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INTRODUCTION: Queerness and the Mythical Appalachia 

Appalachia is a region of myths.  For decades, Appalachia has existed in the national 

imagination as an alien wasteland.  The mere mention of the mountains, which stretch over 2,000 

miles from New York to Alabama, conjures images of toothless hillbillies and dusty coal miners 

tragically fighting for survival in a landscape that is wildly uninhabitable for anyone daring to 

enter.  Appalachia is, for many, out of place and out of time—an empty spot on the map of the 

United States where everyone lives without electricity, running water, or the modern liberal 

politics of the metropoles down below.   

 These dominant narratives regarding Appalachia have mobilized even more aggressively 

over the course of the past few years. During the months leading up to and following Trump’s 

election, major news outlets scrambled to explain why such an outwardly hateful and 

unrespectable person routinely usurped the other, respectably liberal candidates. Appalachian 

historian Elizabeth Catte characterizes this genre of journalistic writing as “the ‘Trump Country’ 

piece”1 and argues that the conclusion drawn by the genre points to Appalachia as the source and 

explanation for these political woes. HuffPost ran a profile on McDowell County, West Virginia, 

in which they scapegoat the Appalachian county as the cause of Trump’s victory.  The article’s 

title, “This County Gives A Glimpse At The America That Voted Trump Into Office,” constructs 

the region as a distinct “America,” an othered country separate from the presumably liberal areas 

outside of the mountains.  The article itself describes the county as a “stronghold for Trump”2 

and uses a series of staged black and white images to suggest that the town is close to death, if 

 
1 Catte, Elizabeth. What You Are Getting Wrong about Appalachia. Cleveland, OH: Belt Publishing, 2018. 22 
2 Levine, Sam. “This County Gives A Glimpse At The America That Voted Trump Into Office.” HuffPost. 

HuffPost, November 18, 2016. https://www.huffpost.com/entry/mcdowell-county-

trump_n_582f18dde4b030997bbefa0d. 
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not dead already.  Vanity Fair’s “Welcome to Trump Country, U.S.A.” explicitly states that it is 

searching for “What one West Virginia county explains about the G.O.P. front-runner—and 

America,”3 similarly constructing Appalachia as a microcosm for the entirety of conservative 

America.  The article relays multiple anecdotes about an almost caricatured Appalachia, such as 

the opening paragraph which takes place “in a strip club in Morgantown, West Virginia, drinking 

shit American beer that tastes like ice and newspaper. A man is passing me a semi-automatic 

handgun and telling me to pull the trigger.”4 Countless other major news sources, including The 

New Yorker,5 PBS,6and The Guardian,7 published similar articles in the months surrounding the 

2016 election, in which they depicted Appalachia as a wholly backwards region whose votes for 

Trump exemplify their disconnect from modern liberal politics.  

Catte argues that these caricatures of Appalachia “cast Appalachians as a mournful and 

dysfunctional ‘other’ who represent the darkest failures of the American Dream while seeking to 

prescribe how we—the presumed audience of indifferent elites—should feel about their 

collective fate.”8 This is by design.  By casting the poor and the rural as the root of the country’s 

malaise, powerful media outlets distract from the much more probable explanation that the desire 

for profit drives wealthy corporations (including many of these media outlets) and politicians to 

work towards the interests of the wealthy and not the working class.  Instead of analyzing the 

ways in which liberal political structures have alienated and failed to address the concerns of 

 
3 Saward, John. “Welcome to Trump County, U.S.A.” Vanity Fair. Vanity Fair, February 24, 2016. 

https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2016/02/donald-trump-supporters-west-virginia. 
4 Ibid.  
5 MacFarquhar, Larissa. “In the Heart of Trump Country.” The New Yorker. The New Yorker, October 10, 2016. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/10/10/in-the-heart-of-trump-country. 
6 Lerer, Lisa. “Once a Clinton Stronghold, Appalachia Now Trump Country.” PBS. Public Broadcasting Service, 

May 3, 2016. https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/once-a-clinton-stronghold-appalachia-now-trump-country. 
7 Sambamurthy, Adithya, Paul Lewis, and Tom Silverstone. “Why the Poorest County in West Virginia Has Faith in 

Trump – Video.” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, October 13, 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/us-

news/video/2016/oct/12/west-virginia-donald-trump-supporters-mcdowell-county-poverty-video. 
8 What You are Getting Wrong About Appalachia.  23 



Cloe 3 
 

Appalachian people, media institutions instead blame Appalachian people themselves for either 

voting Republican or not voting at all.  Not voting at all is an especially common outcome—

Catte notes that McDowell County, West Virginia, the focus of many “Trump Country” pieces, 

had a voter turnout of 36.24%.9 This is not to say, of course, that Appalachia is a left-wing 

paradise without the slightest presence of racism, homophobia, or misogyny, but rather that the 

region is not uniquely bigoted, nor does it exist as a monolithic culture. These media outlets, and 

the well-meaning liberals who read them, are able to absolve the blame that wealthy corporations 

and politicians elicit and pass that blame onto Appalachia, allowing themselves to feel good and 

remain complacent without addressing any of the deeper problems of capitalist exploitation (and 

related problems like racism, sexism, and homophobia) that better explain the current state of 

American politics.  This framing also obscures serious problems facing the region, such as the 

mounting opioid crisis and the proliferation of harmful mountaintop removal mining practices, 

and distracts from the multitude of progressive organizations working to ameliorate those 

problems. By blaming Appalachia for the nation’s problems and overlooking actual instances of 

struggle and action in the region, media institutions erase any semblance of a “real” Appalachia, 

reducing the mountains so that they exist everywhere and nowhere at the same time 

This conglomeration of blame, myth, fear, and self-righteousness that surrounds the 

popular discourse on Appalachia applies doubly for the queer people living in the region.  The 

dominant cultural examples of queerness in the mountains are, for many, John Boorman’s 1972 

film, Deliverance, and Ang Lee’s 2005 film, Brokeback Mountain. In Deliverance, Appalachian 

queerness appears solely as the rapist who attacks Bobby Trippe, an Atlanta businessman. 

 
9 Catte, Elizabeth. “The Votes Are in – an Update to ‘Appalachia as Trump Country.’” elizabeth catte. WordPress, 

November 23, 2016. https://elizabethcatte.com/2016/11/23/the-votes-are-in/. 
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Simply referred to as “Mountain Man” by the closing credits, the rapist embodies the classic 

Appalachian stereotype of a toothless, inbred hillbilly, who appears even more sinister and 

backwards through his violent act of same-sex rape.  In this case, the combination of queerness 

and Appalachian rurality takes the form of an animalistic, anti-social monster.  In Brokeback 

Mountain, two rural men (Jack and Ennis) engage in a gay relationship behind the backs of their 

wives and mountain community.  Although, unlike Deliverance, Brokeback Mountain depicts 

rural gay men sympathetically, its vision of queer rurality is perhaps just as dire.  Jack and Ennis’ 

relationship, like many fictional queer relationships (and unlike many actual queer relationships), 

ends after years of emotional turmoil and fear of homophobic violence when a group of men 

murder Jack in an apparent hate crime.  As historian Colin Johnson explains, the film is not 

entirely sad because of unrequited love or violence, but because it “deals with the theme of 

unrequited love between two men […] in rural Wyoming.”10 Both films suggest that the only 

outcome for queer people in the mountains is isolation and brutality—whether at the hands of the 

queer person themselves or the bigoted society which surrounds them.  The takeaway is clear: 

LGBTQ+ life and rural life do not mix, and everyone would be better off if queer people stayed 

away from the hills.   

In his book, In a Queer Time and Place, cultural theorist Jack Halberstam uses the term 

“metronormativity”11 to describe this culturally dominant understanding that the queer and the 

rural are incompatible.  Metronormative narratives treat rural regions as a spatial closet out of 

which LGBTQ+ people must emerge by moving to the city and realizing “the full expression of 

the sexual self.”12 If queer people exist in a rural area, they are either in hiding, “out” but only 

 
10 Johnson, Colin R. Just queer folks: Gender and sexuality in rural America. Temple University Press, 2013. 17 
11  Halberstam, Jack. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives. New York: New York 

University Press, 2005. pp. 36 
12 Ibid.  
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suffering due to a multitude of social and political factors, or simply delusional and 

inauthentically queer.  In her essay, “In Plain(s) Sight,” Carly Thomsen argues that 

metronormativity constructs a contradictory sexual and racial conception of rurality.  She 

explains that metronormative thinking necessarily depends on the popular understanding of the 

rural as entirely white to make these regions “both wholesome and dangerous”13 and easy to 

condemn from “liberal political commitments”14 focused purely on superficial demographic 

breakdown.  In short, metronormative narratives require flattened depictions of the rural in order 

to advocate against it, even if such a flattening erases the presence of racial and sexual 

communities that metronormative narratives claim to have in their best interests.  As a result of 

the sheer magnitude of contemporary liberal theorizing and self-aggrandizing about the region, 

Appalachia has become the most mythologically rural area in the United States and the prime 

scapegoat for metronormative narratives.  It is the spatial closet of the nation—abandon all hope 

queers who enter here.   

As the research of rural queer scholars shows, however, metronormative narratives 

misrepresent both rural areas as well as the LGBTQ+ life within those areas by constructing a 

binary, and thus incomplete, understanding of the ways in which LGBTQ+ people navigate their 

own visibility, both historically and currently.  This binary conception of visibility is typically 

represented by the image of the closet, which restricts queer people to being “in” or “out.”  

Though his research deals with gay life in pre-World War II New York City, historian George 

Chauncey’s analysis of the alternate approaches to visibility taken by people in a place where 

queerness often faces punishment maps helpfully onto queer life in rural spaces.  Chauncey 

 
13 Thomsen, Carly. “In Plain(s) Sight.” In Queering the Countryside, edited by Mary L Gray, Colin R Johnson, and 

Brian J Gilley, 244–66. New York, NY: New York University Press, 2016. 259 
14 Ibid. 
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asserts that though LGBTQ+ communities may appear invisible in areas where policing of queer 

people is rampant, queer people often employ a “highly sophisticated system of subcultural 

codes”15 to communicate with one another without exposing themselves to the public. This 

pragmatic approach to queer visibility upends the binary notion of the closet entirely.  Instead of 

relying on being “in” or “out,” Chauncey argues, gay people at the time used metaphors for 

entering straight spaces like “wearing masks” or “putting one’s hair up,” suggesting the existence 

of “the gay world” or a “homosexual society”16 that is not as solitary or restricted as the image of 

the closet suggests.  Historian John Howard draws similar conclusions about gay men in rural 

Mississippi in his book Men Like That.  Howard argues that gay men in Mississippi “proved 

quite adept at maneuvering through hostile terrain”17 by altering their language and mannerisms 

based on their environment.  By signaling their identity in this complex manner, many queer men 

were able to build “material and ideological spaces and thereby regularly found themselves in the 

company of like-minded souls.”18 This “gay world” in heavily policed areas allows for a more 

nuanced approach to historical ideas of visibility; gay people could remain perfectly visible 

within the communal spaces that they have established while continuing to pass within non-gay 

spaces.  Metronormative narratives which position queer people in rural areas as either “in” and 

living inauthentically or “out” and suffering simply do not account for the multitude of alternate 

modes of visibility employed by LGBTQ+ communities in the countryside. 

My research demonstrates that queer people throughout central and southern Appalachia 

complicate binary conceptions of both queer visibility within the mountains and Appalachian 

visibility within the United States.  By using distinct, yet often interweaving, processes of 

 
15 Chauncey, George. Gay New York: the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. London: Flamingo, 1995. 4 
16 Ibid. 7 
17 Howard, John. Men like That: a Southern Queer History. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999. xiv 
18 Ibid. 
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creating art, archiving aspects of the queer Appalachian experience, and engaging in activism for 

queer Appalachian causes, the queer Appalachians I interviewed construct their own “gay world” 

which provides both physical and digital spaces for LGBTQ+ self-representation and collective 

efforts towards their own liberation.  Additionally, these artists, archivists, and activists engage 

with central elements of Appalachian cultures—from history to music to aesthetics to 

mythology—to extend the boundaries of the gay world into spaces which metronormative 

narratives construct as wholly straight and oppressive.   

I’ve built my research around nine oral history sessions I conducted with queer people 

within or near Appalachia, particularly in Kentucky, North Carolina, Virginia, and West 

Virginia. My encounters with these narrators required me to navigate the subtleties of academic, 

professional, casual, and digital speech in response to the multitude of environments in which I 

found myself.  In historian Nan Boyd’s “Talking About Sex,” a chapter in her co-edited volume 

Bodies of Evidence, she outlines the numerous parallel difficulties that she encounters while 

trying to conduct oral histories about working-class lesbian sexual activity.  She identifies two 

sources of these difficulties—the narrator and the interviewer, particularly the preconceptions 

that each bring to the oral history session.  On the side of the narrator, Boyd notes that oral 

history is “often perceived […] to be a middle-class endeavor” and that what is said or left 

unsaid is often a matter “of what narrators perceived to be permissible speech.”19  This notion of 

“permissible speech” is highly contextual, changing based on disparities in not only sexuality, 

gender, and class but in race, disability, and other factors of identity, as well as the subject 

position of each party.  On the side of the interviewer, Boyd notes that limits can often emerge 

from the ways in which questions and the interview as a whole is structured.  She outlines a few 

 
19 Boyd, Nan A. “Talking About Sex.” In Bodies of Evidence, edited by Nan A. Boyd and Horacio R. Ramirez, 95–

112. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2012. 110 



Cloe 8 
 

of these limiting factors when recounting her growth as an interviewer, explaining that her 

insistence on a questionnaire and fairly rigid adherence to her questions “seemed to restrict the 

narrator’s authority”20 instead of letting the narrator lead the conversation. This tendency to 

guide the session narrows the field of discussion, lowering the potential for illuminating 

deviations in the conversation.  Boyd’s early mistakes while conducting oral histories, then, 

emerge from a failure to recognize and adapt to the fluidity of different social contexts.   

