cultural
forms of queer legibility, it is difficult not to think of anti-
trans legislation sweeping across the United States and
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the UK, or of the rise of far-right movements across Europe

and beyond. Fascism, it is whispered, and one feels it
too, is on the rise. And it becomes increasingly troublesome
to pretend that these shifts are distant or abstract.

Against this backdrop, queered forms of il*legibility acquire,
in my opinion, a different kind of urgency. More than
just as valuable references 1o past tactics or coded histaries,
il*legibility begins to feel (to me) like a method of sur-
vival again, as well as a method of care and refusal; one that
makes publics otherwise.

increasingly understand graphic design through
this queered reading (think of its form-giving and its
publishing and so on) as a field marked by these negotia-
tions. To publish is, yes, to make something public,
but with it also comes this entangled responsibility to
decide what remains withheld, encoded, or resistant.

These gestures form a language that resists reduc-
tion to a single audience’s expectations. They create
space for an in-between, and it is in these spaces of friction,
where things hesitate or stumble or refuse to align
neatly, that many of the most exciting forms of
language happen.

One example of such an exciting, frictional space being
occupied is in the work of Bye Bye Binary (or BBB),

a collective based between Paris and Brussels, made up
of graphic and type designers, and activists. Their col-
lective practice centres around questioning the binary

62

A multitude of spaces exist
between and outside of the
binary of the legible and
the illegible. I will hence-
forth refer 1o these spaces

Lo

as “iI*legibilities”

These spaces are worth
attending to, as they provide
and demand necessary and
urgent non-dichctomous
interpretations of two
supposed opposttes, offering
readings that challenge and
expand the binary logic thas
separates them.




Readability tends to hint
at a sense of ease in the
process of reading,

logic of the French language, and proposing ways, which
mostly revolve around typography, to inchide those
ways of being that are structurally excluded from stand-
ardised forms of the language.?s 7 Lohogang Mokaena, “A Beau-
I remember, as a younger design student, visiting  tful Mes: Moving Towards
LW R in B teand bel 11 Non-binary Language,”™ Fustu-
one of their interventions in Brussels, and being really SN aEEE T ik,
excited to learn about one of these proposals, where they  hups:ifuturess.orgfstories/
use, subvert, and hack a typographically historical space beautiful-mess/
that relates to the ligature.
Ligatures, from the Latin verb figare, translate to
bindings. In typography, they are glyphs that combine
two, three, or more letters; usually done in favour of read-
ability. One example is how in lowercase letters the ‘f”
and ‘i’ usually make for an ‘fi’ together. It solves the awkward
spacing that would occur between them otherwise.” 77 Keith Houston, Shady Charac-
The type designers of BBB came to utilise the feature ~ fers: The Secres Life of Punc-

i ol i digital desi tuation, Svmbols and Other Tupo-
set In place 1nt 1gital type aesign programmes to create graphical Marks {New York:
specialised glyphs that gather the differently gendered W W Norion, sm3), 43.
endings in French pronouns and adjectives. These

chimerical symbols then propose and offer a simultaneous, b2 chae
skewed reading, that extends beyond the gender binary. ' SUr un tot
They also trouble the expectation that a letter must always brulant!

stabilise itself, or that a linguistic system must repro- p
duce itself neatly.

I still, after all these years, believe that something really
exciting happens in an encounter with these alternative
letterforms. They break the reader’s flow, forcing them to
stumble, which rarely happens in such intentional ways.




N

They obstruci—in a manner still feels both novel and fantas-
tical to me—the smooth reading experience that legibility
promises. This reminds me of what designer and educator
Ramon Tejada has come to call puncturing, a metaphor

of punching holes into dominant narratives, small openings
that offer glimpses into alternative grammars or futures

These queer ligatures invite a wide audience in,
but also invites that audience to stumble, similarly to
how queer people have long stumbled over language that
was not constructed with them in mind. They demand
that readers recognise their own positionality, and that
they confront their assumptions about what legibility
should feel like.

