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Chance Operations in History and Hierarchy
Stella Douglass + lydia see

“The visibility which makes us most vulnerable is that which also is
the source of our greatest strength.”
— Audre Lorde

What is it about the legacy and history of Black Mountain College that draws so
many queer people to take up the task of writing about it?

This visual essay meanders along the research tributaries of Stella Douglass, an
undergraduate Art History student interested in queer theory and registration' as their
research intersects with their faculty mentor, lydia see, a curator and artist for whom
Black Mountain College has been a permanent fixture in their practice.

What follows is a co-creative and ongoing documentation focused on the
complication and liberation of addressing archival silences relating to queer identity—
within Black Mountain College history, in museum registration methods and archival

description, and in intangible and intersecting histories.
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rom Cage

Cage's copy among its merchandise. A handwritten inscription
explains the book’s $650 price-tag. Along with his name, Cage noted on the

front flyleaf: “This is a book | haven't read

Who knows in what spirit (or for whom) Cage made this note in Duberman’s
book, but it is certainly a coup for both Royal Books and those of us
interested in the historiography of Black Mountain College. Cage's flippant
note, pictured below, implies that Duberman’s Black Mountain narrative left
\DV-H something to be desired and raises the question: what kind of Black Mountain
N history would john Cage actually have read?
Even those in Richards's milieu who were clearly queer (and there were
'S C\‘ mc []c“-s!( CM many) identified their sexual and romantic practices in ways that may appear
k«) wt tn Mu‘% inscrutable to us now. Look, for example, at John Cage. As Jonathan D. Katz

notes in his essay “John Cage’s Queer Silence; Or, How to Avoid Making

Matters Worse,” “John Cage never did quite come out of the closet.” Katz
draws a parallel between Cage's aesthetic innovations and his sexual identity, W& wm\“

suggesting that silence was not only his artistic inspiration, but also his form
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John Cage never did quite come out of the closet. Nonetheless, nearly everybody in the art world who knew
hirn knew of his lifelong relationship with Merce Cunningham, and some even knew about the other men in
his life. His sexuality was an open secretwithin the avant=garde; and as his fame spread, so too did
knowledge of his personal life. Still, direct public acknowledgment of Cage's sexuality has been, until quite
recently, hard to find; congigned to'the realm of gossip, it has been understood as tangential torhis historical
importanceand achievements:Cage himself, while never denying his sexuality, preferred to duck the
question. When asked to characterize his relationship with Cunningham, he would say, “T cook, and Merce
does the dishes.”" As Thope to L show in this essay, such avoidance was not only coy but constituted a
form of active resistance within the homophaobic culture of postwar America.

¥atz  John Cazé (veaw Silence

I1. Silent Lives

Anew generation of scholars has tried to break through Cage's silence by describing his reticence with
regard to his sexuality as coy and ascribing it to his membership in the pre-Stonewall, preliberationist
generation of gay men. As to why a person of Cage's unconventional lifestyle, disdain for public opinion,
and anarchist leanings would uphold the highly restrictive social compact of the closet, one longtime
acquaintance (who wishes to remain anonymous) has remarked, “Well, he's a fifties queen, you know."
surely according to our contemporary modeling of gay and lesbian identity, which holds being out of the
closet as perhaps the central measure of freedom and psychic health Cagewasafiftiesqueen; his
regarding is an index of a time thankfully receding into the past.”’

That Cage's increasingly unexpressive mien was at least partly strategic is clear from the composer Morton Figure 2. (from left) Robert Raus
Feldman's account of the culture in which Cage traveled throughout the 1940s sthemachoyoften

#* Feldman, a friend of his, underscored the degree to
which Cage's unexpressiveness may have done double duty as a shield. As if fearful of violating aconfidence,
Feldman once told an interviewer, “I don't want to exaggerate this point, because John was very sensitive to

member there was a little gathering m aChinese restaurant, and Jackson Pollock was taunting John.” (a\ﬂ) %\,;

For his part, Cage has remarked of Pollock: *1I ... tried to avoid him. I did this because he was generally so .
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Stella

My dive into the process of data collection and database input started with a
small query: | inserted the term ‘queer’ into the search bar for the University of Arizona’s
Museum of Art (UAMA) collections. | was hoping for some ease of access into a
plethora of new and familiar queer artists and artworks. | had expected John Cage and
Robert Rauschenberg to be no-brainers on this list.