The practice of oral history often requires the physical entry into a space and the face-to-

face interactions that emerge from this entry.  With the advancement of communication 

technology, however, the ways of entering those spaces have become much more diverse.  For 

any oral historian, especially those dealing with digital media, it is these modes of 

communication that have the potential to be the most effective for engaging with networks or 

communities—especially those which are inaccessible through more conventional or 

“professional” means for whatever reason—in the least exploitative, most familiar way possible. 

In my own experience with conducting oral history, I work to accommodate the nuances 

that characterize social interactions in the very way I ask to conduct the interview.  This process 

of asking, like many different processes of asking, is dependent on several social factors, such as 

the method of asking as well as the social context of the encounter.  For example, I “ask” 

differently over email than I would in person or on social media. In emails, which are generally 

longer form and which I acquire through more professional means (such as through organization 

websites or recommendations from other scholars and narrators), I tend to use an academic tone 

in an effort to underscore my seriousness towards the project and the oral history session.   

 
20 Ibid. 104 



Cloe 9 
 

In person, however, I tend not to apply as strict of standards when interacting with 

potential narrators.  I met two of my narrators, Peter Taylor and Ezra Mars, in an art gallery 

opening and a bar open-mic night, respectively. These crowded and hectic venues did not lend 

themselves well to the full explanations of my research that I would use in a conference or an 

email exchange.  Rather than using academic terms which may require more elaboration than the 

environment would permit (such as “oral history”), as I would over email, I instead expressed 

interest in “sitting down and talking to” queer Appalachian people, followed by an exchange of 

phone numbers, emails, or social media accounts. Those subsequent, usually digital, interactions 

would then take slightly more lengthy forms to better elucidate the brief public discussion.  My 

successful arrangement of these oral history sessions is partly a result of, I would argue, this 

recognition of the social context of the exchange and the subsequent application of the 

appropriate level of detail and explanation.  This element of social analysis in the early stages of 

oral history research is a crucial part of the “intimacy created in the physical encounter between 

narrator and researcher”21 that Horacio Roque Ramirez and Nan Alamilla Boyd describe in their 

introduction to Bodies of Evidence. While certainly not a romantic or sexual interaction, the 

process of slightly altering one’s language, posture, and delivery to best engage with a narrator 

often resembles similar processes in dating—a testament to the “intimacy-as-trust”22 that 

undergirds oral history as a practice. To consider one’s setting is to also understand the social 

norms and behaviors in the region of research, signaling to the potential narrator a respect and 

dedication to learn about their society, which may be otherwise alien.   

 
21 Boyd, Nan A and Roque Ramirez, Horacio. “Close Encounters.” In Bodies of Evidence, edited by Nan A. Boyd 

and Horacio R. Ramirez, 95–112. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2012. 9 
22 Ibid. 9 
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In addition to emails and in-person meetings, some of the most diverse and interesting of 

my initial interactions occurred through conventionally “casual” means of digital exchange, 

namely texting and social media direct messages.  John Howard, in “Digital Oral History and the 

Limits of Gay Sex,” argues that digital forms of communication enable “rural narrators—on their 

own, at their computer—to participate in far-flung queer historical projects”23 and that such 

platforms yield “increased candor”24 from both the narrator and the interviewer.  Whereas the 

academic tone of emails (especially those sent from my university account) is potentially 

alienating for people who may be unfamiliar or uncomfortable such a tone, the causal tone I take 

on social media or through texting allows for an interaction that is less muddied by performative 

professionalism and a pressure to respond quickly.  Additionally, casual digital interactions move 

at the narrator’s pace as opposed to in-person interactions which are often contingent on matters 

such as time, volume, busyness, and location.  As Howard explains, digital interactions allowed 

one of his narrators to “exercis[e] his own agency in power”25 in leading the discussion and 

negotiating consent.   

This increased level of the narrator’s self-determination is visible in my initial 

interactions with Dustin Hall, who I met through Instagram, and Bob Morgan, who reached out 

to me via text.  Speech almost exclusive to digital interactions—abbreviations, slang, casual and 

sometimes incomplete syntax—appear throughout both conversations.  Often becoming even 

more casual as the conversation continued, these messages and these platforms contribute to a 

level of comfort, familiarity, and agency that carries over into the actual oral history session, 

signaling a potential movement away from the narrators’ perception of the research as a “middle-

 
23 Howard, John. “Digital Oral History and the Limits of Gay Sex.” In Queering the Countryside, edited by Mary L. 

Gray, Colin R. Johnson, and Brian J. Gilley, 309–32. New York, NY: New York University Press, 2016. 310 
24 Ibid. 325 
25 Ibid. 326 
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class project” as well as expanding the accessibility of who can reach me and whom I can reach.  

Moreover, these platforms enable continued contact following the session regardless of 

geographical distance.  For example, Dustin Hall and I have remained in contact for months and 

through his Instagram page and direct messaging he has been able to update me with new works 

of art, new ideas for potential directions, as well as any thoughts about his life in Appalachia.  

Similarly, Bob Morgan continues to send me pictures of the queer people coming in and out of 

his house, as well as the contact information for other narrators that he thinks I would be 

interested in speaking with.  Many of these pictures are quite explicit and illustrate Howard’s 

claim that digital mediums help us to envision how to “shatte[r] normative structures of sexual 

pleasure and desirability”26 and circumvent the hang-ups on “permissible speech”27 that Boyd 

notes.  In this way, casual digital conversation is not only a means of establishing trust and 

familiarity but also a continual site of oral history research, with easy access to larger networks 

and the ability to transfer media quickly and totally at the will of the narrator.  These digital 

platforms provide a partial remedy the limits of traditional oral history that Boyd observes. 

The nine oral history narrators whose stories I will engage throughout this thesis are 

(listed in order of encounter): 

Dustin Hall: A painter working out of Whitesburg, Kentucky in occasional collaboration with 

the famed Appalshop cultural center.  He frequently draws on religious mythology and uses 

scavenged canvases to blur binaries of male and female, human and nature, and public and 

private expressions of sexuality.   

 
26 Ibid. 329  
27 “Talking About Sex.” 110 
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Kayleigh Phillips: A tattoo artist working out of Charleston, West Virginia and the Assistant 

Director of the first volume of Electric Dirt, the Queer Appalachia Project’s independent 

magazine.  During our oral history session, she talked to me about how her queer and 

Appalachian identities manifest themselves in her multiple mediums of art.  

Raina Rue: A folk artist working out of Winchester, Kentucky.  Her art, which mainly takes the 

form of wearable pins and other accessories, embodies her desire to represent queer rural people 

in ways that are affordable and accessible.  During our oral history session, she talked to me 

about perceptions of queer women in Appalachia and the reasons why urbanity may not be 

appealing to queer people. 

Bob Morgan: A photographer and sculptor working out of Lexington, Kentucky.  His art is a 

manifestation of his desire to document and archive the queer history of eastern Kentucky.  In 

our oral history session, he spoke to me about his tutelage under Lexington painter Henry 

Faulkner and his childhood in a pre-Stonewall Kentucky.  

Mamone: The director and founder of the Queer Appalachia Project, a multimedia, radical 

leftist, rural queer organization which organizes on and offline.  During our oral history session, 

Mamone spoke to me about their inspirations for creating the Project, the social and political 

functions of digital media, and the need for non-hierarchical queer archives. 

Jon Coleman: The co-founder and director of the Faulkner-Morgan Archives, an archive of 

queer Kentucky history started by Bob Morgan and Henry Faulkner’s personal collections.  Jon 

Coleman and I talked about the precarious condition of queer archiving in contemporary 

academia and the ways in which a queer person can preserve their experiences for future 

generations. 
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Peter Taylor: An activist and archivist from eastern Kentucky who, with the help of Bob 

Morgan, led the University of Kentucky’s chapter of Gay Liberation Front in the 1970s, an 

action for which he faced punishment, leading to his lawsuit of the school with the ACLU.  Peter 

Taylor spoke to me about his childhood in eastern Kentucky and the state of contemporary queer 

activism.  

Ezra Mars: A poet working out of Morgantown, West Virginia.  His poetry addresses the 

grotesque elements of queer life and the fluidity of the human body.  During our oral history 

session, he spoke to me about the differences between living in Morgantown and Chicago as well 

as Eraser House, the communal DIY space that he operates.   

Joe Troop: Lead singer and violinist for Che Apalache, a Grammy-nominated Latin-Bluegrass 

fusion band.  Joe Troop uses his music to write about the contemporary struggle of queer people 

and immigrants throughout the United States.  He spoke to me about the radical roots of folk 

music and its relevance to queer struggles in the modern day.   

 In addition to these oral histories, my research examines a broad range of texts relating to 

queer Appalachian people’s experiences.  Many of these texts are part of the material culture of 

the region, such as paintings, sculptures, photographs, fliers, poems, independent magazines, 

songs, and documentaries.  Other texts are digital, such as the Instagram page for the Queer 

Appalachia Project and the multiple associated pages with which the Project engages.  These 

texts, along with contemporary secondary scholarship on rural queerness and other queer 

networks, form the context of framework for my arguments in this thesis about the ways in 

which queer Appalachian people use and intertwine processes of art, archiving, and activism 

towards queer causes.  Similar to John Howard (Mississippi), George Chauncey, Jr. (New York), 

or Horacio Roque-Ramirez (San Francisco), my thesis engages almost exclusively with a 
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particular region—areas in central Appalachia and the surrounding counties.  However, I do not 

want to suggest that queer people in Appalachia are completely distinctive and insular in their 

engagement with their identity.  Many queer networks throughout the United States similarly 

intertwine art, archiving, and activism to work towards their own liberation.  Like the 

aforementioned scholars, I argue primarily (borrowing a phrase from Howard) for a specific 

queer Appalachia, which is not to say a wholly unique queer Appalachia.28  

 The first chapter of this thesis, “Art,” analyzes the work of the artists that I met.  From 

Dustin Hall’s paintings to Bob Morgan’s sculptures to Raina Rue’s pins to Joe Troop’s music, I 

draw parallels while also highlighting the differences between the different mediums each used 

and their nuanced relationships to queer and Appalachian identities.  My discussion of art is 

bolstered by extended engagements with each artist’s methods and inspirations, drawn from their 

oral history sessions.  I investigate the notion of “folk art,” for example, and the ways in which 

the academic art world excludes or infantilizes the practice.  I additionally explore folk art’s 

potential role in radical queer liberation across the mountains.  I’ve divided the chapter into three 

sections, reflecting similarities that I’ve drawn from the art I’ve encountered.  The first of these 

sections discusses the role of scavenging in Appalachian art and the use found materials 

(sometimes even trash) to blur distinctions between high and low art while also directly engaging 

with the artists’ immediate environment.  The second section looks to art with a central aim of 

being “accessible,” whether that means it is affordable or a dignifying counter to metronormative 

art which depicts queer Appalachians as wholly repressed or non-existent.  The last of these 

 
28 Men Like That. xix 
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sections synthesizes the previous two to discuss the political statements that this art makes about 

queer liberation and other contemporary issues. 

 The second chapter, “Archiving,” builds on my discussion of art. Narrators from the first 

chapter return to my writing to highlight the frequent overlap between artmaking and archiving. 

In addition to my analysis of the archival implications of art, I look to the presence (or lack 

thereof) of queer history in “official” academic archives and consider the implications of what 

appears and what does not.  Furthermore, I analyze independent archives which are largely 

separate from governmental or university oversight, such as the Faulkner-Morgan Archives, Bob 

Morgan’s personal collection, and the Queer Appalachia Project’s magazine and Instagram page.  

Extending the analysis of the Queer Appalachia Project specifically, this chapter explores the 

potential of digital media and the internet to establish an anti-hierarchal archive unburdened by 

geographic borders and hegemonic prescriptions of taste.  

 The final chapter, “Activism,” extends the first two chapters, looking at art and archiving 

as means of working towards queer Appalachian liberation while also analyzing more 

conventional means of political activist work, such as crafting spaces of affirmation and 

flourishing within an oppressive system—a process which Chauncey (echoing political theorist 

James Scott) terms “tactics of the weak.”29  I have divided this chapter into two sections. In the 

first of these sections, I engage with processes of queer space creation and the role that these 

spaces play in the making and distribution of queer Appalachian art—itself a political act.  In the 

second section, I discuss the archives I have encountered and the ways in which they supplement 

other forms of activist work by providing examples of queer activism in the past and the present. 

 
29Gay New York 5 
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Even more so than the previous chapters, this chapter relies on oral history blocks recounting 

specific instances of activism, such as the Queer Appalachia Harm Reduction Carnival or Peter 

Taylor’s legal battle with the University of Kentucky.  This chapter also contains personal 

narratives of my own involvement with this activist work and its direct effects that I noticed 

during my time in West Virginia.    

The mosaic of primary sources and analytic methods I employ forms a highly 

multifaceted text, with many voices operating simultaneously.  In balancing all of these voices, 

my priority is to emphasize and amplify the words of the narrators.  Such an emphasis appears as 

the block quotes of oral history transcription that begin the various sections of each chapter.  My 

analysis of these oral histories and the other primary sources are in a mix of third and first-

person, to reflect the highly personal nature of this type of research. No historian navigates their 

research without interjecting their own sociocultural status, personality, and biases– it is 

impossible to separate myself from the project without warping the oral histories I’ve collected 

and analyses that I’ve conducted.  My first person interjections throughout this thesis are a 

reminder that I come to this research with my own preconceptions—I am a queer, white, 

southern man who grew up in a small town in Virginia, and the people I encountered embody 

efforts that I admire and strive to emulate.  Many of these narrators have become my friends and 

I care for them on a level beyond academic research.  I try to uphold the wishes, depictions, and 

authenticity of the narrators I met, while also recognizing that I come to the project with my own 

investments.  There is little written about queer communities in Appalachia, at least in the 

academic world.  The voices of the Appalachians I encountered provide dearly needed nuance to 

the current landscape of queer history.   
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CHAPTER 1: Art 

Introduction: Imperfect Art in an Imperfect Region 

 Contrary to the images of dusty coal towns, run-down shacks, and grimy clothes that fill 

popular depictions of Appalachia, the region is overflowing with color and with complexity. Of 

course, there are ugly sides to the region, physical and ideological, as there are anywhere. And 

yet, despite these ugly spots, Appalachia possesses a multitude of cultures, environments, and 

histories that are wholly unique and distinctly beautiful.  Capturing this complex beauty are the 

queer artists I met during my travels. From sculptures cobbled together from trash to paintings on 

dumpster-dived material to Internet memes photoshopped disseminated across social media, 

queer Appalachian artists interpret the beauty and ugliness around them—usually making 

reference to their queerness—and channel their interpretation into creations that are 

simultaneously personal and public, regional and universal.  Their art is scarcely available in 

museums, galleries, or other such institutions.  Instead, these artists largely operate within their 

own creative networks and wider networks in their Appalachian home, online and offline. 