I also really enjoy reading into the poetry that such
simultaneous, polyphenous scriptures propose. They
remind us, palimpsestiously, that language is a collective
construction, rather than a singular one,

Further along in my conversation with alphabet artist
Nat Pyper, they describe some of the intentions behind
their project A Queer Year of Love Letters, which began
mostly audienceless on Tumblr, and has recently been
published as a book. The project revives and reinterprets
letterforms used in queer contexts of publishing
throughout recent histories, Pyper described starting
this work as a way of gathering dispersed stories
—people, collectives, counterpublics—that existed at the
margins of publishing, archiving, and recognition.
Their alphabets function both as historicisations and as

 Nat Pyper, ¢d, “A Queer Year  proposals for possible futures.”

of Love Letters: Alphabets
Against Erasure” (Inventory
Press, 2o2s).

i



However how easy it is,
however, doesn't always
ensure that a story will be
received by the audience.
For a story can be made
entirely intelligible 1o
someone, but the ability
to intepret doens’t insure
that will be willing to put
in the effort to interpret;

leaving the siory entouched.

A story's legibility still
requires its reader’s will,
their determination to
engage with the story.

It’s in these proposals that I read a similar impulse
as in the proposals made by Bye Bye Binary. Much
like BBB, Pyper’s typefaces also expect something from
the reader. They are, at times, exaggerated and inco-
herent. But their approach differs in intriguing ways. For
example, in the typeface Pyper designed for Ernestine
Eckstein, they deliberately left out significant glyphs, both
in the uppercase and the lowercase, so that a similar
instance of stumbling would occur not just when reading,
but during typesetting too. In the act of composing
text, the designer, or the writer, encounters gaps, absences,
and unfinished forms.

Pyper proposes a different kind of access, that comes
to exist through learning, rather than access through
default readability. Their scripts are not universally, or
easily, legible; they require time, proximity, and desire
to gradually become acquainted with their codes. They
ask both the reader and the writer to consciously enter
these adjacent histories.

Thinking again through what Nancy Fraser coined as
counterpublics, I see both BeB and Nat Pyper as find-
ing, in different ways, how queered forms of legibility can
open generative spaces for queered readings. They ap-
proach design in ways that obstruct the reader while also
inviting them into an expansive and deviant space—if
they recognise themselves in its gestures. Rather than
preaching to a general audience, they speak directly

to those who intuit the power in these stumbles, who will




‘sL.ay with the trouble, and who feel at home in its strange-
ness. Perhaps, then, what provokes now {s speaking
to those, who do,

In the flicker between what is shown and what is
withheld, between legibility and its refusal, new modes
of language and of relation gather and, both tentatively
and fiercely, take shape.




Between Revolutions







It is, once again, a redcurrant time. Half of them are sour,
and half of them are sweet. I recall how my grandmother
used to warn me that “wishing for only one kind is a losing
game.” We would be picking very similar berries from
the shrub next to the vegetable garden, and I have since
taken it to heart.

These berries my friends and I gathered by the end
of summer in a forest near Haapsalu, in the far east of
the Estonian mainland. Now the berries are frozen and
giint faintly under the kitchen light, as I scoop them
from a bright orange, neatly folded plastic bag from the
freezer, into my bowl. I also pour myself a cup of coffee.

Right as I decide to sit down, a gust of wind creeps
in from under the apartment door. I slip on an extra
pair of socks, knitted in this gorgeous dodger-blue thread
by my friend Eva. Only one out of two socks has bright
purple toes. I recently thought that they are among my
most treasured possessions. I recall my breakfast bowl
while the winter continues its attempts to enter the living
room. My mug warms my hands a little before I decide
to make a move,

I lace my hiking boots, grab a book I know and like from
the window siil, and jump on bus M-S, heading
toward the peninsula at the edge of the city. There, I con-
tribute to a long lineage of people who have trodden a
narrow pathway into being, which bends around the rocky
coastline. I have come to know this wasteland inti-
mately since moving to Tallinn. Midway through the

]




) third bend, I stumble over a feast of rotten apples, next to
their tree, nearly hidden under a thin layer of snow. I no-
tice how they have turned all shades of orange and maroon.