Of the six works which populate under the search term “queer” within the UAMA
database, four belong to Patrick Hughes’ The Domestic Life of a Rainbow series. Per
Hughes’ website biography, “for Hughes the rainbow represented a solid experience.”
There has been no categorical differentiation between the rainbow as a queer symbol
from the artist’s intention of using the rainbow as a spatial motif. In my research, there is
no indication that Patrick Hughes identifies as queer or within the LGBTQIA spectrum,
or that he intended the series as any homage or symbolic support for queer/gay pride.
The remaining two works which populated the search were Andy Warhol’s Ladies and
Gentlemen (Wilhelmina Ross) and Nahum Zenil’'s De La Serpiente (Triptych). The
subject of Warhol’'s portrait, Wilhelmina Ross, is a transgender woman, and Zenil has a
long history of using self-portraiture to contemplate his own homosexuality. Here, the
content is explicitly “queer” irrespective of artist identity. My confusion at the results, as
well as in the lack of results, spurred me to further research some of the ethical
questions associated with the inclusion/erasure of queerness within archival spaces. If a
rainbow is flagged as queer/gay/homosexual subject matter, why can’t the work of
queer artists be? Must queer art have an explicit representation of queer identity to be
considered queer subject matter?
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This research is important to me as a young queer person. While my musings
may present as naive compared to the Black Mountain College experts, this process
highlighted to me that an exploration into queer life must be approached using queer
methodologies and historiographies, rather than frameworks which uphold hetero-

patriarchal structures.
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The UAMA uses Chenhall’s Nomenclature as a basis for the classification of
objects in the database. The terms included in the nomenclature refer entirely to
human-made artifacts and do not include or make reference to style, geographic origins,
or identifying information about the creator. This makes the nomenclature lacking when
it comes to a collection of artwork, whose keyword and search terminology needs
additional identification of style and subject matter to be relevant and accessible to

database users.
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Molesworth's designation of this methodological challenge as queer suggests that there is something
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It is also important to note that the UAMA does not lack queer art in its collection,
it lacks the framework for users and researchers to discover the (queer?) art. Among
the UAMA collection are three pieces of work by John Cage including 9 Stones, Score
Without Parts (40 Drawings by Thoreau): Twelve Haiku, and Where There is Where
There—Urban Landscape, nine pieces by Robert Rauschenberg, and another three
from Jasper Johns. None of these descriptions reference the fact that these artists were
queer (either self-identified as such or posthumously). While the UAMA is far from a
vast source of Black Mountain College material and ephemera, it reveals the silences
and concealments that exist in our database, keeping us a step removed from finding
queer artists within the collection, as well as establishing them within a legacy and

canon of queer art.
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A question | got from lydia was: “Who are you to say that? Well, who are any of
us to name anything?” Are art historians granted naming rights by a higher power. |
didn’t think so. Our want to classify is not ordained by a higher authority but by our own,
and perhaps, generalized desire for categorization. | should also point out that | am not

