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W
hen you go there it seem

s very sim
ple, the 

darkroom
, but it isn’t, it’s very com

plex. 
 

 O
ne m

ust first start by equating or understanding 
w

hat is a darkroom
 experience …

There are like these situations w
here you feel like 

there’s som
e kind of truth being spoken, and that  

is really exciting, You know
? It’s w

here things get 
really fun. 
 

I think at the beginning it took m
e ages to figure 

out how
 on earth are w

e supposed to navigate these 
spaces that are usually like, totally occupied by gay 
m

en. I didnt know
 how

 to be part of the space or how
 

to figure it out, so i spent a lot of tim
e finding people 

outside the darkroom
 to bring in as a group. 

Yeah, w
e w

ere in the after-party and i said like, ‘i think 
w

e should do m
ore perform

ative acts in the darkroom
’,  

and he w
as like ‘you are w

rong …
 it should really be 

about im
provisation and participation’, and yes, that 

is true, but the thing is, that in the darkroom
, it 

becom
es like this boy-junior-high-club-like looking 

thing you know
? That is also a perform

ance. I also 
think like w

hether it is a perform
ance per-say, or 

w
hether it is just like going into a perform

ative w
ay 

of being som
ething for instance. Som

etim
es you can 

access your personal perversion better from
 that 

because you are signifying it and by som
ehow

 
seeing it yourself, the person you’re doing som

ething 
w

ith also sees it, and through there you can actually 
do som

ething that goes beyond perform
ativity …

 

There is also great joy to be had in experim
enting and  

finding things out, and playing dress-up and basically 
doing som

e kind of intim
ate theatre for one another 

w
here one takes on different roles. N

ot to eradicate 
an identity, but to see that it’s constructed. 
 

I m
ean perform

ative actions, and it’s like a w
ay  

of inserting a focal point and it’s som
ething that 

happens all of the tim
e. I think w

ithout these focal 
points you’re lost, focal points are there to orient 
yourself, not just to each other but also to yourself. 
It’s also an aligning and can give a certain safety  
or enable a fantasy or thought, by som

ehow
 being 

together. 
 

It w
as kinda like a bit theatre-y or like a different 

style of using the darkroom
. There w

as this am
azing 

m
aze darkroom

 and it’s like totally pitch black and 
you literally couldn’t see anything. It w

as like a lot of 
stum

bling around…
and like going to the darkroom

 in 
little groups and having like, little orgies in corners …

 
and then stum

bling around again and then som
ehow

 
clim

bing out.
 

I do think it is som
ething that can be helpful in 

order to establish new
 structures for w

hat kind  
of activities can m

ake the darkroom
 a place w

here 
one actually explores deep kink, or personal  
preference …

 
 

W
ell like your soft perform

ance, the spanking one,  
is actually just setting a perform

ative fram
e, that  

can facilitate an im
provisation. Because w

hat ends  
up happening is spontaneous. In a sense it’s a  
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per form
ance, but in a sense it’s very real som

ehow
 …

W
hen that w

orks, it can open …
 w

ell it can also  
be a service. Like you can actually give som

ebody  
som

ething, but it can also be w
atched, it has 

different outsides …
 

 
There’s also all these stories of like, AFAB people, 

com
ing into the darkroom

 w
ith their strap-ons and 

being like “hey!” and they have to announce 
them

selves, because there’s not an assum
ption of 

w
hat they can do or w

hat they w
ant. O

r also m
aybe 

they m
ight just not be able to get w

hat they w
ant  

just from
 touch. But they say, like, “i w

ant all these 
people to com

e fuck m
e” or like “i w

ant to fuck all of 
you …

 little gay asses in this place” and they can do it.
 

I brought m
y strap-on to the dildo party, but i don’t  

think i used it …
 i think i lent it to som

ebody…
?  

Ahhh yeah i lent it to M
 so they could fuck you at the 

afterparty!
 

(laughs) O
h yeah! That’s w

hy i had the association 
of you and dildo 

There w
as —

 w
hich w

as a nice thing and a not nice 
things about it —

 there w
as the L scene but also  

the people that go to F all the tim
e. So there i did 

definitely have had a few
 experiences, of like people 

grabbing m
e or jum

ping on m
e in w

ays that w
ere 

kinda stressful. It w
as a m

ix of tw
o w

orlds, like i 
w

ouldn’t say that people w
ere being aggressive,  

it w
as m

ore like this gay sex scene and then our 
scene cam

e and like clashed a bit. 
 

I agree, it’s just that i feel, som
etim

es, in m
y 

ex perience, a lot of gay m
en don’t see them

selves as 
the ones w

ho occupy the space, and to open up  
the space for others. 
 

Yeah it’s also quite a com
m

on thing, there are 
som

e people w
ho just don’t have any sense of …

  
other people (laughs)
 

Yeah, but it’s also a m
asculine, or m

ale 
socialisation at least, na? And also, this sense of 
entitlem

ent. Feeling entitled to be here. Also if you 
have a long history of claim

ing a space like this  
and then there’s a new

 reality.. not like a m
ainstream

 
that tries and gets it back, but like, a w

hole culture,  
that is creating new

 nuances in that space, you know
? 