I remember picking an apple or two from one of
the tree’s laden, low-hanging boughs, before heading
to this sweet-eyed guy. He was waiting for me further
along the beach. [ handed him one of the fruits, and
we later had tender sex in the wet grass next to the bush
with its arched branches. We felt nicely tucked away
by the shrubs and the tall grasses, with the occasional
dropwort flowers peeking through. I believe we were
an eavesdrop away from the wooden walkway where most
unknowing passersby strolled, while still visually and
safely hidden from them. I also recall that night, how we
biked home when a sudden thunderstorm broke.

Even in this state of decomposition, these apples
remind me of, and evoke me to imagine, all the many
stories and intimacies that have passed along these same
pathways. I stare at the pile and at the waves, as I wonder
how many apples have similarly been dispersed by fellow
beach-going storytellers. How many of those half-eaten
apples have then themselves grown into other fruit trees?

During my first summer afternoon here, I quickly found
out that this shoreline is one that mimics distant shores,
albeit en mineur. Its composition is quite alike that one river
island near Munich, or Fire Island near Long Island.
There is a beach in the nude, and behind it, bushes tram-
pled from all the sex and from all the waiting too.




Today the space feels desolate, and it is actually
quite hard to imagine how just a few months ago its
visitors would read each other so subliminally, to then
refuse or engage with one another. Now that winter
has barened the trees, the same pathways are left without
their usual summer crowd. 1 assume that this crowd
would suffer from the cold, as well as from being seen.

Ilike how this beach negotiates its publicness seasonally.
It moves in extravagant circular motions that unsettle
the idea of forwardness. Legibility here is no fixed virtue,
but rather a series of intersecting spectrums.

I continue my walk along the ruins of what used to be
brambles full of fruit and horniness and cornflowers.
Now it mostly feels cold to the fingertips, is what I think,
when I notice a man in a thick winter coat, toddling
around through the muddy snow. I cannot tell if he is just
a passerby or a regular. One of those men, perhaps,
who left his imprint on the birch trees to overlook the
spectacles. Whether he knows the codes, or the ges-
tures, or if he has seen Alain Guiraudie’s film L’inconnu
du lac, or read Yukio Mishima’s novel Forbidden Colors.

As we get closer to one another, I'm reminded of how
I can’t be very sure of his intentions, really, as it often
goes with queer stories. They are riddled with friction,
stumbles, in-jokes, and refusals; and all of these tactics
protect, gather, and shape them so.
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_ We look each other in the eyes as we cross paths,
but I suddenly decide to tilt my head shorewards, when
1 see a woodpecker approach a nearby tree. When it lands
on one of its branches, a tiny flicker* (*flikker) of snow
glitters downwards. When I look back, the man has passed,
rounding the corner toward the parking lot. It might
have been better that way.

As I loop around the last tree, I think of the many
stories that have passed through these spaces, of how
histories and intimacies are carried in gestures and glances.

As a queer graphic designer, I am regularly confronted
with the tensions of storytelling; of what to make public,
what to leave private, what to render legible, and what

to let remain opaque. It feels crucial to question what to
reveal and what to withhold. I, and fellow queer story-
tellers alike, carry a sense of responsibility to our forebears,
whose strategies for exposure and elusiveness shape

how we make public today.

I decide to walk back to the bus stop, sprint the last few
metres, and plan to grab some tea somewhere along
the way.

It is a recurring time. I smooth my scarf, while it repeats
itself from white to pink to bhuie and so on. I finish the
very last page of my xeroxed copy of The Faggots and Their
Friends Between Revolutions, and let the book rest on

the empty checkered bus seat beside me.
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