A principal distinction that I and the artists I spoke to interrogate in this chapter is that 

between “high” and “low” art, along with the closely related distinction between “fine” or 

“insider” and “folk” or “outsider” art.  In his book, The Mask of Art, film scholar Clyde Taylor 

evokes the work of filmmaker Julio Garcia Espinosa to highlight some of the major 

preconceptions surrounding “fine” art produced by or contained in some major institutional 

center.  Taylor and Espinosa point to the construction of art as “an isolated, impartial, 

uncommitted activity, as produced by individuals regarded as special and different, as an activity 
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carrying its own, peculiar cognitive agency”30 as a defining characteristic of “fine” or “high” art.  

Given the apolitical expectations of such “impartial, uncommitted activity,” along with the focus 

on talented, isolated individuals, fine art (per Taylor and Espinosa’s understanding) often 

excludes radical understandings of race, gender, sex, class, and community in favor of a 

conservatism that champions individualism and technical skill above all else.  This 

characterization of “fine” art thus, by negation, establishes the elements of supposedly “low” 

art—created by communities or with communities in mind, not necessarily focused on technical 

skill (or at least the technical skill taught by academic institutions).  In place of “low,” Taylor 

and Espinosa use the ironic label of “imperfect” to identify and propose art as a communal and 

social activity which foregrounds the “receiving audience/population,” necessarily appropriating 

(and occasionally including) the aesthetics of “popular art” 31 like kitsch paintings, Hollywood 

movies, or Internet culture.  Moreover, much like how “fine” art embodies the ideology of those 

in power, so too does “imperfect” art carry the potential to represent people and communities 

outside of the perfect norms of the “master narrative” which controls “the interpretation of 

meaning.”32 Radical depictions of race, gender, sexuality, and class organizing are not only more 

likely to appear in “imperfect” art, the very status of this art as “imperfect” or “outsider” allows 

for such depictions, by definition.   

 Appalachia, as a region, embodies this cultural notion of “imperfect.”  As I explain in my 

introduction, perceptions of the region on national, media, and ideological levels cast the 

mountains and the people within as inherently backwards and culturally worthless outside of 

their potential for capitalist resource extraction.  Taylor explains that “all cultural production 

 
30 Taylor, Clyde. The mask of art: breaking the aesthetic contract--film and literature. Indiana University Press, 

1998. 255 
31 Ibid. 255 
32 Ibid. 260 
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outside of Occidental culture and mainstream Western popular culture is ‘imperfect,’” meaning 

that the art coming out of Appalachia, especially out of marginalized queer networks in 

Appalachia, similarly represents this imperfection and the representative/political capacities that 

imperfection holds.  Moreover, the art emerging from queer Appalachians not only represent 

“imperfect” modes of art, much of the art that they are making calls into question the very 

distinctions of “high” and “low” art, blurring the lines between the two or discarding the 

distinction entirely.  This intentional or unintentional shattering of the binary of “high or “low,” 

the “resistance to aestheticization”33 that Taylor describes, opens new potentials for Appalachian 

art on a regional and national level.   

Throughout my interactions with queer Appalachian artists and their works, I’ve 

identified three categories which characterize how queer Appalachians make use of their art: the 

use of found material to explore their environments, the creation of art which is accessible in 

some way—counter to much art in the “fine” art world—and the creation of art which explicitly 

makes a radical political argument about LGBTQ+ liberation and related struggles of 

marginalized people.  As such, the chapter is divided into three subsections, each exploring one 

of these three categories.  My analytic framework for examining these artists’ work is not 

comprehensive.  As John Howard explains in Men Like That, “representations of and by queer 

Mississippians summoned multiple means of conveyance.”34 Art of and by queer Appalachians 

is no different; LGBTQ+ Appalachian artists all use different mediums and methods to convey a 

multitude of perspectives regarding representation, liberation, and accessibility.  Knowing this, 

my analytic framework highlights the notable commonalities between the artists, while also 

 
33 The Mask of Art 262 
34 Howard, John. Men like That: a Southern Queer History. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999. 188 
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leaving room for difference, as each artist is emerging from different subject positions and 

environments—physical, identitarian, and ideological.   

In the first section, which I’ve titled “Dumpster Diving,” includes blocks of oral history 

quotes from Kentucky artists Bob Morgan and Dustin Hall, who explain how they recover found 

objects from their surroundings and use them in the creation of their art.  This section analyzes a 

sculpture by Morgan, a painting by Hall, and a few pieces of guest-check artwork by West 

Virginia artist Kayleigh Phillips, arguing that the juxtaposition between the lowbrow framing 

and the highbrow content of these pieces complicates highbrow/lowbrow binaries and highlight 

the possibilities that Appalachia holds for queer people.   

In the second section, entitled “Accessibility and Metronormativity,” I look at the work 

of Kentucky folk artist Raina Rue and some of the memes which appear on the Queer 

Appalachia Instagram account, the latter of which corresponds to a block quote from Mamone, 

the Project’s founder.  For both, I explore the ways in which the two art forms embody their 

artists’ desire to create art which is both accessible to queer Appalachians by way of cost or 

reproducibility and also representative of a queer existence in Appalachia that resists 

metronormative stereotypes which cast the region as intrinsically anti-queer.  In doing so, I argue 

that these representations, especially those found online, create a queer usable present for rural 

LGBTQ+ people looking online to aid in community formation and personal growth.    

The third and final section, “Folk Art and Propaganda,” looks at the ways in which queer 

Appalachian artists, particularly the musician Joe Troop, use their art to make explicit statements 

about their own political liberation and the liberation of other marginalized group, usually 

directed at specific policy issues or institutions.  The section begins with a block quote from the 

North Carolinian/Argentinian folk musician, Joe Troop.  I proceed to do a brief analysis of many 
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of the artists previously mentioned in this section, highlighting the ways in which their use of 

scavenging, accessibility, and representation all constitute political acts. Following this, I analyze 

one of Che Apalache’s, Joe Troop’s band, most popular songs, “The Dreamer,” and discuss the 

ways in which it builds Appalachian/Latin American solidarity while also calling for explicit 

action in the current political climate.  In addition to this song analysis, I look at Troop’s public-

facing actions—his concerts and his appearance at the 2019 Grammy Awards—and his decisions 

to make his sexuality visible in order to underscore the importance of not only Appalachian and 

Latin American solidarity but solidarity between these groups and LGBTQ+ people as well. 

 

 

Dumpster Diving: Queer Appalachian Found Art 

Dustin Hall: As I said, when I was in high school I was this sort of drag queen.  Not even a drag 

queen, I was just wearing makeup all the time. So I quit doing that at a certain point because it 

just wasn't what I was feeling at the time. So I had this bucket full of makeup and shit. Good 

makeup. It was like Chanel. I told you, I wasted some money. I was like makeup. And I was just 

bored and all my friends were artists. Really good artists. Like actual trained, went to Pratt 

painters.  So it was just me with like "here's what I can do." And I would take the makeup and 

finger paint line drawings and that was my first work.  Portraiture of just what was in my head. I 

gave my friend Brandon for Christmas once--one of the first things I ever did was called 

"Picasso with a Vagina"--it was a really, not elaborate rendition of a labia and a Picasso fake and 

that was my thing.  I did that for about a year or something. I did my first canvas painting, with 

makeup still because I didn't know, and it was me doing cream paint for Halloween.  That 

painting still exists in a friend's house. They won't throw it away even though I keep begging 

them to get the fuck rid of it but they, I don't even know. It sucked.  It's like a guy with a blue 

shirt with some geometric thing happening. I think it has mold now because it's wet cream 

paint.  Anyways that's what I was doing in the early days.  I slowly progressed into actually 

doing large scale canvas pieces or multimedia pieces or scavenged pieces where I was making 

actual gallery-ready art. But to answer the question more specifically, about four years ago. I was 

seventeen. It was the summer I left high school. 

 

When I was sixteen I wanted to be a Satanist because that sounded cool and then I got their bible 

and it was just an advertisement for Anton LaVey and I felt let down, like I just wasted six 

dollars. There was no scripture it was just like "celebrate your birthday! If someone is mean to 

you, hit them!" That's all the Satanic Bible is. I was really hoping for some stupid white kid 

satanism, you know. Didn't get it. That was fine.  I came from Christians but not real Christians. 
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They didn't practice but there's this hypocritical "Oh we love God" but you know. I had that 

upbringing and I had the fear of God for at least the first ten years of my life. I would pray to not 

be gay and I was still gay. I was still watching the porn. I was being a gay kid, there was no 

turning back after a certain point and I realized that God wasn't listening. Nowadays I do a lot of 

paintings that involve saint figures and people wearing halos, it's something I'm fascinated by. 

The glamor of being a religious figure, being revered by the masses, I love that.  But I have an 

obvious preference for St. Sebastian and David and Jonathan and all the Biblical gays. Love that 

so much. I guess I do have a spiritual background for some of my work. Not all but yeah. That's 

about it.  All of my art influences are--I hate the academic world and I guess what falls under the 

category of academic influence is like, a lot of people bought coffee table books for decor. They 

want a coffee table book that will be in their house. I would go to libraries and steal them 

because your first images of fashion, your first ways to see George Platt Lynes and Herbert List 

and all these. It was the first time I saw that.  I buy, and was at the time taking, coffee table 

books to see things. I still have stacks of them, I go and look at them all the time. I have the 

stupidest, shittiest, tackiest. Read your books, don't buy them. Give them to libraries where kids 

need to see them or don't have them. I think it's so pathetic to buy coffee table books and just sit 

on it. Anyways, soapbox. I was very influenced by those images of editorial art and tomes by 

Taschen or Assouline or whatever. So I would study those my entire life. The first I ever had was 

called "Fragrance and Fashion" and it discussed all the first perfume houses of France. There was 

a whole thing on Guerlain where they would show you bottles or whatever. Now I guess I do a 

lot of work that mirrors stained glass. Maybe that's an influence you could pull from that. Lots of 

male nudes, George Platt Lynes and Herbert List and all those great 30s queer photographers. 

Man Ray, who always photographed arms and armpits. Love that, so fabulous and beautiful. You 

know, that was a big influence for me. Self-education I guess, if you will. I taught myself how to 

paint and people love that, they really ate it up like fucking candy. They're like "oh you're a kid 

from Appalachia who taught himself how to paint oh my God," and I'd be like "I read a book as a 

kid" and they're like really into it.  That happens. So yeah, I guess Catholicism and the male body 

via books. That's my influences. 

 

 

Bob Morgan: It's all overgrown and there's a few wrecked cars and washing machines thrown 

out there, piles of junk. That's what my yard is. It looks just like you're in eastern Kentucky. It's 

overgrown with trees out there, birds and stuff all around. So when it's rainy for 14 days I'll say 

"oh I won't be working outside." You're doing other stuff. So I work seasonally these days and I 

sort mountains of junk but every single thing in all my mountains and my rooms and all my 

storage, I've gone through thousands of items and picked one. I've been through hundreds of 

items and picked two. By the time I get to these rooms and piles I've got, they're pretty much 

stuff I want. It's not like I can't find anything here to work with. It's already been edited real well 

by the time it gets there. What I generally do is: I have in my mind the storyline of the pieces so 

then I start with eight cardboard boxes and putting pieces in each that are going to be for each 

piece. Somebody gave me all these Buddhas at one time. They pulled up in their pickup truck 

and said "want these Buddhas?" and I looked back and there were nine golden Buddhas so I said 

"hell yeah!" I don't know what I'll do with those and about two days later I had one out and 

about, fooling around with it. wasn't going to start another piece of art and the next day I was 

starting another piece of art. Usually I'll have planned a little better. When you work seasonally, I 

close up in the winter, you have to plan things. When is that show? When's the work have to be 
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finished? Uh oh, when's the first frost? It's like being a farmer, a little bit. I like that part of it. In 

the winter, I have projects, I'm sorting through boxes of photographs and letters. I can't do all of 

that all the time so I put this kind of art making up and in the winter I go through boxes and sort 

photographs and I remember all sorts of things and set things aside for Jon, like little notes about 

what story that it's from. When Henry died he left me boxes and boxes of stuff. I had all those 

boxes of people who died, other people had given me stuff. I didn't know what I was going to do 

with all of it. I was so upset about it being thrown out in the street that I was just going to keep it 

until I died and somebody found it all and hopefully they wouldn't throw it in the street. It never 

occurred to me that we could actually label it all and put it in an archive. So I work in a very 

similar way with these objects.  I'm compulsive about images that I like or that mean the right 

thing and the storytelling I do.  Sometimes I just find one little thing at the flea market. 