Then it should be fine…
 or it should be im

portant  
to invite this and share
 

But i think by the tim
e w

e got to U
, i think there i 

only had really positive experiences from
 the gay m

en.  
 

W
e had an afterparty once, it w

as at S’s, and i  
w

as like doing m
y thing, and W

 w
as sitting by and 

sm
oking, and she said in the m

iddle “O
h m

y god,  
F is being a good girl!” (laughs) and i think it’s not so 
m

uch that they’re w
om

en, but that they’re people  
that i know, who i haven’t had sex with, because w

e’re  
not sexually into each other, and them

 suddenly  
seeing w

hat i do…

and how
, how

 w
as that for you?

 
W

ell, it turned m
e on a little bit, it m

ade m
e a little 

insecure, you know
 and that w

as kind of …
(laughs) 

the drugs helped.

Sorry …
 by not-queer did you m

ean gay or like, 
straight? 
 

Ahh m
aybe i m

ean, not sex-positive …
 

N
ot sexually-w

oke …
?

 
N

ot sexually-w
oke, not going to a party and m

aybe  
have sex. For m

e, i only go to queer parties and/or 
s ex-positive parties, so for m

e its like, very w
eird to not 

see som
eone having sex at a party, it’s like, why are 

you not having sex? Like what’s the deal? You know?
 

…
 Like it’s kind of a m

easure of how
 good the 

parties …
 

For m
e it is, yeah. 

I rem
em

ber one party w
here i w

as just w
alking 

around and i w
as just seeing like, sex happening 

everyw
here. There w

ere so m
any AFAB people  

doing it, everyw
here, anyw

here, and it w
as so  

thrilling. I rem
em

ber just feeling like YESSSSSS, w
e 

did it! Cos it doesn’t really need to happen in the 
darkroom

! The darkroom
 is kind of like a tool, it’s  

like a —
 at least for us —

 i think it w
as like a m

eans to 
an end. It w

asn’t ever the end. O
r m

aybe it w
as  

at som
e point, but like, very quickly w

e realised it’s  
not actually the end that w

e’re going for. 

I think a lot of people w
ere like ‘it’s actually really nice 

w
hen there’s like AFABs having sex in the darkroom

 
cos you m

ake w
ay m

ore noise, so it seem
s less 

serious, you know
?’ A w

as like “w
henever you’re in 

there you m
ake so m

uch noise that i can’t take m
yself 

seriously, it’s kinda nice.” I feel like, and this is the  
w

ay A described it, he goes in by him
self, in like this 

predator m
ode, and m

aybe that’s a m
ore gay 

darkroom
 scenario. I feel like queer sex is a bit m

ore 
giggly and noisy, there’s lots of sex noises as w

ell.
 

W
ell i w

ould say that i’m
 super noisy! If the 

darkroom
 is super packed you w

ill hear the 
uurrrraaaagghh and the grunts, and the hurrraaa and 
all of that. There are also these people —

 w
ho i w

ill 
never understand —

 w
ho are just quiet. I can 

understand quiet tops —
 or quieter tops —

 but w
hat 

i can’t understand is bottom
s w

ho are com
pletely 

silent. I feel like a lot of the not-noise-m
aking has to 

do w
ith perform

ative m
asculinity and like, sham

e.  

There’s like this term
 in zoology, fem

ale copulatory  
vocalisation, and of course there are exceptions  
en m

asse, but in general w
ith like, um

m
 w

hat’s 
säugetiere?  
 

W
hatever, w

ith anim
als it’s usually the fem

ale that 
m

akes a lot of noise during sex, and it is believed it is 
to attract m

ore m
ates to the site…

(laughs) and thats exactly w
hat you’re doing …

 
That is exactly w

hat i’m
 doing. I’m

 doing fem
ale 

copulatory vocalisation (laughs)
 

It also gives other people perm
ission to let go a 

little bit 
 

Totally, i think its som
ething that w

hen i go into the 
darkroom

 i do sort of feel obligated to m
ake noise

D
o you feel like there’s a perform

ative elem
ent to it? 

 
Yeah, a little bit! For sure…

 it’s also like som
ething 

that i personally like to do, there’s som
ething about 

being exhibitionist, or like perform
ing in this context, 

like w
here people are not necessarily w

atching, but 
they could w

atch. This is also a space that there’s 
voyeurism

, that’s part of it. And there’s exhibitionism
, 

that’s part of it. I think then it turns into a bit m
ore of  

a kinky space rather than just a pure relieve-yourself 
space, than m

aybe it used to be.
 

But i’m
 m

ore not a fan of random
 voyeurs,  

you know
, oftentim

es i don’t like the gaze, the gaze 
disturbs m

e, i get a bit of perform
ance anxiety.

 
Situations that can involve giving som

eone a sort 
of treatm

ent that includes both a receiver and a giver. 
And if that is desired or talked about, or like, in a  
place that it doesn’t even need to be talked about.  
It’s a given that som

e people w
ill w

atch, and som
e 

people w
ill like that.  

