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From the margins of the sporting world come five 
reports. No chance any of this will make the back 
pages. Jaime Chu on watching the competitors of 
the drone racing championships in their flip flops 
and slick goggles. Ingo Niermann details the enor-
mous cost to life and limb of performance-en-
hancing substances, but finds the post-humanist 
potential ripe. Bianca Heuser honours the majesty  
of the horse, while Benjamin Hirte swims his way 
through the world’s public pools. And back in  
Berlin, Geoffrey Mak calls in from Berghain’s sports-
wear fetish party, where the whole club is turned 
into a locker room scene. 

W OF

THE 
PUBLIC 
AND 
THE 
PUBLIC 
POOL
Benjamin Hirte

New York’s summer is a long, humid 
stretch from May to the end of Septem-
ber. In the hottest weeks it can be a hell 
hole. One of the first things I did when 
I arrived in July 2018 was to register for 
lap swim (7–9am!) at the Lower East 
Side Hamilton Fish Pool. The swimming 
area is generous and free, like all New 
York City municipal outdoor pools. 
Most of them stem from the New Deal 
Era. Politicians understood early on that 
pools and bath houses can take some of 
the possible stress off of neighbour-
hoods in the sweltering heat. These 
pools, however, are only open from July 
through August. The public sector is 
desolate, despite all the big money in 

the city. This leaves municipal recrea-
tional spaces with not enough budget to 
finance long term regular staff.

My half an hour in the Hamilton 
Fish Pool every morning was a raging 
mass of waves and shrill blue from the 
pool paint. As opulent as the park area 
was, the water was murky and strewn 
with little pieces of cracked lacquer. It 

was crowded with eager splashing sport 
swimmers, and the water level was low, 
basically made for non-swimmers. An 
epic battle. After the laps I would get 
changed outside, somewhere near the 
shower area and sit around in the 
shadow for a bit. This could lead to a 
chat. As a proper European new to the 
city, I felt like giving advice on how to 
run things better in the US. I just 
couldn’t wrap my mind around the idea 
of public pools opening for only two 
summer months. Why not charge a cou-
ple of dollars and have it run for four or 
five? The answer was prompt and clear: 
“If you give them one dollar, next year 
it’s going to be ten”, showing a deeply 
rooted distrust in city government. 

In the winter many artists go to 
the Y (the YMCA sports club) all around 
the city, most of them with a medi-
um-sized pool. It’s a non-profit organi-
sation, which nowadays caters to some-
thing akin to a middle class, if that 
actually still exists in New York. The 
monthly membership fee is affordable, 
provided you can prove low income. 
The Y is therefore not luxurious, and 
has a long-standing charitable tradition, 
serves its communities, and that is its 

Zaha Hadid Architects, London Aquatics Centre, 
opened in 2011

Rudder & Grout, North Sydney Olympic Pool, 
opened in 1936
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charm. I miss my Y on 14th street. After 
a swim, I would often end up in the 
community area in one of those large 
leatherette chairs donning YMCA heral-
dic colours and read while listening to 
all kinds of people from the neighbour-
hood. There was this group of old guys 
who spent whole afternoons crowded 
around a table after their weekly basket-
ball game, and after that, heading to the 
diner next door. 

It is easier to understand how 
valuable places are that allow for some 
kind of diverse public after seeing such 
institutions in the US under constant 
duress. I have always taken Vienna’s 
Social Democratic bulwarks for 
granted. Vienna has its own problems 
as a city – its nepotism, microaggres-
sions, haunted by the spectre of its 
grand history – but social and public 
infrastructure is not yet one of them. 
Since 1919, the city has been governed 
by the Social Democratic Party, except 

for the fascist years. Here too, social 
housing, cultural institutions, and, of 
course, public pools are under greater 

threat now from various public–private 
partnership stunts, but so far, Vienna 
has managed to hold on to the idea of 
city-owned property. Public transpor-
tation and institutions are mostly well-
run and affordable. The renovated 
Stadthallenbad (municipal swimming 
pool) is an eerily crisp, well-main-
tained, freshly painted landscape with 
a large steel basin. 

Public pools are a complex 
blend of personal and public space. The 
locker situation, the lane sharing, and 
the distinct corporeality of water sport 
create an unusual social situation, like 
those found in contact sports. If noth-
ing else, there is a need for interaction 
that is at the base of a functioning com-
mons. Pre-Covid, I visited a lot of public 
pools for swim laps while travelling. 
They exemplified core ideals of the 
respective city’s civic life and its aspira-
tion towards city development. I still get 
weekly updates from Pasadena’s Rose 

Bowl pool on their futile attempts to 
stay open during the Covid limbo. A 
symbolic cul-de-sac was my trip in 

London to Zaha Hadid’s Aquatics Cen-
tre, lying prostrate like a dead whale in 
the bleak dystopian post-Olympic 
desert. A landscape straight out of a J.G. 
Ballard Novel, all watched over by Anish 
Kapoor’s signature tower skeleton. 
Inside Hadid’s pool, under a digitally 
curved dome, I found myself encased by 
an absurd line up of huge, colourful, 
plastic aircushion slide castles for chil-
dren. The showers and lockers already 
felt slightly neglected – pointing to the 
slow doom, illustrating the dispropor-
tion between its creation for the bom-
bastic short-term use for the 2012 Olym-
pics, and the impossibility to fill those 
structures with an actual usage and 
daily visitors. After that I went to the 
adjacent Stratford Shopping Centre. 
Coming to a new city, swimming is like 
a side entrance to an aspect of civic life, 
revealing the inner workings of its 
immune system.