Sometimes I am driving down the road and I see that box in the trash and I stop and get it. Other 

times I go to the Dollar Tree and I see a little bunny rabbit and they've got 50 of them and I take 

all of them. I tell people that some stuff comes right out of the factory or off the boat to China 

already trash. I like to circumvent the process of throwing them away and finding them, they're 

already trash. I have mythological things that I do a lot of. All these superheroes just popped up 

in these. I found a couple of big plastic bags stuffed with superheroes at the flea market for ten 

dollars a bag so I bought them all. I'm always looking for a representative of the human 

condition. Those big dolls that you see are figures, these fellas, they're all about that tall. I 

collected dolls when I was a little boy and those were the primo ones. I can still get them. The 

same ones from the old days, same company. It's sort of fun to have those dolls from when I was 

a little boy. I'm always looking for somebody or some center of the piece to be me or the people 

I'm talking about and so, after the Buddhas were all going to be the center of these pieces, I 

needed some other figure to represent struggling humans or other folks. The superheroes, I don't 

know who any of them are. I know who Superman is but I can't keep up with any other 

superheroes so I use them indiscriminately. Doesn't matter if it's Mothman or Iron Man or I don't 

know, I have no clue. They're somewhere between humans and gods. 

 

 

Many of the queer Appalachian people that I interviewed used their art as a means to 

explore and respond to their environment.  Their environmental exploration often manifests itself 

through the artists’ scavenging of materials around them and incorporating these materials into 

their work. The process of scavenging artistic materials is, per the Kentucky sculptor and 

photographer Bob Morgan, an inherent aspect of being an LGBTQ+ Appalachian person. He 

explains that for many Appalachians, and especially queer Appalachians, “junk is your 
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vocabulary,”35 as brand-new material goods are often unavailable to the region or beyond the 

budgets of working-class people.  Morgan further explains that “When junk is your vocabulary, 

you've got to have a lot laying around. You can't type ‘A,’ you've got to go find ‘A.’ If you don't 

have it, you've got to go get it.”36  So, whether the type of junk that simply appears in a queer 

Appalachian’s surroundings, junk which substitutes a more conventional artistic tool, or junk 

which an artist like Morgan specifically seeks out for a piece, many queer Appalachian artists 

make use of the detritus in their environments to make art which explores these environments 

while also commenting on the cultural perceptions of queer Appalachian art.   

In Bob Morgan’s sculptures, which he often refers to as “meteorites,” he pulls objects 

from his surroundings in eastern Kentucky and Lexington—including garbage, dolls, dollar store 

knick-knacks, personal belongings, and various pieces of glitter or paint—and adheres them to 

one another, creating a massive assemblage of discarded goods which often recount the stories of 

his life and his surroundings.  In doing so, his work embodies what Clyde Taylor sees as one of 

the foundational aspects of “imperfect” outsider art: the “resistance to aesthetization”37 and the 

rejection of the aesthetic contract.  In the art world, and the related worlds of literature and film, 

there are conventional expectations which signify quality, mastery, and canonical status.  In 

literature, Taylor explains, such conventions take the form of “creative-writing-school prose,”38 

which will appeal to the critic’s circles and institutional award organizations.  In film, Taylor 

quotes filmmaker Garcia Espinosa to argue that films which are characterized as “artistic cinema 

[…] sent to the cinematheques” and which “become part of an anthology of great films”39 are 

 
35 Maxwell Cloe, “Bob Morgan Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, 

Monroe Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 
36 Ibid.  
37 The Mask of Art 262 
38 Ibid.  
39 Ibid. 261 
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those which fit the aesthetic conventions of “fine” cinema.  In sculpture, then, such conventions 

would include the use of the finest materials like bronze or marble and conventional methods 

like cast-making or hammering and chiseling.  For each discipline, there exists an institutional 

standard of beauty that is typically defined by people who are white, men, straight, and able-

bodied—normally excluding anyone which falls out of these identities.  

 Take for example, then, Bob Morgan’s 2008 sculpture, St. George and the Dragon 

(Figure 1.1). The title is an allusion to the early Christian myth, which itself a recurring subject 

of the fine art world, appearing in the oeuvres of canonical giants like Donatello, Tintoretto, and 

Raphael.   Looking at Morgan’s sculpture, however, the conventional elements of canonical 

sculptures and paintings are nowhere to be seen.  A plastic baby doll (St. George, presumably) 

painted dark purple carries a toy sword and is tied up with a series of twist-ties used to secure 

bags of bread.  The baby doll is missing its left arm, which is replaced by a chain that connects it 

to a multicolored plastic horse wearing a taxidermized alligator head on its own head.  Like the 

baby doll, the horse is wrapped in various lines of discarded goods, including fishing lines, party 

streamers, and an extension cord.  The deviations from fine art expectations of sculptural beauty 

are readily evident in the conglomerations of trash and old dolls.  When showing Morgan’s 

sculptures to one of my friends’ mother, for example, her first was response was to exclaim “oh 

that’s disgusting!” Morgan himself similarly notes this aversion to his work, explaining in his 

oral history that “There are people who say ‘this goddamn shit is nothing but a bunch of old 

junk’ and I'm fine with that.”40 Clyde Taylor argues that, for imperfect art to successfully 

challenge aesthetic conventions, “it need only organize resistance to cultural domination in 

 
40 Bob Morgan Oral History 
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general, and to the aesthetic in particular.”41 The common disgust with Morgan’s work, 

something which he occasionally seeks to stir, highlights this resistance to cultural aesthetic 

norms.  Moreover, by naming his piece after the famous myth, Morgan aligns his work in the 

longstanding artistic tradition of depicting the scenario, a self-insert into the artistic canon that 

discordantly collides with the form and methods of the piece.  In purposefully causing this 

collision, Morgan calls into question the distinction between high and low, fine and “imperfect” 

art entirely, revealing the designation’s shaky ideological foundation. 

The painter Dustin Hall is representative of Morgan’s explanation of Appalachian art. 

Hall uses his paintings as a means of navigating and responding to his environment— the small 

Appalachian town of Whitesburg, Kentucky, deeply nestled in the mountain woods. Hall’s 

environmental response begins with the sourcing of the materials on which he paints. He 

explained to me in his oral history that many of his works begin with dumpster diving: “I found 

them and I put art in them. They're scuffed up. They're not pretty but they work aesthetically 

with the work.”42 

Along with looking through literal dumpsters in his town, Hall uses the term “dumpster 

diving” to describe his engagement with public spaces that deal in cheap goods or “trash,” such 

as flea markets and dollar stores.  By referring to these spaces as metaphorical dumpsters, Hall 

gestures towards the upper-class aversion to such spaces and, by extension, the working-class 

people who shop there, such as Hall.  As he explains, his “dumpster diving” began largely from 

 
41 The Mask of Art 262 
42 Maxwell Cloe, “Dustin Hall Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, Monroe 

Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 
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financial concerns.  Regarding his painting The Conception of Ishmael, the Visage Fantastic of a 

Dirty Man Clean (Figure 1.2), which is painted on a shower curtain and stretched by old 2x4s: 

I was watching a documentary of Rothko at the time and he would do these size-

of-a-fucking-wall paintings and I wanted to do that but those canvasses are like 

$500.  So I was like "fuck that" and I went to the dollar store and I had old 2x4s left 

over in the yard and I started nailing the shower curtain to them to make a tapestry 

and I painted on that and it didn't work out in the long run because it's sort of 

cracking because it's on polyurethane and I guess acrylic plastic is not really 

melding well with that.43 

Hall’s approach to scavenging thus differs slightly from Bob Morgan’s approach.  While 

both artists make use of the “trash” around them, which often appears at random and beyond 

their control, Morgan is additionally able to seek out specific pieces of garbage for his art, 

whereas Hall is more bound by what is physically and financially available.  However, though 

his dumpster diving was and is born out of financial constraints, the use of scavenged materials 

has taken on more thematic significance for Hall’s art than simply finances: 

All my paintings, or a lot of them, in the minimal ones have this frenetic sense of 

busyness with them and I think to have them in an ironic framing makes them more 

interesting and to me, more beautiful. I would much rather have a painting in a beat-

up, gross, interesting frame than to have it in a gallery rack.44 

This “ironic framing” in his paintings stems from the juxtaposition that his “high” art of 

abstraction, color blocking, and religious symbolism draws in opposition to the “low” framing of 

 
43 Ibid.  
44 Ibid. 
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his canvases, whether they be pieces of cardboard, plywood, or shower curtains.  Taylor 

similarly observes the ironic undercurrents of such “outsider” art juxtapositions.  Taylor defines 

irony as “a situation where two or more interpretations of the same statement are possible,” 45 

especially as they relate to the discourses between those in power and those in the margins.  This 

irony often emerges, Taylor explains, from the ability of those in power “to establish the frame 

of the dialogue (knowledge),” 46 meaning that the powerful can decide what is “high” art—

deserving of being in a museum or an academic journal—and what is “low” art. Dustin Hall, by 

specifically choosing his “beat-up, gross, interesting frames”47 to draw attention to the ironies 

and power imbalances within the art world, turns this irony back onto those in power.  Like Bob 

Morgan, who takes this binary of high and low, blurs its distinctions, and points out its 

absurdities, Hall similarly demonstrates the instability of such designations, using his art to 

disrupt similarly shaky framings of gender, sexuality, and rurality.   

 The content of Dustin Hall’s paintings challenges conventional understandings of these 

dominant framings through their inclusion of ambiguous bodies and landscapes interwoven into 

one another.  In his 2018 painting, The Red Tulips (Figure 1.3), Hall uses abstraction and color 

blocking to create an anthropomorphized landscape of queer figures. Painted on the back of a 

scavenged cardboard poster frame and hung with scrap wire, the painting contains two separate 

blocks of color, the upper block in yellow and the lower block in green. Within in each block, 

spirals of other colors swirl to create forms suggestive of penises, vaginas, breasts, and faces.  

Uniting and blurring the boundaries between the two blocks are three distinct, humanlike figures 

in white, black, and gray.  The two outer figures’ bodies mix into the landscape, with the left 

 
45 The Mask of Art 155 
46 Ibid. 159 
47 Dustin Hall Oral History 
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figure’s torso turning into a large phallic shape and the mustached figure on the right blending 

into a pair of breasts and a vagina. The central figure is in recline atop the green block of color 

and displays large breasts, a penis, and a lower half that resembles the labia.   

 The most prominent part of the painting, the stark figures in the middle, depicts bodies 

which do not fit cisnormative understandings of biological femininity and masculinity. Just as 

the figures blur the boundaries between the top and the bottom sections of the painting, so too do 

they blur the boundaries between binary understandings of sex and gender. The two outer figures 

in the middle and the figure in the bottom of the painting, for example, contain primary and 

secondary sex characteristics for males and females—such as prominent facial hair alongside 

female breasts and a vagina. The abstraction of the lines in the lower half of the painting further 

enable this sexual and gender ambiguity. Phallic forms whirl into yonic forms which then whirl 

into breasts and faces and hands until each form is simultaneously recognizable and 

unrecognizable, disrupting biological binaries of sex and gender to the point where such binaries 

become incomprehensible. The figure in the center of the painting grounds this chaos, signaling 

that an alternative to shaky models of binary gender resides in the transcendence of this binary in 

favor of a body that recognizes the fluidity of gender and sexual categories. 

 Hall’s use of color blocks speaks to the physical environment of rural Appalachian 

Kentucky in which he is painting, with the lower green block depicting the mountains and the 

yellow block depicting the evening sky.  He acknowledges the presence of his environment in his 

work during his oral history: “There's lots of mountain scenes in my abstract pieces of nude 

bodies. Lots of greenery and verdantness in the colors I use.”48  Just as the figures blur in and out 

 
48 Ibid.  
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of gender and sex markers, so too do they blur in and out of the color blocks, creating an 

Appalachian landscape of not just plants and mountain forms but bodies as well.  These bodies 

which appear throughout the landscape are, like Hall and the networks he’s constructed, queer in 

the sense that they do not conform to current norms of heterosexual or cisgender identities. The 

depiction of these queer bodies blending into the rural Appalachian landscape suggest that queer 

people are inextricable from the region; Appalachian identity and queer identity often go 

together.  As Hall notes: 

I was always in the woods. We lived in the heart of the Appalachian forest area if 

you will. So I was in the woods, having a gay old time. Love that still, I always go 

out in the springtime.49 

 Dustin Hall’s art engages with his surroundings, both physically through his act of 

dumpster diving and conceptually through his interrogation of queerness, thus constructing a 

version of his environment which more accurately reflects his own experiences.  In the process 

of this engagement, his art manages to upend binaries of high and low art, male and female 

biology, and metronormative assumptions of Appalachian and queer.  

 Like Dustin Hall, other queer Appalachian artists work on materials found in their 

surroundings in place of conventional canvases or sketchbooks.  Kayleigh Phillips, the West 

Virginia graphic designer and tattoo artist, uses materials found in her surroundings to create art 

which reflects and speaks to her life as a working-class Appalachian lesbian. She explores her 

intersecting identities in her “Free Refills” project, in which she sketches and paints small scenes 
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from her life and surroundings onto guest checks that a restaurant server would use.  She 

explains:  

I was a server for like ten years and I would always doodle on the guest checks and 

one day I thought that I would take one home and clean it up because they're such 

a nice size, like postcard size. I did that and that became a thing and it's I don't 

know.50 

 Like Hall’s paintings on dumpster-borne items, Phillips’ guest check pieces blend content 

and form to produce works of art that are incredibly specific to her background as a working-

class Appalachian lesbian. In each piece, the staples in the pad of paper, the label boxes for the 

date and number of guests, the lines on the check paper, and the words “GUEST CHECK” are 

readily visible.  In short, each drawing retains the essential elements of the guest check, a 

constant reminder of their economic and artistic “lowbrow” origins in an Appalachian diner. 