O
ne of the things i like about the darkroom

s that i 
experience w

ithin our bubble, is that it’s kinda chatty,  
you know

? Like i can rem
em

ber having sex and  
listening to C talk about som

ething in detail …
 like 

“ah i’m
 getting high now

, i’m
 getting really high”,  

and then like going back into som
e book he’s read, 

an then som
ething else, w

hile som
eone’s giving  

him
 a blow

job …
 

The m
oral standards in Berlin are looser, you’re 

never the m
ost perverted guy in the room

, or perceive 
yourself as the m

ost perverted, because theres 
always som

ebody who’s getting som
ething done, and 

you know
, no judgem

ent, but you loose the 
judgem

ent of yourself. You’re never the m
essiest 

person, you’re never the biggest catastrophe! 
 

In a w
ay it’s m

ore difficult for m
e personally to 

explore the kind of dirty, or kind of …
 you have to be 

brave and personal, and like breaking a boundary,  
or risking som

ething in a certain place in a certain 
condition w

ith certain people. 

The fact that i’ve also changed how
 i perceive m

y 
body, certain security, m

y sexual identity or m
y sexual 

perform
ance. I guess i becom

e slow
ly m

ore 
com

fortable w
ith m

y nudity in the club, in these 
sem

i-private/public spaces that are clubs. I m
ean …

  
i cam

e from
 a place w

here you couldn’t even take off 
your shirt. 
 

In the U
K you’re only naked w

hen you have sex, 

so your body is really sexualised and i think it really 
fucks you up. But w

hen you m
ove to G

erm
any  

you learn that ‘ah, it’s okay, bodies don’t alw
ays have 

to be sexualised’, and i feel like the darkroom
, like 

chatting in the darkroom
 becam

e this thing, like, ah 
you can have sex w

ith your friends and it doesn’t 
have to be this form

al space w
here w

e’re all quiet and 
behave in like a sexy w

ay.
 

I like doing these things …
 and i’d like to do it m

ore.  
You know

 i’ve also done these very funny things, like 
w

ith S …
 w

ell it w
as crazy …

 i w
as w

earing a lot of 
ketchup, and i like, filled their asshole w

ith ketchup. 
And they w

ere like, show
ing it to people and w

ere like, 
“can som

eone help m
e?” I w

as like, am
 i going over  

a border? Is this okay? 

In a w
ay i like to think that the openness tow

ards a 
sexual practice should com

e from
 m

any different 
aspects …

 not just perfectionising a certain 
technique of how

 to perform
 your sexual aroused 

self. The em
ancipation kind of com

es from
 m

any 
different kinds of topics …

 and m
aybe thats w

here 
queer gets interesting, or freaky gets interesting 
because you’re kind of like hitting som

ething w
ith a 

surface and com
ing out of a surface, and seeing  

that as a sym
ptom

 of som
ething real. And that is 

com
ing out of all of the different kinds of topics, it  

has to do w
ith love and friendships, it has to do w

ith 
certain people being deeply engaged w

ith politics, 
having people com

ing from
 different experiences 

and really sharing different types of backgrounds and 
m

anaging to see different practices in the light of 
each other w

ithout having to identify w
ith each other, 

w
ithout having to call it this or that —

 and having a 
sexual behaviour also being a result of that. 
 

I think that takes tim
e to truly accept that w

e are 
just not liking the sam

e things…
 and still daring to 

share it. That’s w
hat i find interesting there, like it’s not 

“cool.” People are in there for the fucking pleasure  
of it. And that is extrem

ely honest. 
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W
e frequently ignore the legacies and m

eanings of  
w

ords in our lives, opting instead to use them
 as 

objective m
arkers for our subjective thoughts. But 

w
ords m

ean different things, in different contexts, for 
different people. Before I can even talk about 
archi ving and solidarity in this piece, I have to first 
begin by exploring w

hat the notion of dark(ness) 
m

eans  to m
e. In m

y life so far, I have com
e to 

understand dark(ness) to be a paucity of light. A 
dearth of illum

ination. Regularly, I have also seen 
how

 dark(ness) has been w
eaponised to becom

e a 
m

etaphor for the absence of know
ledge too. Light, 

on the other hand, has alw
ays been fram

ed as a 
provider of illum

ination and thus very m
uch a sym

bol 
for the presence of know

ledge. Are you w
ith m

e?  
Let m

e elaborate for you here. In the English 
language, it is a very com

m
on  phrase for one to refer 

to a specific situation as “being kept in the dark” 
w

hen describing a lack of know
ledge on som

ething. 
Equally, it is not surprising to hear the term

 “brought 
to light” w

hen going through the process of  
gaining such know

ledge; w
ith light in this context 

representing a transcendence  from
 ignorance.1 

It is interesting to see how
 these binaries of light and 

dark have sim
ilarly becom

e entrenched in  
the m

ore form
al, historical productions of know

ledge 
too. Betw

een the 17th and 19th centuries, Europe 
experienced w

hat is now
 referred to as the Age  

of Enlightenm
ent —

 w
ith theorists such as D

urkheim
 

‘coining’ academ
ies like sociology that preached 

about the possibilities w
e have of understanding  

society principally through the lens of scientific 
objectivity. These ideas still form