the one doing the queering; the queering has already been done.
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It was difficult in a small community to hide personality quirks for
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Mary Olson would summon her son from play with a whistle she kept on
the back porch. She was overprotective of her only child, showing a motherly
solicitude which sometimes made the boy uncomfortable. She “pushed” him,
with a “tough emotional insistence” which he began to resent as a teenager
and eventually felt driven to resist, developing a strong emotional block against
her. Yet through his adult life he was drawn to a series of female “protectors,”
her incarnations. “What did my mother do,” he once asked the most protec-
tive of them all, his first wife, “or not do, that left her such a fixed image of
woman in me? My hunch is that she didn’t give me enough love to slake the
appetite of a son, especially an only son. Or was it too much—too close, that
Trinity!—and so smothering . . - and why I fight any attachment?”
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The weather grew warmer, Washington's trees broke into blossom, Olson
had foundation cash to bank on. Yet his restlessness only increased. He went
alone to New York for a session with Cagli. They discussed a new idea for a
set of “American Tarot™ playing cards with poetic text and graphics, but
Olson was distracted by his qualms over porentiak
aclationship wath-hisaristfriend. Similar danger signs appeared to crop up
everywhere he turned. In the course of a casual luncheon conversation during
the same New York visit, Jungian psychologist and Meclville expert Henry
Murray brought him up short with a gentle but meaningful comment about
figurative archerypes in Call Me Ishmacl. The Father was obviously a domi-
nant presence in the book, observed Murray, but there was a curious vacancy
where the Mother should have been. Olson worried that his friend was cor-
rect. The femimine principle was eternally cluding him, leaving his sexual
circuits sadly incomplete. Looking into the faces of women he passed in the
crowded city, he imagined a camival of missed sexual opportunities. On the
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train back to Washington, his eye was caught by a pretty and stylish young
woman who reminded him of Connic in the carly days of their courtship.

Interpreting the woman’s glances as a signal of invi

tion, he was thrown

into a terrible quandary about whether to approach her. She suddenly got off
the train at the 30th Streer station in Philadelphia. After some moments of
indecisiveness, he tried to follow her, but the imagined temptress had disap- 155
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This is the difficulty with attempting to heuristically approach the questions
surrounding the Queer Effect: there is no answer, let alone a quick, efficient, or simple
answer. For the purposes of investigating this queer life of BMC, all we can do is restate
the necessity of subjective, non-academic sources in reanimating this history. Gossip,
rumor, hearsay, scuttlebutt, whichever form you prefer, perform as the basis for an
outsider understanding of what it meant to be queer at BMC. It is also necessary to
reconcile the gathered body of reminiscence and collateral information as formative to
our process of categorization and recognition. For members of the queer community
who were relegated to silence-either as a means of survival or as a means of
resistance-utilizing gossip in an archival context allows for a history that is “open to
indefinite suggestion” and therefore speculative.?

Constructing a picture of queer life at Black Mountain College requires
imagination and speculation, not only because we know that queerness was not entirely
accepted as much as it was tolerated, but also because ideas about BMC itself can be
contradictory;seen by some to have operated as atemporal, insular, and non-
normative—a premise rejected by others. This is why | believe that so many of the
defining works written about BMC are done so by queer writers, whose framework and
writing styles lean into the use of gossip, imagination, narrative, and contradiction to

give a picture of that place and time.
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t recognizes and accommodates more than just white
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As historians and theorists of sexuality have refined a notion of the
late nineteenth-century “invention” of the homosexual, their discus- \‘Wmm\
sions have drawn primarily upon theories and historics of gender. George
Chauncey, in particular, has provided an invaluable discussion of the THE mm 77

ways in which paradigms of sexuality shifted according to changing ide-

ologies of gender during this period* He notes a gradual change in lpln’t Flm M- In this view, udi’tufw be.haVlor"
medical models of scxual deviance, from a notion of sexual inversion, ‘m'ﬂ Of ﬂw m Qxhibi th

understood as a reversal of one’s sex role, to a model of homosexuality, is the enemy ﬁng e lymptom. Thus, lmtead
definedas deviantscxual object.choice. These categorics and their trans- ,dmufyins the person as his disturbance Neill tries to jof
formations, argues Chauncey, reflected concurrent shifts in the cultural 0‘ elemm dutmcﬂ've i hm with
organization of sex/gender roles and participated in prescribing accept- pim in exorcising to growth,2¢

able behavior, especially within a context of white middle-class gender Ndn' in my view, is a saint. Those are rare emgh to come upon

ideologics.