Additionally, these drawings embody the “ironic framing” that Hall creates in his work by 

embedding critiques of the restaurant-server system in the very tools of the system. For example, 

an untitled piece from December 28th, 2016 (Figure 1.4) depicts a waitress whose eyes have been 

replaced with the wheels of a slot machine. The arm of the slot machine protrudes from the side 

of her head like a robot’s antenna and the words “Can I take ur order?” appear at the bottom. On 

the reels of the slot machine, three images of hands holding up their middle finger appear in a 

row. The conflation of the woman worker and gambling machinery highlights the alienation that 

working-class women, especially those in low-paying restaurant jobs, experience as result of 

working many hours while being forced to remain outwardly cheery—reducing them to a robotic 

 
50 Maxwell Cloe, “Kayleigh Phillips Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, 

Monroe Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 



Cloe 32 
 

performer of pleasant femininity.  The middle fingers in the figure’s eyes and the sarcastic “Can 

I take ur order,” then, are a rejection of these expectations of a working-class woman, embodying 

the rage that workers, such as Kayleigh, may feel towards misogynistic or otherwise unkind 

customers.  Moreover, by depicting this working-class reality, Phillips also highlights the 

common “face” of the working-class Appalachian that rarely appears in mainstream media 

depictions of the region. As Elizabeth Catte notes, juxtaposed to the common image of the coal 

miner, “the real forgotten working-class citizens of Appalachia, much like the rest of the nation,” 

are low-paid wage workers, like servers, “health workers and Dollar General employees” who 

are “more likely to be women.”51  Phillips’ art, then, not only rebuts expectations of working 

class women but rebuts national thinking about the Appalachian working class as a whole.   

 Also like Hall’s paintings, Phillips’ work on guest checks enable her to explore 

possibilities of queer life in the mountains that are currently unavailable.  In another untitled 

piece from July 28th, 2017 (Figure 1.5), Phillips depicts a “Wild Womin” living in an 

Appalachian paradise.  The image is of a woman standing naked, except for her hiking boots.  

The background contains a mountain range while the foreground contains multiple mushrooms 

with humanlike eyes.  The woman covers her breasts with two spare leaves while a mushroom 

covers her vagina.  The words “Wild Womin” are written in a shaky font above the woman, 

mingling with the words “Guest Check.” The woman, clothed only in leaves and mushrooms, 

along with the idyllic natural setting, depict Appalachia as an Edenic version of the mountains—

presumably free of homophobic violence and a potential paradise for lesbians and other queer 

women. The lack of the archetypical serpent or an Adam figure further suggests that this paradise 

is exclusively for women and is free of any evil.  Moreover, the woman is looking directly at the 
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audience, opposed to the shameful gaze towards the ground that typical to images of Eve in the 

Garden of Eden; there is no internal shame or societal shame brought on by a misogynistic gaze 

in the Appalachian lesbian paradise.  The visible elements of the guest check, however, temper 

the paradise in the image with a reminder that this possibility is still not the reality, and that the 

struggles of low-pay, working-class jobs must be surmounted before the new Eden can emerge.   

  

Accessibility and Metronormativity: Seeking Dignified Representations in Queer 

Appalachian Art 

Queer Appalachians enjoy art.  This is not a controversial or particularly surprising 

statement. Queer Appalachians enjoy art.  However, much of the “high” art world is inaccessible 

to queer Appalachians, or any Appalachians. Prominent art museums are either hundreds of 

miles away or have high prices of entry. Local galleries similarly either cost money or require a 

certain amount of social prestige to enter, excluding many LGBTQ+ Appalachians who are 

already pushed to the outside. Moreover, much of the accessible art that does exist—such as 

films, music videos, or online art—depicts Appalachia in the stereotypical and metronormative 

fashion, as an impossible space for LGBTQ+ people filled only with conservative politicians, 

physical violence, and bigoted street preachers. As a result, queer Appalachians have taken 

matters of creating accessible art into their own hands. Through art which is cheap, wearable, 

discreet when necessary and loudly visible when not, online and ready to be shared, or which 

offers dignifying portrayals of queer life, LGBTQ+ Appalachian artists create their own queer 

world of art that is readily available to those who are typically outside mainstream institutions of 

creativity.  
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Raina Rue’s art, particularly her pins and other accessories, embody “low” art in two 

ways. First, they are “folk” or “outsider” art, existing outside any academic or other institutional 

center of art like museums or galleries. Second, though they are not mass-produced, she often 

makes a multitude of each pin design, enabling her to sell them to others for a low cost. This lack 

of rarity and low cost of purchase distinguishes her work from one-off “fine” art pieces like oil 

paintings or marble sculptures.  Rue takes advantage of perceptions of her art as “low” to create 

art that is readily accessible and representative of groups that are also deemed “low,” like queer 

Appalachians.  She explains in her oral history: 

I didn't get to grow up with any sense of knowing that I was queer or anything like 

that. Now I'm just relishing in it. Most people do that, you go away to college and 

you're away from your family and you get to be gay as fuck. Mine was even more 

delayed than that so I feel like now I want to make everything for every kind of gay 

person that there is. I want them to have cool stuff out there, even if it's just a cheap 

little pin that I make. I just want to make things for rural gay people. There's just 

not enough representation. The representation that there is, is wrong or just really 

misguided a lot of the times and there's just so much out there for all the city gays 

and it just pisses me off. Not that I don't appreciate city gays, bougie gays, all that 

stuff, because I can. I just really want to make all the things that I can for country 

gays.52  

Rue’s operation within the Appalachian folk art tradition (as indicated by the name of her online 

shop, Juniper Moon Folk Arts) thus enables her to bypass the inaccessibility that is often the 
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hallmark of “fine” art. Instead of having to buy tickets to a museum or dress in expensive clothes 

to attend a gallery opening, a queer Appalachian person can simply don one of Rue’s pins, 

enabling them to carry around “cool stuff” and engage with the Appalachian art world in a 

manner that is more involved than simply viewing a painting or sculpture.   

 Rue’s art also embodies this desire for accessibility by depicting elements of rural 

queerness that avoid negative, metronormative depictions of the region.  When discussing her art 

during her oral history, she remarked that she sees her work partially in response to the continual 

metronormative erasure of rural LGBTQ+ people that appears in supposedly queer-friendly art, 

specifically the music video for Taylor Swifts “You Need to Calm Down.” The video depicts 

dozens of LGBTQ+ icons ranging from actors to drag queens to musicians to YouTube stars 

dancing and celebrating in a trailer park while ignoring the occasional intrusions of anti-gay 

protestors shouting and carrying homophobic signs. While seemingly benign and even 

progressive in the current political climate, the video’s opposing presentation of queer people 

and rural people betrays its potentially harmful metronormative underpinnings.  In her oral 

history, Rue remarks: 

It would've been a great video, I guess. Even though it had half my favorite drag 

queens in it, I felt pandered to. And then the stereotypes. The toothless, and the 

misspelled signs and all that and I was like "Oh man." I'm not super heart hurt 

about it because I still believe there are communities who are way more 

marginalized and way more hurt by misguided opinions than me and mine but at 

the same time, oh my gosh, something else. When is it going to be not okay to 

make fun of or just assume that Appalachians are uneducated and toothless? You 
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know all the things. It's just frustrating. And then to see the other half of the gay 

community I know just completely gagging over it and loving it.53  

Along with depicting Appalachian and rural people as wholly poor, uneducated, and unhygienic 

(and equating this poverty to moral inferiority), the video presents these rural stereotypes as 

directly opposed to the dozens of queer people who are well-dressed in the latest urban fashions, 

presumably wealthy, and likely not from anywhere rural.  The simple conclusion from this 

juxtaposition is that rural people cannot be queer and that queer people cannot be rural—the 

basic assumption of metronormative thinking. While Taylor Swift is hardly a scholar of queer 

theory or a rural lawmaker, her video and other popular media like it still point to the popular 

conceptions of rurality and queerness that circle throughout the broader public.   

 Raina Rue’s pins, then, resist this metronormative stereotyping by depicting rural and 

queer signifiers as compatible and, in some cases, inherently linked to one another.  A 

commonality in many of her designs is the integration of rainbows, a marker of mainstream 

queer culture (see the rainbow gay pride flag), and Appalachian wildlife such as opossums or 

mushrooms. In one such design (Figure 1.6), an opossum hangs from a gay pride flag from its 

tail like it would a tree.  In another (Figure 1.7), nine mushrooms in various colors of the 

rainbow grow outwards. In each of these designs, elements of the rural Appalachian world 

replace elements of conventional LGBTQ+ culture or elements of conventional LGBTQ+ culture 

replace aspects of the natural world. Instead of holding onto the branch of a mountain tree, the 

opossum clings to a rainbow flag; instead of strips of fabric, the rainbow symbol is made of 

multiple mushrooms. So, while not on par to the sheer amount of art and representation for queer 
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people in large metropolitan areas, Rue’s art still represents queer Appalachian people as 

multifaceted—a group of people who are caring, creative, environmentally conscious, and so on.  

She reveals a queer Appalachia that is separate from the bigoted and dirty hillbilly stereotypes of 

the Taylor Swift video and previous decades of other media representation. In this way, Rue’s art 

avoids the alienation that much of metronormative queer media potentially causes in rural queer 

people, meaning that LGBTQ+ Appalachians are likely more able and willing to access work 

which depicts them.    

 The final aspect of accessibility that Rue’s art embodies is the complex approach to rural 

queer visibility that her small pins and accessories allow.  Unlike larger or more permanent 

works of art, an owner of one of Rue’s pins can quickly wear or remove it, putting it into a 

pocket or bag if necessary.  LGBTQ+ Appalachian people who want to engage with whatever 

“gay world” that their queer or queer-friendly networks have built can wear their pin how they 

please, signaling to others that they are queer. When entering spaces where disclosing their 

gender or sexual identity is not a safe or desirable option, however, they can simply remove the 

pin, reattaching it when it’s viable to do so.  Additionally, many of her pin designs are not even 

outwardly LGBTQ-focused. Pins which feature elements of Appalachian or Kentucky rurality—

like designs of Kentucky agate, kudzu, or “Mountain Momma” written in psychedelic lettering—

enable queer Appalachian people to wear and support the work of an Appalachian lesbian 

without divulging their identity in places or to people where such an option is not wise.  To buy 

one of these works of art, then, is not an expensive investment that one must prominently 

display; queer Appalachian people can cheaply access this art and allow whoever they want 
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access to it too. Raina Rue’s desire to represent “the country gays”54  thus not only applies to the 

form and content of her work but its personal and social application as well.   

  

Mamone: [Bryn Kelly] was constantly talking about this zine that she had never fucking made 

that she had talked about since she was sixteen that we were all going to make together. She was 

really funny. She had a fucking biting tranny humor. Hillbilly tranny humor. One of her greatest 

gifts was--when I tell people that we're called Queer Appalachia or that the zine's about queer 

Appalachia, so often they act like it's an oxymoron or it's funny or does it even exist. It's hard. It 

sounds like an oxymoron to own these contemporary, queer, political stances of what it's like to 

be trying to have some quality of life in the Trump administration and to also come from these 

very homespun, very structured home place that we all come from. It sounds like it doesn't 

correlate, complement, or complete each other to have an identity at this intersection. Bryn's 

humor made that not be an issue. This thing that you feel like you're constantly fighting inside of 

yourself to kind of make peace with, her humor just made it a non-issue. She just made it funny. 

You didn't have to defend it, you didn't have to explain it, it was just part of your truth and it was 

kind of hilarious. So much of her texts to me or her starting conversations with me were just 

ideas. Things she was never going to do just to make me laugh. Things like "I'm going to write 

an article 'I Love to Get My Dick Wet on Instagram but I also Love Wendell Berry.'" That's 

funny! It's funny when a post-op trans woman says that [laughs]. Like when Drag Race came 

out, she did a whole bit in a text--it was the night of the first Drag Race, like three minutes after 

it ended and she sends this text to a group of people and it was like "I'm going to make us a drag 

race, it's going to be called 'Pettycoat Junction' and it's going to be spelled 'petty' like backhanded 

and it's this whole whatnot and they're only going to have real hillbillies. There's going to be 

hillbilly challenges." One of them was like, they were going to have to make their outfit out of 

mining uniforms. We had seen [laughs] one of the first drag shows I went to here in Bluefield--

the oldest, the very first queer bar in West Virginia is here in Bluefield. It's called The Shamrock. 

It went away maybe about ten years but it lasted a good long bit. It's on the Smithsonian 

Registry. One of the first drag shows I went to was there and I saw this drag queen who was also 

a coal miner and he had taken old uniforms, the reflective strips, and made a houndstooth 

pattern. She [Bryn] talked about that. "Oral Sex Tips for Shape Note Singers." That sounds so 

dirty unless you know what it is. Unless you know what shape note singing is and you know that 

could never be sexual. She had this great sense of humor about where we came from, where you 

didn't have to rationalize it or explain it. It was absurd. Everything was absurd and we were 

perfect just the way we were.  

Maxwell Cloe: When I'm looking at the Instagram that similar kind of absurdity. Is that 

something you try to cultivate more of? 

 

Mamone: I think I do try to keep things fun. I try to keep things young and contemporary. I don't 

think anyone else does what we do. Some people are trying. We have this--when the first call out 

went out on the Instagram for submissions for the zine we got so many submissions that it was 
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more than enough for a dozen zines. That's how the Instagram became submission-based. We 

have enough stuff coming in that A) we can make this print thing and B) this can be this kind of 

digital quilt of these truths of whatever people want to send in. I get that we're a brand. 

Everything is a brand these days but I do hope--to me I see Bryn's sense of humor in it and to 

other people sending things in it's contemporary queerness that's accidentally on brand or 

whatever. They don't know Bryn, all of that whatnot. In the beginning, it was very simple, just 

send me pictures of your Electric Dirt. What even does that mean? That's all it took and people 

would send in pictures of their Electric Dirt and it really somehow--what does it mean? You'd 

think more people would ask questions or want to know what the guidelines are but no. That's all 

I had to do and people have been submitting stuff ever since.  