 m
uch of how

 
Europe  
(re)produces and (re)distributes its know

ledge today. 
In fact, throughout m

y tim
e at school and up until  

I w
ent to SO

AS for m
y undergraduate in 2013 —

  
a university that at least in theory tries to pedagogi-
cally decentre Europe from

 the productions of 
know

ledge2 —
 I w

as taught that w
hat cam

e before 
this Enlightenm

ent w
as total darkness. But how

 can  
this be the case? M

y ow
n heritages’ histories w

ere 
form

ed in these eras of darkness, including the w
ork 

of scholars like Ibn Khaldun and his 9th century  
theory of evolution (see al-M

uqaddim
ah3) and the 

ever-prevailing arithm
etic of algebra coined in the 

era of Abbasid Baghdad (by polym
ath M

uham
m

ad 
ibn M

usa al-Khw
arizm

i4). So, I w
onder, does this 

m
ean that one only considers know

ledge to be 
En lightenm

ent w
hen it results from

 discourses that 
have been produced in the W

estern hem
isphere?5

 
You m

ay be w
ondering here, w

hy is Erkan getting 
so off-topic and bringing Ibn-Khaldun and algebra 
into the discussion w

hen they’re m
eant to be talking 

about clubs and darkroom
s? W

ell, here’s w
hy. As 

products/subjects of the W
est, w

e’re surrounded by  
a constant pathology of know

ledge that has been 
form

ed in the Enlightenm
ent. W

e’re surrounded by 
the subsequent assum

ption that this is the only 
know

ledge that exists in the w
orld, and by the 

 HO
W

 CAN
 I KN

O
W

 TO
  

ARCH
IVE AN

D
 FIN

D
  

SO
LIDARITY IN

 TH
E DARK 

 
if I do not understand first w

hat darkness is?
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requirem
ent that w

e as individuals as w
ell as a 

society m
ust accept and protect these know

ledges at 
all costs.   
But for queer, trans and/or BIPO

C-identifying people, 
such know

ledges erase, abuse and isolate us.  
They do not provide us the space w

e need in society 
to feel seen, to feel heard, to feel respected. They do 
not allow

 us to w
alk in the light w

ith them
. Club 

spaces have historically becom
e a subversion against 

this. A place of darkness only in the physical sense, 
w

hich provides us as the O
thers an opportunity to 

create our ow
n Enlightenm

ents. Clubs allow
 us to 

leave the spotlight of the gender binary, the histories 
of colonialism

, the rhetoric of racism
 and other 

on going m
echanism

s of hegem
ony and control 

outside. Club spaces and their various subspaces 
allow

 for  us to use physical darkness as a vehicle 
w

ith w
hich to em

brace new
 form

s of light —
 sexually, 

socially, racially, religiously, and socio-
econom

ically —
 through the sounds of m

usic, the 
rhythm

 of dance, the heat  
of intim

acy, the rush of perform
ance, and the thrill  

of non-fam
iliarity.  

 
“I am

 a person w
ith a reasonable am

ount of 
privilege. I w

as sent to a ‘good’ school. I studied at 
‘good’ university. I tried to chase all the things that I 
w

as  
told by m

y parents w
ould grant m

e security: em
ploy-

m
ent, m

ortgage, love. But as a trans* person of 
colour, as a queer person w

ith a radical set of politics 
(w

ell, considered radical to the pow
ers that be at 

least), I have never felt secure. The w
ay I view

 and am
  

view
ed by the w

orld does not fit into the roles that the 
w

orld expects from
 m

e. I try to fight against being a 
subject of it. I try to push m

yself out of the com
forts of 

just accepting its know
ledge as fact. D

o you know
 

how
 fucking exhausting that is? W

hen I feel so 
fucking beat dow

n by this w
orld, that doesn’t w

ant 
people like m

e to TH
RIVE rather than survive, I put m

y 
best outfit into m

y bag and head to the club. I get 
changed in the toilets and I spend 12–24 hours in  
its darkness finding light. I w

atch how
 the sam

e 
people w

ho w
ould police them

selves out of fear in 
public, w

hose eyes w
ould dart from

 carriage to 
carriage w

hen they step on a train, strut into a room
 

as the m
usic pum

ps in the background —
 they/w

e 
ow

n this goddam
n space. This is O

U
R space. W

e are 
a library that reflects the m

ultiplicity of experience. W
e 

are a sanctuary that protects the integrity of 
difference”.