While gender insubordination offers a powerful explanatory model anywhere and it would be foolish to hope for a community of them,
for the “invention” of homosexuality, ideologies of gender also, of 1 Moumln did at least u-y_.wm‘xﬂc m@ the effort

course, shaped and were shaped by dominant constructions of race. In-

deed, although it has received little acknowledgment, it is striking that be 8 Mwlﬁc mmmhy, to help its members (u does Neill at
the “invention” of the homosexual occurred at roughly the same tme dimlﬂ “?hﬂtﬂ’el’ hﬂhl

that racial questions were being i v in the United &mmﬁhﬂl) vior seemed hﬁlﬂmﬂ to them
States: This was the moment, for instance, of Plessy v. Ferguson, the 1896 i to those around them-—be it m hostilif A shyncu, whatever.
U.S. Supreme Court ruling that insisted that “black” and “white™ races N
were “separate but equal” Both a product of and a stimulus to a nation- But there were boundaries to Black Mountain’s tolerance of “deviant”
wide and brutal era of racial segregation, this ruling had profound and ‘ymm It can be W that some boundaries had to be set if

lasting cffects in legitimating an apartheid structure that remained legally 5 =

sanctioned for over half of the twenticth century. The Plessy case distilled the community was to remain functional. But in fact “functional”

in legal form many widespread contemporary fears about race and racial

difference at the time. A deluge of “Jim Crow" and antimiscegenation tended to be defined at Black Mountain in the thirties as “orderly,”
with certain kinds of deviation, like homosexuality, considered by

Snoron its mature, disruptive.

So although there were few rules—legislated procedures—freedom
was circumscribed by a strong sense of what was or was not ac-
laws, combined with unprecedented levels of racial violence, most visibly 3, : r)
manifested in widespread lynching, reflected an aggressiveattempt to “pu_ble fonn. o',ne Of WImSCh? fﬂVOl'ltE oomments, mal.y l.'lld P

provingly quoted in the community, was that Black Mountain stressed

classify and separate bodics as cither “black” or “white.”
Is it merely a histori incid that the classification of bodies . r R RY ” H
as cither “homosexual” or “heterosexual® emerged at the same time “mformsl.lty Wlﬂl.lll a !onn. (Wm as one smdent “-'d: “loved

that the United States was aggressively policing the imaginary bound- omm M m !m oﬂhc rhetoticof patado: lﬂd dMC.”)

ary-berween “black™ and “white™ bodies? Although some historians of

sexuality have included brief acknowledgment of nineteenth-century Unspoken canons proved as strongly regulative in some areas of com:
discourses of racial difference, the particular relationship and potentially munity life as any formal set of rules would have, It was understood

mutual effects of discourses of homosexuality and race remain unex-

plored.* This silence around race may be due in part to the relative lack (w never foﬂnﬁﬂy w toina mm‘mi‘y or student Mﬂs),
of explicit attention to race in medical and sexological literature of the M . wonld drm for dinner; M
on Saturday evening everyone up ]

period. These writers did not self-consciously interrogate race, nor were

those whose gender insubordination and scxual t brought one would regularly attend classes unless actually sick; that one would
them under the medical gaze generally identified by race in these ac-

: R

counts.* Yet the lack of explicit attention to race in these texts does not not leave the college while it was in session for more than an nt'tjnr-

mean that it was irrelevant to sexologists’ endeavors, Given the upheay- n00R or an evenhg' and that one would not indul IF sexual appetites
'y

als surrounding racial definition during this period, it is reasonable to & 27
imagine that these texts were as embedded within contemporary racial or wy-

Ppromiscuously,
ideologies as they were within ideologies of gender. The WO;! as to which students should be allowed back was

*Chauncey.