 

  

Emerging from the vision of the late transgender Appalachian artists Bryn Kelly and 

Amanda Harris, the Queer Appalachia Project is a multi-platform art and political collective 

which maintains both an Instagram account and independent magazine filled with art, essays, 

recipes, interviews, and other texts that highlight aspects of LGBTQ+ life throughout 

Appalachia.   The founder and primary organizer of the Project is Mamone, a non-binary person 

living in Bluefield, a small coal-mining town which straddles the border of Virginia and West 

Virginia.  Throughout their oral history session, Mamone explained to me that a primary feature 

of their life as a queer person in the mountains is the internal and societal absurdity which stems 

from the widespread assumption that it is “an oxymoron to own these contemporary, queer, 

political stances […] to also come from these very homespun, very structured home places that 

we all come from.”55  Mamone further explains that a remedy, however momentary, to this 

existential absurdity is humor which not only embraces the absurdity of being queer in 

Appalachia but makes that absurdity something to be happy or smiling about.  “[Bryn Kelly] just 
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made it funny. You didn't have to defend it, you didn't have to explain it, it was just part of your 

truth and it was kind of hilarious.”56 

 As the mediator between what is submitted to the Instagram page and what is posted, 

Mamone acknowledges their effort to platform this kind of absurdist humor which can soothe the 

souls of aching queer Appalachians, stating that, “I think I do try to keep things fun. I try to keep 

things young and contemporary. I don't think anyone else does what we do.”57  The primary 

vehicle for this absurdist humor is online digital art which is readily understandable to queer 

Appalachians and easy to quickly download and circulate amongst other queer Appalachian 

networks: internet memes.  By humorously foregrounding and celebrating aspects of LGBTQ+ 

and Appalachian cultures, the memes which appear on the Queer Appalachia Instagram account, 

like Raina Rue’s pins, embody a form of widely accessible folk art which upends 

metronormative understandings of Appalachia and contemporary queerness.   

 Take, for example, the set of three memes posted to the Queer Appalachia Instagram 

account on December 31, 2019 (Figures 1.8, 1.9, and 1.10).  These three memes, made by the 

lesbian Appalachian artist and frequent collaborator with the Queer Appalachia Project, Chelsea 

Dobert-Kehn, combine elements of Appalachian, queer, and leftist aesthetics and history to 

construct an understanding of LGBTQ+ life in the region that is absurd yet simultaneously 

joyous. The first of these memes (Figure 1.7) depicts a rural Appalachian farm filled with aspects 

of contemporary queer culture. A pink and black queer anarchist flag flies above the barn, which 

is situated next to a large silver dildo in the place of where a grain silo would be. On the barn, a 

rainbow-colored sign reads “Y’ALL: Orgy Barn BYO Lube.” In the sky, two butterflies fly.  One 
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is carrying a bottle of poppers and the other’s body is replaced with the book Pleasure Activism 

by critical theorist Adrienne Maree Brown, a book which explores the role of mental and 

physical pleasure in radical organizing. The obvious photoshopping of each part of the image, 

along with the juxtaposition between a serene farm scene and an orgy, evoke the humorous 

absurdity of Appalachian queerness that Mamone observes. In doing so, the meme suggests that 

queer sex, queer radical politics (indicated by the queer anarchist flag), and Appalachian rurality 

can all coexist in a manner that is not necessarily easy or obvious but is nevertheless pleasurable. 

Compare this meme to the metronormative depiction of gay sex in Deliverance, which takes the 

form of a brutal and animalistic rape. Queer Appalachian sex is not something dour or tragic but, 

as the meme displays, can instead be something fun and enjoyable. 

 The collective effects of accessible, dignifying art like the Queer Appalachia Instagram 

memes or Rue’s pins extend beyond the works themselves and what they might represent to 

individual viewers to provide tangible aid to queer Appalachian people looking to make sense of 

their experiences.  Sociologist Mary L. Gray explains in her book, Out in the Country, that for 

rural queer people who may not have many offline examples of them, the internet can provide 

them “with materials for crafting what it means to ‘come out’ as LGBT or questioning in rural 

contexts.”58 However, as examples like the Taylor Swift music video show, a large amount of 

LGBTQ+ content online advances metronormative rhetoric that queerness and rurality are 

diametrically opposed: advocating for what queer studies scholar Mark Hain calls “largely 

bourgeois and urban points of view […] many of which reinforce the notion that supportive 
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communities exist only in cities or universities.”59 In his essay “We Are Here for You,” Hain 

analyzes popular LGBTQ+ online youth programs, particularly the It Gets Better Project, and 

reaches similar conclusions to Gray and myself regarding the metronormativity of online queer 

media. Hain argues that the It Gets Better Project, through its lack of rural queer testimonies and 

the focus on “escaping” rural areas, communicates that “getting better is getting out of the 

narrow-minded rural areas […] because happiness, acceptance […] are to be found only in 

coastal urban centers.”60  Online projects like Queer Appalachia and the other rural queer 

creators that collaborate with the group not only counter these narratives but provide a “queer 

usable past” and a queer usable present while projecting a rural queer future for rural LGBTQ+ 

people, providing stories which illuminate “how social, political, historical, regional, and 

mediated influences have established parameters enabling or impeding acts of self-

determination.”61  Moreover, memes like those on the Queer Appalachia page affect not only 

individual people at a time. Through the online and offline queer networks that many people 

establish, those with the proper technology to access such memes can share these works with 

others, including those who may not have this access, and create similar work of their own that 

may be posted onto the Instagram account. In doing so, these rural queer people, with the aid of 

other rural queer people creating memes, can use these memes to take their connections, “anchor 

them locally, and transform them into experiences of self/senses of identity.”62 In this way, entire 

networks of rural LGBTQ+ people can recognize and perhaps find some joy in the absurdity of 
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their station, embodying Mamone’s statement that “everything was absurd and we were perfect 

just the way we were.”63 

 

Folk Art and Propaganda: Queer Appalachian Art and Calls for Political Action 

Joe Troop: I like to, kind of, you know, follow the example of people like Woody Guthrie and 

Pete Seeger.  I like that about protest, the folk and protest music.  We're also interested in 

virtuosity and pretty instrumental music as well so my M.O. is delving, mixing more complex 

music with very direct politics. I do not like placating people that don't like politics. I constantly 

have to face that backlash of people wanting us to not address certain issues because it makes 

conservative people feel uncomfortable with our performance. For fuck's sake. We gotta make a 

living off ticket sales and sometimes people buy tickets and come out and sometimes don't like 

the message and we're like "well, oh well." We get more fans because of our message than we 

lose, there's definitely a little bit of backlash there. 

 

Maxwell Cloe: So do you see your music, whether that be in the instrumentals or the lyrics 

engaging with your identity as a gay man at all? 

 

Joe Troop: Yeah! Because I am a gay man. Anything I say is therefore gay. I'm not, I mean, it's 

completely marked my life. I would be a completely different person if I'm not gay. Anyone 

who's queer knows that. So I've written songs in the past about being gay. I wrote one called 

"Tell Me Why" when I was in my mid-20s. I wouldn't do that song now because I don't feel like 

singing about that. I've written a number of gay-themed songs and I've tried to write some now 

from my current vantage point and I am going to inject that in there pretty soon. It's like, how 

important is for people to know first and foremost that I'm gay? That's something I've reflected 

on. If anyone asks, I'll tell them that I'm openly gay.  And I say I'm gay on stage.  But like 

hearing the first album you wouldn't know that. I mean hearing the album we just put out you 

wouldn't know that. I don't say anything about my sexuality.  I'm just trying to be strategic, you 

can't over-saturate. It's good to drop a gay bomb with someone that loves you then it fucks with 

their brain.  That's what I'm into.  I like blowing up stupid ideologies. But patiently, this kind of 

shit takes years. Everyone, people talk a lot about changing the world. I'm more of the persuasion 

that there's either doing or not-doing.  And doing, changing ideologies, is a long road. It's not 

going to happen because of a Facebook group or someone's desire for it to change. It happens 

through strategizing. That's something I learned in Latin America.  You really want change and 

imagine how to produce that change and you probably won't see it in your lifetime. That's the 

reality. That's hard for Americans--who have sunshine shoved up their asses 24 hours a day--to 

accept. They want a goddamn happy ending now. And it just doesn't work like that.  
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From the Battle of Blair Mountain to the Stonewall uprisings, both Appalachian networks 

and queer networks have historically and presently engaged with the radical politics of their 

time. To make art as a queer person and an Appalachian thus opens access to a joint history of 

political calls to action.  For many of the queer Appalachian artists I spoke to, these explicit calls 

to political action are often central in their creative efforts.  In both the content and delivery of 

their work, these artists draw parallels between their struggles as queer people and Appalachians 

as well as the struggles of marginalized groups of which they are not a part—identifying and 

strengthening a sense of solidarity and mutual empathy amongst these groups.   

 Each of the artists who appear in this chapter make art which can easily be considered 

political.  As Clyde Taylor explains, “imperfect” art by its very nature exists in resistance to 

“Occidental culture and mainstream Western popular culture,”64 meaning that the creation of 

such art is an act of resistance to those in power.  Through this lens, Bob Morgan’s sculptures are 

not just a folk artist’s reactions to the aesthetic norms that dominate the institutional art world, 

they are explicit references to and archives of queer struggles and the AIDS crisis in Lexington.  

As the 2011 retrospective book of his work, The Age of Discovery, explains, “it was undoubtedly 

the AIDS crisis that challenged his former world view and led him to serious work as an artist.”65  

Dustin Hall’s paintings, through their radical statements about class, gender, and sexuality, can 

also hardly be called apolitical, as he himself notes that “I think that speaking is [political] so I 

think that my art takes on a political edge by showcasing lots and lots of queer sex.”66  Similarly, 

Raina Rue’s pins and her desire for dignified and equal representation are not merely cheap 

baubles and feel-good sentiments, they embody the “tactics of the weak” that George Chauncey 
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describes, which make living as a queer person in a violently heteronormative society more 

bearable and worth living by “communicating, claiming space, and affirming”67 oneself.    

 For Joe Troop, lead singer and violinist of the Latin-Bluegrass fusion band Che 

Apalache, calls to political action for specific causes are an essential component of his craft.  As 

he explains in his oral history: 

I do not like placating people that don't like politics. I constantly have to face that 

backlash of people wanting us to not address certain issues because it makes 

conservative people feel uncomfortable with our performance.68 

In his lyrics and his performances, Troop and the rest of Che Apalache work to draw parallels 

between the contemporary struggles of working-class people in Appalachia and the struggles of 

immigrants crossing into the United States, often demonstrating that these two groups are not 

separate.  Such calls for solidarity and action are visible in the band’s 2019 album Rearrange My 

Heart.  In the opening track, “Saludo Murguero,” Troop and his band explain their approach to 

both political action and music-making. They foreground an Appalachian-Latin American 

solidarity through bilingual lyrics which state “Hola, somos Che Apalache [hello, we are Che 

Apalache]/We travel near, we travel far,” 69 alluding to Joe Troop’s origins in western North 

Carolina and his bandmates’ origins in Argentina and Mexico.  More explicitly, they call for 

solidarity through the abolition of restrictive national borders, singing “Pull a chair up to the 

table/Hoy brindamos [today we provide] from the heart/Without borders, sin fronteras.”70 In this 

 
67 Gay New York: the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. 5 
68 Maxwell Cloe, “Joe Troop Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, Monroe 

Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 
69 Che Apalache. “Saludo Murguero,” Track 1 on Rearrange My Heart, Free Dirt Records, 2019, digital streaming 
70 Ibid.  
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way, they open the album with the principal political aims of their music—the intertwined 

struggles of the Appalachian working class and Latin American immigrants in the United States.    

 The lead single from this album, “The Dreamer,” more elaborately explores the 

intersections of Appalachian and immigrant identities, using natural imagery and Biblical 

allusions to illuminate present-day conflicts.  This song is titled after the DREAM Act, a 

proposed 2001 act which would grant residency status to immigrants who entered the country as 

a minors, and the United States’ undocumented residents who fight for such act. The song tells a 

narrative of an immigrant mother and her children moving to “Yadkin County/Tobacco Road, 

North Carolina,”71 a small Appalachian county.  By recounting the story of a baby immigrant 

named Moses who “wasn't but one year old/When his momma crossed the border,”72 the song 

alludes to the Biblical story of Moses, whose immigrant mother had to abandon her child in 

order to save him from death at the hands of the Pharaoh. The song’s verses juxtapose images of 

a growing Moses in the natural beauty of Appalachia—“Moses grew up playing hide and 

seek/Amongst rhododendron branches”—to his mother’s “mighty deep”73 fear of raising her son 

in a country where his and her lives are constantly at threat.  Troop identifies this threat in the 

song as the “Blue flashing lights”74 of immigration enforcement institutions, that work to disrupt 

the Appalachian immigrant family.  By aligning Moses and his mother with the Biblical hero, the 

contemporary forces working to deport this family thus become the evil king of the Bible story. 

Such a comparison highlights both the moral corruption of contemporary immigration 

enforcement institutions and the hypocrisy of the conservative/neoliberal governments who 

support these institutions while also paying lip service to Christian evangelicals.  Moreover, by 

 
71 Che Apalache. “The Dreamer,” Track 3 on Rearrange My Heart, Free Dirt Records, 2019, digital streaming 
72 Ibid.  
73 Ibid.  
74 Ibid.  
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drawing parallels between the immigrant Moses’ growth and the natural beauty of Appalachia, 

the song highlights the fact that Latin American immigrants are a part of the region (Elizabeth 

Catte notes in What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia that the Appalachia “is adding 

African American and Hispanic individuals at a rate faster than most of the nation”75) and that 

disruptions of these immigrants’ lives are a moral affront to the region’s wellbeing.   

“The Dreamer” ends with a final verse in which Troop explains how to start enacting 

resistance against such affronts.  He sings: “Now you and I can sing a song/And we can build a 

congregation/But only when we take a stand/Will we change our broken nation.”76  These lines 

echo the same sentiment that he recounts in his oral history.  Systemic change “is not going to 

happen because of a Facebook group or someone's desire for it to change. It happens through 

strategizing”77 and the collective organizing of Americans and immigrants, Latin Americans and 

Appalachians. From this solidarity and organizing, marginalized groups can apply their 

collective efforts towards to the dismantling of oppressive institutions, specifically those 

institutions which threaten the wellbeing of immigrants.  As such, the song’s conclusion is a call 

to specific political action, centered on a common goal. 