1  
 I w

ant to leave a space here for us to consider how
 you as the read m

ay 
perhaps approach this discussion of unpacking dark(ness) too. For 
instance, I w

ould not be surprised to read pieces of w
ork that explore the 

com
plex binaries of dark(ness) vis-à-vis lightness that can be presented  

in the arenas of racial discourse and identity politics. I w
on’t sit here & type 

on this topic as if I am
 an authority —

 w
hilst I am

 very m
uch a person of 

colour w
ith m

y ow
n lived experiences, m

y physical proxim
ity to lightness  

in a racial sense is m
uch higher than that of other Black and Brow

n siblings 
living in our w

orld. In order to truly understand these im
plications of 

dark(ness) w
ithin the context of race(ism

) and colourism
, w

e m
ust turn  

to the w
orks of incredible w

riters and activists such as Alice W
alker,  

Toni M
orrison, N

andita D
as and Pax Jones.

2   
 Although ironically, it w

as created at the turn of the 20th century to do the 
exact opposite of this. Terrible figures of history like Enoch Pow

ell have 
w

alked through the doors of SO
AS throughout the 1900s, but eventually 

this narrative has been overshadow
ed and replaced w

ith an (albeit naïve) 
endeavour to decolonise academ

ia internally.  

3  
 Evolution, Ibn Khaldun & the Progressives, Cam

bridge Islam
ic Sciences 

W
orldw

ide. https://w
w

w
.cam

bridgeislam
icsciences.com

/evolution-ibn-
khaldun-the-progressives/

4  
The Com

pendious Book on Calculation by Com
pletion and Balancing 

5  
 And m

ore specifically, even if the very thinkers in this W
estern hem

isphere 
have m

ore often than not appropriated and redistributed the know
ledges 

of non-W
estern thinkers as their ow

n? https://w
w

w
.britannica.com

/topic/
The-Com

pendious-Book-on-Calculation-by-Com
pletion-and-Balancing

Each w
inter, Berlin’s vibrant queer social scene 

m
orphs into isolated cocoons hosting m

ostly singles 
and lovers. As the w

inter nights get longer, so do  
the city’s nocturnal activities. In this piece, I w

ill take 
you w

ith m
e to penetrate the dark and get acquainted 

w
ith an infam

ous adult playground: the gay m
aze. 

Feel the w
arm

th in the darkness, in the belly of the 
beast w

here the dark fire burns.

I am
 a queer m

an of color in his late 20s w
ho has 

lived in Berlin since 2018. I use dating apps, I go  
out to bars and clubs, and, som

etim
es, I attend som

e 
‘special’ events. As I distanced m

yself from
 drugs, m

y 
years as a raver have slow

ly been replaced w
ith  

occasional bar-going. Even though I have lost m
y 

appetite for a day-long dance-off, I still search for the 
intim

ate connections I used to form
 in the clubs,  

and particularly in the darkroom
s. 

It is one of Berlin’s long January nights, and I am
 

preparing for a night on m
y ow

n: I am
 heading to a 

sex club in m
y neighborhood. This w

ill be m
y first 

tim
e at this particular location. I start m

y day’s diary 
w

ith the follow
ing note: “I’m

 trying to break aw
ay 

from
 the horrors of online dating.” It is not a surprise, 

especially after repeating another cycle of sending 
photos, receiving photos, sending m

ore, and 
receiving m

ore; I rem
em

ber being overw
helm

ed 
w

ith the digitalization of w
hat I like to have in the 

flesh: fucking!

1)  G
etting into the m

aze:  
no phones, no clothes, no w

allets
I park m

y bike, approach the entrance, and ring the 
bell. A person around m

y age opens the door w
ith  

a sm
ile and lets m

e in. I w
ill later realize that w

ith each 
ringing of the bell, the naked guests inside curiously 
turn their heads to see w

ho is about to w
alk in.  

(A sm
all detail that m

akes the w
aiting inside ever 

m
ore curious.) After a deep breath, I w

alk in. I am
 new

  
here, and the person w

ho adm
itted m

e certainly 
know

s it, but the rule is to act natural: to pass as a 
person w

ho know
s it all.

O
ne thing I love about this place is their no-phone 

policy. This is, of course, not the case for m
any other 

darkroom
s, but this place asks m

e to leave m
y phone 

at the counter. W
ithout m

y phone, w
ithout others’ 

phones: there w
ill be no checking notifications and 

no exchanging num
bers. From

 that m
om

ent on, w
e 

are already experiencing som
ething new

, som
ething 

diffe rent from
 other interactions at random

 bars. 
Since nudity, anonym

ity, and com
fort are the utm

ost 
priorities, the sam

e rules apply to your w
allet (you pay 

at the end, so you don’t have to carry it around) and 
your clothes.

After putting m
y belongings in a trash bag, I get 

m
arked w

ith a num
ber on m

y right shoulder: 74.  
This num

ber w
ill be m

y refence w
hen I order drinks 

and w
hen I pay and leave. After w

alking in alm
ost 
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naked, I exchange som
e glances and continue 

w
alking to the bar to order a drink. Freed from

 their 
usual habit of checking and holding m

y phone, m
y 

hands w
ant to hold, explore, do som

ething! I reach 
out for the tobacco pouch on the counter and start 
rolling a cigarette. 
 