Scientific Racism and the Ememgence of the Homosexwal Body 245

Take, for instance, the words of Havelock Ellis, whose massive Studies o tlld t
in the Psychology of Sex was one of the most important texts of the late discussed in facuhy mwﬁng at the end of each year—W‘lﬂl studen
nineteenth-century medical and scientific discourse on sexuality. “I re- Omce" in HW""':‘L“‘-MW 1937:“
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A question that comes up often in my praxis is: “who getsto . Meaning,
who has the right—access, privilege, agency, power—to claim knowledge or assign
meaning? And then, “on whose authority?” When we look to readily available narratives
and historical accounts without questioning the positionality of their creator, and see
those in power as the only source of rhetorical authority, we unconsciously absorb bias,

or at the very least, an incomplete account.
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The mntnbutlons are not preoccupied with misfortunes, m
calculations, frailties, wounds, and weaknesses. For some this w:ll
seem an unnatural kind of omission since there is obviously a dark
sde to any community of people living, learning, and working to-
her. But for an enterprise that accounts success in terms of hu-
man development, growth, and the generating of energies, notes
from underground are not necessarily enlightening. And people
whonmmvedbwﬁhabmﬂoﬂm’shanﬂwmn— S
did when it comes to their own. O)U'SS\V= bad
In this regard, the editor himself came to an early decision with
respect to a few pieces that ‘named names’ and sometimes cast as-
persions. Where I judged that what was written would be gratui-
tously hurtful to someone, I proposed that the author omit that por-
tion of the writing. Sometimes it was necessary to omit only a last
name. | have tried, however, to keep the experience intact while
omitting any malicious animus. With more ambivalence; I chose to
lay sex. It may be that sexuality—especially during youthful
dcm yZars—is cn:"cial to the working out of a sense of identity. W mg“%o\oslﬁ | QYEWYK
But it is, after all, only one aspect of what occurred at BMC (and ‘
‘what indeed occurs on every college campus) in the questioning VM\‘(\B\’(SW\B,‘%'}
and working out of “Who and what am I?" Some sexual accounts

o " : Schantz’s mention of the “good™ and the “bad™ may call to mind commonplace associations of
might have raised the entertainment quotient. But I was more inter- gossip with the “bad” and understandings of gossip as an‘inherently destructive force: As I under-
ested in the form our aspirations took, how we gave ourselves t; score how crucial speculation is to the rhetorical methodology of gossip, then, it is also important
on work an 10 consider how gossip may be reclaimed as positive and valued for its potential to work in tan-

the life lymg before and beyond s ol o e o gent with “good" scholarly methodologies. Spacks confronts negative associations with gossip head
hours at hand. on, distinguishing malicious gossip from what she terms “serious” gossip—marked by its place
within contexts of intimacy—and reclaiming this serious form as a positive hermeneutic resource
(5). Schantz also seeks to “soften the stigma of gossip,” though she wants at the same time to “wield

Oaum\ |va me &\%QJ\)&S Su &yﬂ lhh \l1g|m (10). Similarly, Royster addresses the potentially negative associations with critical
5 ion as a rhetorical methodology for feminist historiography, especially in terms of standards

w%\kﬂ G\’ W’W\ W\ "(\AU\" W \D‘ﬂk\v% for scholarly work. She cautions that her advocacy of eritical imagination does not allay “researchers