 Though not explicit in their lyrics, the work of Joe Troop and Che Apalache, “The 

Dreamer” especially, additionally calls for a recognition of LGBTQ+ solidarity alongside 

immigrant and Appalachian justice.  As Troop explains in his oral history, he announces at many 

of his performances that he is a gay man, forcing the audience to recognize that “Because I am a 
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76 “The Dreamer” 
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gay man, anything I say is therefore gay. I'm not, I mean, it's completely marked my life. I would 

be a completely different person if I'm not gay.”78  

On a larger scale, Troop used his opportunity to attend the 2019 Grammy Awards as a 

means to further highlight the intersecting justice of queer people, immigrants, and Appalachians 

by bringing along Moises Serrano, a gay and undocumented activist from North Carolina and the 

inspiration for “The Dreamer.”79 By taking this popular space (as well as the popular spaces of 

their concerts) and using it to call for action surrounding deportations, systemic homophobia, and 

whitewashing of Appalachia, Troop and Serrano and Che Apalache ultimately celebrate “the 

popular […] as an arena of communication where the free exchange of ideas is more likely than 

in either the terrain of formulaic mass culture or the autotelic pursuit of ‘pure beauty.’”80 In other 

words, popular spaces are not as locked into pre-established ideas and forms, like in mass 

culture, or apolitical and individualist approaches to beauty, as in much of fine art.  As such, Che 

Apalache crosses in between the boundaries of “imperfect” regional folk music and popular 

recognition in the eyes of powerful (and often apolitical) musical institutions.  In doing so, the 

band ultimately uses this popularity to highlight the status of outsider groups and reconfigure 

national perceptions about the intertwining lives of LGBTQ+ people, immigrants, and 

Appalachians, making a loud call to action that may fall on sympathetic ears.  

 

 

 
78 Ibid.  
79 “Che Apalache to Mark First Grammy Nod by Walking Red Carpet With DACA Recipient Who Inspired Their 
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CHAPTER 2: Archiving 

Introduction: Appalachia, Archives, Academia, and Absence  

Appalachian people, queer Appalachian people included, have stories to tell.  As Bob 

Morgan explains:  

I came from a family of storytellers. The first thing you learn about storytelling is 

listening.  So that's what I did when I was a kid, I listened to my grandmother's 

stories, my aunts' and uncles' stories. As my grandmother started getting older and 

she couldn't remember the stories we would interject and start telling the story. We 

would say "no, that's now how that was."81 

Who gets to tell their story, who listens to that story, and who preserves that story is of incredible 

importance for the continuation of a culture, community, or network of people.  This is 

especially true for rural LGTBQ+ people, whose stories provide others “with materials for 

crafting what it means to ‘come out’ as LGBT or questioning in rural contexts”82 while also 

facing repression on a national level.  

 One area where this repression (or simply ignorance, which nevertheless leads to 

repression) of Appalachian LGBTQ+ stories is readily evident is the immense lack of 

Appalachian LGBTQ+ texts, artifacts, or other records in state and academic archives.  One 

personal example; during my first week living in Morgantown, West Virginia, I got in contact 

with the archivists at West Virginia University’s West Virginia and Regional History Center, 

 
81 Maxwell Cloe, “Bob Morgan Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, 

Monroe Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 

82 Mary L. Gray, Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in Rural America (New York: New York 

University Press, 2009), 123. 
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which touts “public access to materials that show the history and culture of West Virginia and 

the central Appalachian region,” spanning “over 3.7 miles of shelf space […], multiple terabytes 

of digital content.”83 Inquiring about the archives’ collection of artifacts and texts relating to 

LGBTQ+ Appalachian history, I was met with an email from the lead archivist which informed 

me that the archives could offer me “a single item collection,” consisting of a small pamphlet for 

WVU’s Homophile Awareness League.  This lack of queer artifacts (or, just as importantly, the 

failure to categorize already-present artifacts as LGBTQ+ adjacent) is common throughout many 

academic archives, especially those in locations where queerness historically faces policing and 

persecution, like Appalachia.   

 One of the most direct effects of this absence in academic archives is the lack of 

academic scholarship, which depends on such archives, on queerness in Appalachia. Though her 

1999 historiography of Appalachian scholarship, “Beyond the Mountains: The Paradox of 

Women’s Place in Appalachian History,” focuses almost exclusively on straight, cisgender 

women, Barbara Ellen Smith’s conclusions as to why scholarship on the region trends towards 

the straight male are still particularly relevant to discussions on queer exclusion.  She explains 

that while scholarship in Appalachian Studies has “reclaimed the Appalachian past from 

condescension and obscurity” by focusing on the region’s populist labor movements, it has done 

so in a way that frames the region’s history as “virtually all male.”84 This, according to Smith, 

establishes an “implicit metanarrative of Appalachian historiography” that is “deeply gendered: 

‘mountaineers’ (and their academic advocates) act to defend the female Appalachia,” 85 a 

 
83 West Virginia and Regional History Center: Collections.” West Virginia and Regional History Center | West 
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construction that not only pushes women into a marginal space but completely erases people that 

live outside of a heterosexual, cisgender existence.  In the decades following Smith’s assessment, 

Appalachian Studies has expanded, including numerous important works discussing not only the 

radical labor history of the region but the history of women and people of color as well.  

However, as a 2015 historiography of Appalachian Studies argues, the discipline has done little 

to incorporate the voices and history of the region’s queer population; put bluntly, “recognition 

of LGBT Appalachians and the integration of queer theory have been even slower to impact 

Appalachian studies than theories of gender and race/ethnicity have been.”86  

This is not to suggest, of course, that no academic treatment of LGBTQ communities in 

Appalachia exists.  A handful of recent long-form writings87 and an upcoming (July 2020) book 

on queer storytelling in Appalachia88 suggest that the intersections of LGBTQ+ and Appalachian 

identities are becoming increasingly relevant and necessary for understanding the current 

landscape of queer history and theory. Other recent developments in queer theory and history, 

such as Mary Gray’s 2009 book Out in the Country and Colin Johnson’s 2013 work Just Queer 

Folks, do not focus on Appalachia specifically but nevertheless provide invaluable insight into 
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queer life in rural spaces, further signaling an increasing academic visibility of Appalachian and 

rural queerness.   

Where academic archives (which I also refer to as institutional, state, or “official” 

archives due to the collaboration between state governments, academic institutions, and public 

understandings of what is “official”) have failed to preserve and document the voices of queer 

Appalachians,89 queer Appalachians themselves have worked to construct archives of their own 

experiences and the experiences of the network of queer people around them.  Following Jack 

Halberstam—who defines an archive as a multifaceted “collection of data […], discursive field 

and a structure of thinking” and “an immaterial repository”90 of both physical objects and 

emotional relationships to those objects—I similarly see archiving as a wide array of processes, 

all of which preserve or document the queer Appalachian experience in some way.  Across 

various mediums, platforms, and methods—including assemblage sculptures, erotic 

photography, independent artifact collections, social media accounts, and handmade 

magazines—queer Appalachian people historically and currently create archives that fill in the 

gaps and work around the pitfalls of academic documentation of LGBTQ+ life in the region.   

Looking to historian George Chauncey’s insistence on focusing on “street-level” queer 

life instead of the “discourse of the elite,”91 this chapter explores and analyzes these queer 

archives that operate outside of academic institutions and employ a wide range of practices to 

preserve the experiences of their queer networks.  The chapter begins with an analysis of the 

 
89 There are a handful of queer archives tied to universities throughout the country that do important work in 

preserving and documenting the queer experience, such as the ONE Archive at the University of Southern 

California.  However, there is no dedicated academic archive of queer Appalachian history and culture and many 

universities, Appalachian or otherwise, are just beginning to form LGBTQ+ archives.   
90Halberstam, Jack. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives. New York: New York 

University Press, 2005. pp 32-33 
91 Ibid. 26 
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sculpture, photography, and preservation work of the Lexington artist Bob Morgan, whose 

bricolage art of artifacts and photographs taken by him and dug from the trash blurs the lines 

between art and archiving.  I also look at Morgan’s collection of queer artifacts and its role in 

starting the Faulkner-Morgan Archives, an independent archive of LGBTQ+ Kentucky history, 

with the help of archivist John Coleman.  Along with these physical archives, this chapter 

explores the ways in which queer Appalachian people, particularly those who are involved with 

the Queer Appalachia Project’s Instagram account, use the Internet and digital media as a means 

of constructing a non-hierarchical, borderless archive that navigates issues of consent, 

gatekeeping, and bureaucracy differently than conventional academic archives through such 

means as crowdsourced photo submissions and Instagram’s tagging feature.  The chapter 

concludes by returning to physical media, looking at the Queer Appalachia Project’s independent 

magazine, Electric Dirt, its place in the history of queer anti-urbanist publications, and its role 

alongside the Instagram account in creating a multi-platform archive.   

 

 

Meteorites and Naked Men: Bob Morgan’s Art as Archives 

 

Bob Morgan: This brings me to a part of the Appalachian story that not many people will tell 

you and that is the secret underground railroad out of Appalachia for gay people. It's been going 

on for I don't know how long. I can only verify 50 or 60 years of it that I witnessed. All the best 

and brightest of Appalachia and rural Kentucky, Appalachia beyond Kentucky were siphoned 

out of Appalachia. Some stayed but can you imagine how culturally rich the land would be if 

they hadn't lost all of their best and brightest artists, musicians, and writers? For years, I watched 

what happened. They would come to Lexington because secretly because there was an uncle, or 

somebody's aunt, or a friend of somebody's who had already come to Lexington because you can 

be gay here because we have a large gay underground society and you would start by just 

coming down to visit and you would sleep on people's couches. Then if you came from any 

means in Eastern Kentucky you could say, "I want to go to college. I have to go to Lexington." 

Nobody wanted to go to college. Nobody wanted a job. They wanted to come west and be gay. 

Some got jobs and got degrees and got educations. But then, here's the deal; they were the best 

and brightest. There were no jobs here so we already had people in all the big cities from 

Kentucky who had gotten jobs in the theater and in the arts and at the Metropolitan Opera House. 

Amazing places. They were always coming back to Kentucky to visit family and friends. We had 
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a direct line to the big cities so people would get a job, move to New York. Get a job, move to 

San Francisco. But then there was always another wave coming out of eastern Kentucky 

too.  Well, you know there that led. Ground zero. That's what happened to the best and brightest 

of a certain situation. They all came home sick; they couldn't take care of themselves. To 

disapproving families who were horrified and kept it a secret. There were communities who 

wouldn't go into people's homes because there was someone there with AIDS or they came home 

in a box for a funeral that families would have in secrecy. They wouldn't even put headstones up. 

To this day. They were so ashamed of the fact that their best and brightest son had come home 

dead from AIDS. They still live with that history, all those little communities. Those were all my 

friends. I vowed that I would tell their story. I saved hundreds of photographs. Jon's got racks of 

it. And lots of stories. Lots is lost, too. We're still scrambling to get stuff when we can.  Talking 

about ground zero. The ground zero I'm talking about was 35 years ago so there's still stuff out 

there. There's still some family members who say "I've got a bunch of Tony's old stuff before he 

died. I don't know what I have but do you want it?" 

 

Maxwell Cloe: Like you said, your family was a very storytelling family. Would you say that 

factors into why you want to preserve people's stories so much?  

 

Bob Morgan: I don't know. See, I wanted to be like Henry and tell people "you need to come 

out, you need to not take shit, you need to organize." I felt a responsibility when people started 

dying. That it was my fault, almost. That they had contracted AIDS.  I felt guilt but at the same 

time also, I became a caregiver. I didn't even know I was a caregiver. I've been taking care of my 

little sisters since I was a little boy. I've been taking care of my mother. I've been taking care of 

people. I didn't know I was a caregiver until I was confronted with sick and dying people and we 

couldn't even get in hospitals. They were just laying out on stretchers outside the doors.  I had to 

take care of people but unbeknownst to me, I was a caregiver. I had a gift for that. I could sit 

with people who were sick and suffering and dying and they felt comforted. They felt at ease. 

They held my hand. I could do it, too.  I took care of lots of people I knew and at one point I 

prayed for the end of everything and before long I was taking care of people I didn't even 

know.  Because there was nobody to take care of people. When people would die, the family 

would come. They didn't even know me. I'd been taking care of their son. They would just take 

all of their stuff and put it out for the trash man out on the street. So I would come back in the 

middle of the night and save all their trash. Their photo albums and their pictures. Their little 

statues, their little souvenirs and stuff. In my early days of making art I vowed turning these 

people into warriors and saints. Sometimes I would take one their prized little things and put it in 

the sculpture, like a radioactive heart.  But then I saved tons of photographs, boxes of 

photographs of people I didn't know. Whose lives I--I knew their lives, I didn't know them. There 

were pictures of parties at the gay bar, Christmases at home, people dressed up crazy but I didn't 

who any of the people were. I took a bunch of those boxes one time and just dumped them all 

together, mixed them. Merged them into one big box. Six different people's lives I didn't even 

know. I let it all be one big, living entity in itself.  And I saved all this shit. Henry had always 

told me, "document your life, you've got to save things" and "you've got to have a photographer. 

If you're not going to take pictures, you've got to find somebody who will." He always did 

that.  So even going back to old photographs in the Kinsey Institute, they're photographs of 

naked guys that Henry was taking in his bedroom. They're gorgeous shit these days. He would 

probably get arrested. 
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Bob Morgan: When Henry died he left me boxes and boxes of stuff. I had all those boxes of 

people who died, other people had given me stuff. I didn't know what I was going to do with all 

of it. I was so upset about it being thrown out in the street that I was just going to keep it until I 

died and somebody found it all and hopefully they wouldn't throw it in the street. It never 

occurred to me that we could actually label it all and put it in an archive. So I work in a very 

similar way with these objects.  I'm compulsive about images that I like or that mean the right 

thing and the storytelling I do.  Sometimes I just find one little thing at the flea market. 