I often thought sports and arts 
are an odd couple, given the art world’s 
particular fetish for the death drive, 
but we live in a society; and societies, 
just as artists, have to take care of 
themselves. 

 BENJAMIN HIRTE is an artist 
and lives in Vienna.

THEIR 
MAJESTY
Bianca Heuser

Among domesticated animals, horses 
have to be the most majestic. Through 
more than five millennia of domestica-
tion, they have retained an air of nobil-
ity that most other animals qualified as 
pets, livestock, or beasts of burden were 
never granted by their human tamers 
and breeders. What is at the root of 
their almost mythological standing 
among other creatures of these three 
categories, which all apply to the horse? 

If the reasons are due to their 
size, cows, for example, should enjoy a 
similar reverence, but even in Hinduism, 

the holy status that cows are granted in 
reality is more often expressed in a 
desire not to use the animals for slaugh-
ter. They are revered by many more as a 
symbol than for their singular divinity. 
If the horse’s dignity was derived solely 

from the elevated view its rider was 
granted on its back, why vilify donkeys 
to the extent we do? No, there is nothing 
majestic about a donkey, not even if 
Jesus personally rode on one. Our ado-
ration of horses might better be com-
pared to our love for dogs, but again: If 
a dog can be thoroughly ridiculed, 
humiliated, even, simply by putting a 
sweater on them, how does a horse man-
age to retain its dignity in spite of having 
to wear a crocheted, or worse still, 
bedazzled, fly hood?

Let’s follow the money. Horses 
have historically been expensive and to 

this day they are the costliest pets little 
girls beg their parents for all over the 
world. Initially, domesticated horses 
received their high price tag due to their 
myriad uses. Among the beasts of bur-
den, they are peerless in terms of their 

versatility. After their use in agricultural 
development, the horse’s speed got the 
archetypal “gentle giant” paradoxically 
entangled in another lucrative human 
enterprise: war. 

It seems likely to me that this is 
where men’s fascination with the crea-
ture really kicked up, powered by the 
animal’s perceived “loyalty until death” 
and the warrior’s intoxicating experi-
ence of increased height and velocity. “A 
horse, a horse!”, Shakespeare’s King 
Richard III cried out his last words on 
the battlefield, “My kingdom for a 
horse!” Later, John Wayne rode his 

movie mare Dollor, exclusively – fre-
quently and poignantly misspelled as 
Dollar – into immortality as he con-
quered Wild West lore. And until today, 
rodeos make a majorly twisted specta-
cle of subjugating the horse. Here, too, 
the masculine drive to dominate lives 
on as the horse is tortured in order to 
buck in faux wildness, only for the cow-
boy to feign control over the clearly 
superior, suffering creature.

Women, while they have histor-
ically participated in the cruel rodeo 
sport and some, like Joan of Arc, 
entered the battlefield ahead of the 
gender curve, seem largely to have 
developed a more equitable relation-
ship to horses, one sparked by a sense 
of personal freedom more so than the 
drive to conquer. In fact, the conflu-
ence of women’s rights and personal 
freedom can be illustrated by the inven-
tion of the side-saddle. Up until the 
fourteenth century, European women 
rode astride. With the rise of feudalism 
and patriarchal politics, royal families 
began to rely on securing a male heir 
to their empire, and protecting the vir-
ginity of a royal bride became an affair 
of state. Thus, when Princess Anne of 
Bohemia travelled across Europe by 
horse to wed King Richard II in 1382, 
she did so using this new contraption. 
A mere two hundred years later, the 
side-saddle had become the social 
norm for decent women as riding 
astride was now derided as “unlady-
like” – yet another right revoked and 
freedom curbed by the incessant 
scheming of patriarchs.

While women worked around 
the limitations of the side-saddle, learn-
ing how to gallop and even show jump 
without falling off, it obviously couldn’t 
compare to the joy of riding with either 
leg wrapped around these powerful 
creatures. Why else would it take suffra-
gettes in the early 20th century, over 
five hundred years later, protesting to 
regain this right if its psychological 
effect wasn’t obvious to both them and 
the men outlawing it?

Roland Rainer, Stadthallenbad, opened in 1974, Vienna 
General renovations by driendl* architects, 2010–2014
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USEF Pony Finals, Lexington, Kentucky in the Small Pony Hunter division
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