of the responsibility to demonstrate . . . a commitment to accuracy, adequacy, and precision” (83).
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SRS Scholars still need, Royster insis “to do the hard work™ of theory and research, being “careful
Clearly, gossip functions in myriad ways. It frmets o s : o 3 : A
ing another; it shores up the organization and disables |nd|wdu:ﬂ! italso can shore up about ‘claims’ to truth” (84). They still need, as she writes with Kirsch in my epigraph for this sec-
ividuals and How that enabli g process occurs : 3 . I st vt 3 e R ; at is
s through e framing and communicating of information s legitimate o as flBcH gos- tion, to gather a_nd gfder favhalever cv_ndem.e_ is available, and to do so “in a configuration thu_n
reasonable and justifiable in accord with basic scholarly methodologies™ (71). Following feminist
scholars, gossip may thus be understood, on the one hand, as a positive rhetorical methodology:
“&0{\ as another form of speculation or imagination that is practiced in ways consistent with traditional
standards for scholarly rigor, reason and order, and truth claims.
rep ions and classi ion systems™ (97). Working with this understanding of gossip as illicit
evidence, scholars of queer rhetoric may: treat speculationabout the past; much: hkz more traditional
26 THE SOUTHERN COMMUNICATION JOURNAL I ials. asglo ds on which to di lm . t 1
sip, a “gossip-information revolving doar” that converts information to gossip and gos- and/or erotic practi hile simull ly underscoring the impossibilities and uncertainties
sip 10 information, depending upon political exigencies and whether the gossip is ; i - i e
viewed as an OCB or WDB. Gossip used to regulate by organizational authority was inhierentin anempis (o know the “truth™ of sexuality'identity-and history:
done through the use of "HR investigations™ or through the dissemination of stories of In a second sense, queer scholars of rhetoric may enact gossip, understanding its illicitness not
g q y p: 2
(anti) heroes and cautionary tales. Gossip used to resist organizational efficacy was done
through humor, nostalgia for the “good ol times.” and interpersonal maneuvers and only as ewdemc but as narrative: In Buu s terms “‘gossip’s narrative might operate as history™ (9).
forays. Gossip as a revolving door marks the intersections of power, which Foucault Here the historian-b the gossiper. the-one who does, the-gossiping.. This move is of course
(1980) noted must be studied “at the level of subjugation, at the level of those continu- linked 0 Th T o A T e likel
ousand uninternipted processes which subject our bodies, govern our gestures, dictate inked to the treatment of gossip as evidence. As in social gossip, the historian is likely to gossip
mlrbe.ha"{imi :::‘-I' (p- 35). Those processes subject not only the human body, but the precisely when she is intrigued by encounters with others’ gossip, and the narratives she develops
organizational body.

through doing gossip may be picked up and twisted by still other gossips. This construction of
historical narratives via gossip is queer because of its methodological moves. As Butt writes, the

wmwm move to gossip “deconstructs the bases of authoritative constructs of truth,” “displac|ing] so-called
verifiable truths from their more positivistic frames of reference and . . . render{ing] them instead,
like gossip’s narratives, as projections of interpretive desire and curiosity™ (7). Here, then, queer
gossip as rhetorical methodology involves precisely those kinds of queer “navigation™ that Morris
calls for and frames as “queer movement™ (147). The moves of the queer gossip also include exactly
the kind of methodological speculation and critical imagination that Royster and Kirsch suggest
).

What distinguishes queer gossip from feminist critical imagination as a rhetorical methodology,
however, is not simply the speculation about sexual, romantic, and /or erotic life. Rather, this gossip
is methodologically queer insofar as at least some of its moves are illicit, non-normative, and not
fully “in accord with basic scholarly methodologies™ (71). Whereas Royster and Kirsch emphasize
such accordance, and Spacks reclaims gossip as positive, Butt instead wants to “bring about a queer
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Throughout the research for this piece, and in our conversations with the editors
of JBMCS, Stella and | have been introduced to additional ways of thinking, knowing,

and being in relationship with queerness as it pertains to archival and museum

collections, such as The Homosaurus, and Emily Drabinski’'s Queering the Catalog.
What this brings forward for me, then, is how difficult it can be to find and engage with
materials which support active interrogation of dominant information infrastructures,
even for those who have institutional access and general research fluency. If it’s this
hard to find ourselves and our community within these structures, how do we expect
those from outside of higher ed/academial/the institution to do so?

And yet, perhaps any history, but certainly a history of Black Mountain College,
will always be incomplete for the same reasons Josef Albers taught color theory by
focusing on perception. The thing changes depending on its proximity to another thing.
The context is always changing, so perhaps queering a history is merely a subversion of
our perception of it—both/and, rather than either/or.
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