In that m
om

ent w
hile I finish rolling m

y cigarette 
and get m

y drink, I realize that m
y body is going 

through a m
om

ent of sw
itching from

 the codes of the 
outside w

orld to the codes of the sex club. I breath 
out a breath of captured sm

oke, sip m
y drink, and 

start exploring. 
 

As I said, I am
 all about that ‘act natural’ attitude, 

so I start w
alking around as if I know

 the place  
very w

ell. The club first opens to a bar w
hich is partly 

separated from
 the entrance by a 4-m

eter long 
cam

o-print curtain. The bar has black leather seats 
and a few

 tables hosting people taking a break, 
talking, or exchang  ing signals in an unspoken 
language. The room

’s tem
perature is perfect: just 

enough to keep m
e w

arm
 and relaxed in m

y 
underw

ear. After the bar, I w
alk into the second  

room
, sem

i-private w
ith curtained beds and a fairly 

big w
alking area w

hich opens to the dow
nstairs zone. 

2)  H
ow

 to have serious fun:  
the untold rule of the darkroom

 
After exploring the first floor, I head dow

nstairs: to 
the inner circles of this sexy playground. As I w

alk 
past a group of four chatting, I hear one of them

 say 
“G

et him
, get him

” im
plying that their friend should 

get m
e. H

earing this exhortation, I feel silly: do I turn 
m

y head and face the person, or do I act 
indifferently? I decide to quicken m

y steps so as not 
to be found by m

y potential suitor. I rush through the 
low

-ceilinged hall and find m
yself in the corridors  

of the gay m
aze. 

I see one, tw
o, five, ten people, and I stop counting.  

I see aging, young, m
uscular, slim

, hairy, sm
ooth,  

and plus-size bodies. O
ne of the untold rules of the 

darkroom
s: it’s fun, but it’s also ‘serious fun’. O

ne  
can think of this rule as perform

ing m
asculinity,  

or sim
ply adopting a particular attitude to disguise 

the fact that w
e are just a group of adults chasing 

each other in our underw
ear in a poorly lit basem

ent. 
Although sm

iling (or laughing) is not com
m

on, one 
can m

ake sense of little gestures. A sudden head-
turn, a m

ove of hands, a look, and, of course, eyes,  
do tell a lot in the darkroom

. 

3)   The Belly of the Beast: 
 

Exploring the gay m
aze and the dark fire

I look around, I w
alk m

ore. Sim
ilar to all the other 

m
azes, this gay m

aze also has a center, a heart 
w

here all the hearts beat together. As I w
alk m

ore, 

the m
aze feels w

arm
er. I look dow

n and see little 
drops of sw

eat covering m
y hairy torso. The heat, 

adrenaline, and all the nudity put m
e in a euphoric 

trip, I am
 under the spell of this place. 

I approach a corner that is darker than the rest of the 
m

aze. I catch sight of som
e people, all facing the dark 

corner, concentrating on a spot that I am
 not yet able 

to see. I hear m
oaning, chains clicking: 

 
   

 
CLICK, 

       
 

         CLCIKCK,
 

 
 

 
         AH

YYH
. 

The rhythm
 is as fam

iliar as heartbeat: bodies 
throbbing, in and out. I understand that this is w

here 
the dark fire burns and heats up the room

. W
e are all 

bound by its spell, our hearts racing w
ith its rhythm

, 
our eyes hypnotized w

ith each of its m
ovem

ents.  
I am

 at the center of the m
aze, the heart w

here all  
the hearts beat. 

As m
y eyes adjust to the dark, I see the contours of a 

leather sling hosting a three-headed m
onster w

ith six 
legs, m

oaning and shaking w
ith pleasure.  

All of a sudden, I hear another fam
iliar m

etallic click 
behind m

e, TCH
IN

 TCH
IN

; som
eone in the dark 

lights their cigarette. W
ith the click of the lighter, w

e 
all see ourselves for a short second, and then the 
darkness settles again. 
 

Tim
e feels slow

er in the darkroom
, especially in 

that dark corner. Then, I catch the eye of the person 
standing next to m

e, a beautiful m
an w

ith long hair. 
O

ur bodies m
eet in the dark, m

oving sm
oothly as  

if w
e are follow

ing an untold script. After that, w
e go 

upstairs and talk for an hour. I am
 num

ber 74 and  
he is 64, w

e laugh and share stories w
ithin the w

alls 
of the cam

o-print curtains. 

I’ve been to the belly of the beast; I know
 the dark 

fire. I know
 that there is som

ething m
agical in 

breaking free from
 the rules. That is w

hat darkroom
s 

do, not only hide things, but expose things that only 
appear in the dark.

D
rag is the art of m

anipulating light and darkness.  
In order to contour a face, one uses light colours  
on areas that are to com

e forw
ard and dark colours 

on those that should retreat. To fem
inise a face,  

the areas that require lightening are the m
iddle of 

the forehead, dow
n the centre of the nose and  

across the cheekbones. A darker colour is used  
on both sides of the forehead, dow

n the sides of  
the nose, along the jaw

line, and, m
ost im

portantly,  
under the cheekbones. This shadow

-sculpting 
requires patience, practice, and, m

ost of all, a specific 
lighting situation.

