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Crossing and placemaking:
Dimensions of transgression in the practice of Stalker / Osservatorio Nomade

Patrick Diiblin, PhD candidate, ETH Ziirich

The word ‘transgression’ in its original sense has a performative meaning. Etymologically,
transgressus signifies ‘to step across’, ‘to climb over’—in other words, the act of a body
overcoming a physical boundary. It is precisely at this threshold where the practice of the
Italian group of architects, artists and activists Stalker / Osservatorio Nomade originates.
Since 1995, the group has been performing collective walks off-track through peripheral
urban spaces, using barriers as passages, and in so doing, establishing connections regardless
of public and private spheres and boundaries. What started as a hybrid between performance
art and territorial research evolved a few years later into a more socially engaged practice. It
shifted from this distinctly corporeal way of transgressing territories towards strategies of
overcoming social confines relating to marginalised groups. Hence, instead of the heroic act
of crossing, subtler means became crucial to overcome prejudice and fear and eventually to
allow for transformations of precarious places. Nevertheless, their interventions—such as
establishing a Kurdish cultural centre, a neighbourhood-based TV channel in a giant housing
complex, or building a house in a Roma camp—all at some point came into conflict with
official or unwritten rules. While their projects aimed at changing society for the better, they
raise the question of whether such micro-utopias inevitably require transgressive acts.
Through analysis of Stalker’s practice, I aim to investigate, on the one hand, whether and how
these two dimensions of transgression—the performative crossing and the utopian
placemaking—interrelate. On the other hand, I intend to examine the extent to which
transgression can be regarded as a value in and of itself in Stalker’s work, or whether it is

merely a side-effect of underlying anarchist principles.
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