Anyone w
ho has ever done drag at a pride parade 

know
s that “day drag” is best avoided. Taken out of 

our natural habitat, our shadow
s are all w

rong. The 
contours fall apart and the colours appear garish and 
lost. O

ur usual task is to conjure the fantastic out  
of the m

undane, turning ordinary life into som
ething 

exciting and m
eaningful. But, like all m

agic-w
orkers, 

w
e require good staging, strategic positioning, artfully 

placed sm
oke and m

irrors. W
e find these in the drag 

bar. The drag bar is a space that has taken a look  
at the outside w

orld and decided it can do a better  
job. The sun – that searchlight perched crudely upon  
the w

atchtow
er of heterosexual conform

ity —
  

is blocked out by dingy, sm
oke-stained w

alls that 
provide shelter and respite from

 the outside w
orld.  

Its light —
 transform

ed aeons ago by antediluvian 
alchem

y into coal and now
 once again into electricity —

  

is redirected through a cheap rig of lam
ps to artful 

effect. Live m
usic is banished to m

ake room
 for the 

cam
p necrom

ancy of queens and kings lip syncing to 
voices from

 the past. O
ur spaces, and the interplay  

of light and dark that they house, are w
hat allow

 us to 
w

ork, to exist. And now
 they’re closed.

Another arena in w
hich drag has flourished is 

Instagram
. I’m

 not an Insta queen. This could be 
because it’s the first app that I w

as obliged to join but 
w

as too old to have any enthusiasm
 for, or it could  

be because the cold, flat, affectless digital space that 
it creates seem

s to m
e to be the end of drag, and 

perhaps even thought itself. It’s probably both. But I 
don’t think it’s unfair to resent a platform

 w
here the 

im
age of a drag queen —

 the result of hours, days  
and years of fem

inised labour and reshaping of the 
self —

 is alm
ost alw

ays dem
oted by the algorithm

 
(inform

ed by real hum
an interactions, m

ind you) in 
favour of a w

hite cis boy w
ith prom

inent cheekbones 
asking his follow

ers w
hat kind of cereal they like  

to eat in the m
orning or w

hich of his artless poses  
they find m

ost inspiring. I also have no real 
m

otivation to claim
 the prize of this arena: influencer 

status. I already w
ork in an underpaid industry in 

w
hich a vanishingly sm

all m
inority m

ake any real 
m

oney. And to be honest, the only thing I really w
ant 

to “influence” is the aesthetics of the guillotines  
w

e’ll soon be erecting in the tow
n squares in order to 

finally solve our problem
s w

ith the rich. I think pink 
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Season I
Topics:
urine
clean
snickers
sleep 

Artists:
#1 (urine) 
 

 Em
m

ilou Rößling; N
oam

  
Brusilovsky; Janne N

ora  
Kum

m
er & Fee Röm

er,  
Laura G

enevieve Jones &  
Alex Linton 

#2 (clean) 
 

 Allison W
iltshire / G

enevieve 
G

iuffre; Paw
eł Św

ierczek;  
Jupiter Brow

n; Ana Laura  
Lozza / Bárbara H

ang  
#3  (snickers)
 

 Zander Porter; Ziza Akad;  
G

ur Piepskow
itz /  

Lara Buffard; Felix Roadkill  
#4 (sleep)
 

 Joseph W
egm

ann;  
Julia Plaw

go; Alisa H
ecke &  

Julian Rauter; N
etta W

eiser

Team
:

Björn Pätz
Sandra U

m
athum

Joshua W
icke

 

  W
riters:

Lea Langenfelder
M

axi W
allenhorst

Kristin Flade (sleep)

Tech and Lights:
Em

ese Csornai
Susana Alonso

Feedback H
osts:

N
ina Tecklenburg (urine)

Florian Feigl (clean)
Eike W

ittrock (snickers)
Alice Chauchat (sleep)

Video / Photo D
ocum

entation:
D

iethild M
eier

Anna Agliardi

Logo D
esign:

Lukas Küng

Perform
ance Space:

Kantine at Sophiensæ
le

Jury:

Björn Pätz, Sandra U
m

athum
, 

Joshua W
icke and from

  
Sophiensæ

le: Joy Kristin Kalu 
(urine and clean) and Alexander 
Kirchner (snickers and sleep)

Season II
Topics:
pain killer
deutsches theater
dark room

Artists:
#5 (pain killer)
 

 D
jibril Sall; Else Tunem

yr  
w

ith Liina M
agnea; D

nastja 
Antonenko, Josephin H

anke, 
Lucky H

ole, Bo Thom
as,  

Laurean W
agner; Fjóla G

auta-
dóttir & Suvi Kem

ppainen
#7 (dark room

)
 

 Paola Bascón; Sophie  
G

uisset; Frida Laux;  
caner teker

Team
:

Björn Pätz
Sandra U

m
athum

M
axi W

allenhorst
Joshua W

icke

W
riters:

Eva Tepest & Lynn Takeo M
usiol 

(pain killer)
Stanton Taylor (dark room

)

Tech & Lights:

Susana Alonso

Q
ueen of Toasts

M
elanie Jam

e W
olf (pain killer)

Liz Rosenfeld (dark room
)

Les Chefs de Cuisine
M

argarita Tsom
ou & M

axim
ilian 

H
aas (pain killer)

Eliza M
oser (dark room

)

Video / Photo D
ocum

entation:
Anna Agliardi
Johan Planefeldt

G
raphic D

esign / M
entorship:

M
arion Kliesch

Perform
ance Space:

Ballhaus O
st

Jury:
Sandra U

m
athum

, Björn Pätz, 
M

axi W
allenhorst, Joshua W

icke 
and from

 Ballhaus O
st: 

Tina Pfurr (pain killer)

w
ould be nice. I really do respect the labour of the 

queens and kings on Instagram
, but it has alw

ays 
been a poor substitute for the drag bar.

O
ne night shortly after all of our spaces w

ere 
shuttered, I w

as attacked on the street. It w
as dark. 

Ideal conditions for drag, you’d think. There w
as 

som
e artificial light from

 the street lam
ps too, stale 

yellow
 glare concentrated in pools on the ground. 

But it w
as arranged w

rong. The gorgeous rich red of 
m

y blood w
as obscured and appeared as a m

urky, 
yellow

y brow
n as I spat it from

 m
y m

outh onto the 
ground. I escaped w

ith a broken jaw
, a cut face, and a 

badly bruised elbow
. I w

as lucky. It could have been 
m

uch w
orse. The w

rong lighting can be deadly. A few
 

days later an indistinct yellow
-blue bruise spread 

itself along m
y jaw

line, w
here I w

ould norm
ally apply 

m
y contour. The effect w

as m
essy and unflattering. 

The sw
elling w

asn’t in the right places either.

In norm
al tim

es solidarity w
eaves its w

ay through 
m

uch of the shadow
 architecture of the Berlin drag 

scene. The current conditions have necessitated yet 
another transform

ation of this elusive and precious 
entity. Q

ueens Against Borders, w
hich I organise w

ith 
the D

arvish, collected video perform
ances from

  
our resident perform

ers and others to produce a live 
stream

 to raise m
oney for free self-defence classes 

for trans and queer refugees. Pansy and ReveRso, 
tw

o m
ainstays of the scene, have both also raised 

m
oney to help refugees w

ho w
ere rendered 

particularly vulnerable by the crisis. The Venus Boys 
(a collective providing a playground for m

asculine 
drag) and Q

ueerberg (a soli-event run by and for 
queer and trans refugees) have created live stream

s 
to provide entertainm

ent for those at hom
e during 

lockdow
n. But as the days have grow

n longer  
and it has becom

e safer (for now
) to be outside,  

the audiences for this have dropped off. I could be  
bitter about this, but som

e of the sunsets have  
been seriously cam

p spectacles. I can’t blam
e  

our audiences for being seduced by those (rare) 
m

om
ents w

hen nature gets the lighting right.

O
f course I’m

 looking forw
ard to the m

om
ent w

hen 
w

e can return to our spaces, though I’m
 anxious  

that their new
 configurations w

ill w
ash aw

ay the 
basic conditions w

e have w
orked so hard to build up 

over the last few
 years. It’s alw

ays an uphill battle to 
m

ake sure our labour is paid, and I anticipate that  
this w

ill be even harder in the tim
es to com

e. But if 
w

e m
anaged to survive all of the bullshit that w

e  
have w

aded through every day up until now
, I see  

no reason to doubt our resilience now
. W

e’ll be here  
for a w

hile yet, m
anipulating light and darkness, 

sculpting shadow
 in our dank, hallow

ed spaces.



Budget Dirty 
Debüt S#1 – 
79.000,00 €
 
1.  Artistic Direction/ 

Organization/Management 
20.000,00 €

2.   Travel & Accommodation 
Costs 
900,00 €

3.   Production costs:
–  Salary Artists
  33.200,00 €
–  Facilities, Tech Rental/   
 Rent, Tech Service, KSK   
 13.900,00 €
4.   Documentation 
 6.000,00 €
5.   Public Relations 
 5.000,00 €

Budget Dirty 
Debüt S#2 – 
83.300,00 €
1.   Artistic Direction/ 

Organization/Management 
22.300,00 €

2.  Travel & Accommodation   
 Costs 
 900,00 €
3.    Production costs:
–   Salary Artists 

34.100,00 €
–  Facilities, Tech Rental/   

Rent, Tech Service, KSK 
15.000,00 €

4.   Documentation 
 6.000,00 €
5.   Public Relations 
 5.000,00 €

Budget  
PARASITES
2.150,00€
1.    Artistic Direction/ 

Organization/Management 
1.100 €

2.  Salary Artists 900 €
3.   Material costs 150 € 