Sometimes I am driving down the road and I see that box in the trash and I stop and get it. Other 

times I go to the Dollar Tree and I see a little bunny rabbit and they've got 50 of them and I take 

all of them. I tell people that some stuff comes right out of the factory or off the boat to China 

already trash. I like to circumvent the process of throwing them away and finding them, they're 

already trash. I have mythological things that I do a lot of. All these superheroes just popped up 

in these. I found a couple of big plastic bags stuffed with superheroes at the flea market for ten 

dollars a bag so I bought them all. I'm always looking for a representative of the human 

condition. Those big dolls that you see are figures, these fellas, they're all about that tall. I 

collected dolls when I was a little boy and those were the primo ones. I can still get them. The 

same ones from the old days, same company. It's sort of fun to have those dolls from when I was 

a little boy. I'm always looking for somebody or some center of the piece to be me or the people 

I'm talking about and so, after the Buddhas were all going to be the center of these pieces, I 

needed some other figure to represent struggling humans or other folks. 

 

 

For queer Appalachian people who are not well-versed in the intricacies of academic 

archival procedures, like professional artifact handling and thorough documentation of necessary 

metadata, one way to archive their experiences in a long-lasting and readily accessible manner is 

to create art that reflects on their experiences or actively preserves artifacts of their queer 

networks.  This archival use of specific works of art is especially evident in the work of Bob 

Morgan, the sculptor and photographer from eastern Kentucky.  Bob Morgan’s artistic efforts—

which range from his assembled “meteorite” sculptures to his photographs of drug users, sex 

workers, and AIDS victims—embody his desire to preserve his own experiences as a gay 
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Kentuckian as well as the experiences of the queer people that he has encountered, especially 

those who have died and can no longer speak for themselves.   

Describing his sculptures in particular, Morgan explains that many of them begin around 

a single object belonging to a gay person that was discarded or left to Morgan upon their death: 

“In my early days of making art I vowed turning these people into warriors and saints. 

Sometimes I would take one of their prized little things and put it in the sculpture, like a 

radioactive heart.”92 This concept of the radioactive heart imbues each of Morgan’s sculptures 

with a personality and a history that transforms the piece from a work of art made in 

commemoration of someone to a tangible archive of that person’s possessions and the ways in 

which their lives interacted with those possessions. Not only is the sculpture itself a queer artifact 

for LGBTQ+ networks to examine and preserve, it contains its own queer artifacts.  One 

prominent example of this archival sculpture with a “radioactive heart” is Morgan’s 2011 work, 

Pangean Youth (Figure 2.1).  The sculpture consists of a blue baby doll with an elaborate 

headpiece and a sword.  The doll stands on a base made from plastic sea creatures, bottle caps, 

and unidentifiable objects painted a wide array of colors.  One of the doll’s arms is missing and a 

snake emerges in its place and slithers around the doll’s torso, which is wrapped up by a chain 

with a padlock and contains a glass ball with a scorpion inside.  In a 2011 interview with art 

historian Fred Scruton, Morgan explains that this sculpture documents the life and struggles of a 

young drug user that he once cared for following a heroin overdose. 

Laying in a puddle of cold, cold rain was my little buddy AJ. He had overdosed on 

heroin and had turned bright blue and was laying there in this puddle of cold water 

 
92 Bob Morgan Oral History 
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wearing nothing but a pair of leopard skin pantyhose. […]  AJ always wore a chain 

around his neck with a little padlock on it. At the emergency room they have to 

strip you totally bare so they took a big chomper and chopped of that chain and 

padlock and when he got out of the hospital and I brought him home, he had his 

possessions and that chain and lock were in an envelope and he gave it to me […] 

so I kept it and put it around the neck [of the sculpture].”93 

With the bright blue baby doll clearly representing the young man during his overdose, the 

sculpture moves from an abstract conglomeration of toys and knick-knacks and debris to a 

concrete recollection of a specific story and history of a life event in Bob Morgan’s community.  

The snake emerging from the doll’s arm to attack the doll juxtaposed with the doll’s upraised, 

triumphant sword embodies the internal and societal struggle that people like AJ and Bob 

Morgan face as drug addicts, poor people, and/or gay men.  The inclusion of AJ’s signature 

necklace additionally signals and preserves an aspect of how people in eastern Kentucky dressed 

and styled themselves, especially those in punk and sexually marginal communities (Bob also 

mentions in the interview that AJ “a skateboarder, a punk rock music guy”94).  In these ways, the 

statue becomes AJ, or at least a stylistic representation of him, creating a documentation of his 

life, experience, and artifacts that tell a story for those willing to listen.    

While Morgan never explicitly mentions AJ’s sexuality, he explained to me in an email 

that even if his muses do not publicly disclose their orientation for whatever reason, he often still 

“take[s] their image and make[s] them into queer icons.” By taking someone who is not publicly 

queer (and perhaps not queer at all) and reconfiguring their life and struggles into a work of art 

 
93 Scruton, Fred. “Bob Morgan sample clip #1”. Filmed March 2017. YouTube video, 3:49. Posted March 2011. 
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which documents various difficulties and accomplishments of the queer experience in eastern 

Kentucky, Morgan demonstrates that his art operates outside of a metronormative understanding 

of queer visibility as being “in” or “out” of the closet.  Instead, like the men John Howard 

describes in Mississippi or George Chauncy describes in pre-World War II New York, Morgan 

creates a “gay world”95 with his sculptures. LGBTQ+ people might recognize the queerness 

inherent within Morgan’s work and his muses’ lives while those outside the queer eastern 

Kentucky networks may simply see an assemblage of baby dolls and cheap pieces of plastic.   

Morgan’s approach to sculpting—his taking of “piles of junk” and “conglomerating these 

meteorites of melted together stuff”96—creates what critical theorist Ann Cvetkovich terms “an 

archive of feelings.”97  Cvetkovich argues that decades of queer trauma and exclusion from 

mainstream society has led to unconventional forms of documentation, “giving rise to new 

genres of expression […] and new forms of monuments, rituals, and performances”98 that can be 

read and used as a means of preserving queer emotions, memories, and history.  This “unusual 

archive,” Cvetkovich argues, often relies on materials which are “frequently ephemeral” in order 

to reflect the ephemerality of queer trauma, which is often “marked by forgetting and 

dissociation [and] seems to leave behind no records at all.”99 Morgan’s assemblages of garbage, 

cheap dollar store items, baby dolls, and other readily available objects which document stories 

of trauma and triumph in queer Kentucky networks embody this ephemerality.  Moreover, 

Morgan explains that, growing up in rural Appalachian Kentucky, “junk is your vocabulary, 

you've got to have a lot laying around. You can't type ‘A,’ you've got to go find ‘A.’ If you don't 

 
95 Gay New York: the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940 7 
96 Bob Morgan Oral History 
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have it, you've got to go get it.”100  Ephemerality, for Morgan, is not just a product of being 

queer, it is a product of being queer and rural.  As such, his sculptures act as both archives of 

queer feelings and archives of rural feelings, documenting the trauma, emotions, and personal 

histories of both queer and Appalachian networks.   

Working alongside his sculptural archive, Bob Morgan’s photographs depict aspects of 

the Kentucky queer experience that some government institutions and families have historically 

tried to repress.  He reflects on the struggles he faced to get these images out to the public in his 

oral history: 

There's another whole part to me that you're not getting, that's photography.  I 

started taking photographs at Henry's encouragement and I spent many years 

photographing young injecting drug users and male prostitutes and documenting 

their lives. Some very salacious photographs, very revealing. Very frightening 

photographs. Their drug addiction and using and overdosing and stuff like that. I 

learned right away that it can be hard to get in places with that work so I stockpiled 

lots of it. Jon has hundreds in the archives.101 

Since most of Morgan’s subjects are not just gay men, but rural gay men who are sex workers, 

AIDS victims, or drug addicts, his documentation of their lives and their struggles become an 

archive of their experiences that operate in opposition to metronormative and respectability 

narratives which exclude rural queer people and queer people who engage in “unrespectable” 

behavior like sex work and drug use.   

 
100 Bob Morgan Oral History 
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Morgan’s primary aims in his photographs, as encouraged by the painter Henry Faulkner, 

are artistic as well as archival.  As such, most do not show his subjects in the actual act of 

hustling, injecting drugs, or having sex as conventional documentary or scientific photos might.  

Instead, the composition and content of the photos stylistically symbolize and gesture to the lives 

of the gay men they contain.  One such stylistic gesture is the multiple references to queer 

rurality that these photos make. For example, in one image (Figure 2.2), a white man appears on 

his hands and knees on a bed, looking backwards over his shoulder at the horse saddle on his 

back.  His buttocks and the rear side of his scrotum are readily visible.  The leather saddle used 

to accentuate the already sexual pose alongside the rainbow-colored, handmade quilt on the bed 

both signal an inextricable combination of queerness and rurality.  The subject’s pose and 

anticipatory expression also suggests that gay sexual activity has either already happened or is 

just about to, thus documenting—indirectly—the sexual idiosyncrasies and activity of rural queer 

men.  Other photos, such as Morgan’s picture of a gay man with the liquor bottle (Figure 2.3) 

similarly draws parallels between LGBTQ+ and rural identities.  By placing the bottle of Jack 

Daniels (a Tennessee-based whiskey operating out of Moore County, in the foothills of 

Appalachia) in between the subject’s legs, the rural-signifying bottle of liquor becomes the 

surrogate for the man’s erect penis, further equating elements of rural culture with gay sexual 

activity.   

Along with stylistically documenting the ways in which rural gay men engage in sexual 

play, Morgan’s photographs also gesture to the many precarious aspects of the gay male 

experience in eastern Kentucky, particularly struggles with drug addiction and AIDS.102  Blood 

 
102 Lilly, Jessica, and Roxy Todd. “Appalachia Has Highest Risk of HIV & Hepatitis in Nation. The Proposed 
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appears prominently throughout his photographs, such as the center to his triptych of Christ and 

the Two Thieves (Figure 2.4).  This photo depicts a young gay man covered in blood.  Like 

Christ, he wears a thorny crown and a wistful expression, looking heavenward.  Without 

communicating any direct signs of the figure’s HIV status—such as blood tests, Prep, 

physiological markers, or medical imagery—Morgan still gestures to the reality of the AIDS 

crisis with the copious amounts of blood, reinforcing the precarity that the disease holds for rural 

queer men.  His photographic rendering of the gay man and AIDS also gestures towards the 

institutional struggles that gay people with AIDS face.  By suggesting that the gay man in 

Morgan’s photograph had AIDS and placing him in the position of Christ, Morgan draws an 

equivalence between the two, suggesting that the Roman colonial powers which tortured Christ 

mirror the medical and family institutions which routinely refused to help those with AIDS.  As 

Morgan mentions in his oral history, many gay Kentuckians  

“came home sick; they couldn't take care of themselves. To disapproving families 

who were horrified and kept it a secret. There were communities who wouldn't go 

into people's homes because there was someone there with AIDS or they came 

home in a box for a funeral that families would have in secrecy.”103 

Like Morgan’s sculptures, these photographs of rural queer sexual activity and stylistic 

depictions of the AIDS epidemic exist as what Cvetkovich describes as “cultural artifacts 

[which] become the archive of something more ephemeral”104: ways of life, specifically those 

which are particular to a certain community. Where Morgan’s sculptures allow for detailed, long 

stories of queer Kentucky life and trauma, his photographs, many of which appear in a casual 
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snapshot style, capture a precise moment, a small glimpse into fleeting aspects of rural Kentucky 

sexuality.  The saddle and rainbow quilt in Figure 2.2 or the Jack Daniel’s bottle in Figure 2.3 

depict some specifics details of rural queer sex in eastern Kentucky, providing a documentation 

of these ways of life.  Morgan’s photos are not just erotic but also highlight the ephemerality of 

gay sex acts. In Figure 2.2, for example, his model looks backwards to the photographer while 

exposing his rear, filling the photo and the fleeting instant it captures with an anticipation of 

what is to come, thus archiving not just the model’s sexuality or his settings but the emotional 

tension of the experience as well.   

 

 

 

An Archive of Affect: The Creation of the Faulkner-Morgan Archives 

 

Bob Morgan: So Jon brought his students to my gallery talk and then told them that they had to 

write a paper on the show. He came up after the gallery talk and introduced himself to me and 

said "you'll have to come out and visit sometime and I would love to talk to you more about all 

this." I forgot all about it and then he emailed me and asked to come visit him and I did. He said 

"what are you doing with all that stuff" and I said "I don't know, it's piled all over my house and 

that's just the tip of the iceberg" and he said "maybe I could help you get it organized." I said, 

"oh that would help." I had 14,000 items and not even a post it note on anything. So we sat down 

one Sunday and he took out his laptop like this with a camera and had me hold up some different 

stuff and tell me what it was.  I said to myself in my head, "it sure would be nice if I could give 

all this stuff to him but who wants to take all this shit" and Jon's thinking "it sure would be nice 

to get all that stuff from him" but neither one of us would say it. Somehow we said it, then it was 

privately owned archives. Just owned by me and Jon. Recently, the Forbes Foundation in New 

York wanted to gift us a quarter of a million dollars’ worth of stuff to the archive. They wanted 

us to be non-profit. I wanted to be a non-profit all along but Jon didn't want to. As soon as they 

said that Jon said, "we need to be a non-profit!" It took a quarter of a million in paintings and 

bronze sculptures and shit and suddenly we're a non-profit.  I think that's funny. He's less than 

half my age, it's great. As long as he can figure out staying alive as long as me, I don't have to 

worry for a while, about the stuff. Of course, he knew nothing about me really, nothing about 

Henry Faulkner, nothing about some of the other gay characters. Now he's under contract to 

write two books, one on the gay history of Kentucky and one that's a coffee table book that's 100 

pieces from the archives. Talk about having your dreams come true. Like hey. He's a doctor of 

same-sex prostitution. You know what I said when he told me that? I said, "finally, somebody I 

can trust" [laughs].  Because in my world, I had tons of sexual photographs and not what I would 

call pornography but lots of wonderful pornography too. Lots of Henry's stuff and my stuff. This 



Cloe 63 
 

is valuable and important stuff and who is going to ever think that? Jon does. It's safer to give 

stuff to Jon. Another miracle.  

 

Jon Coleman: Bob was giving a curator's talk during the day and so I actually made it a little 

bonus assignment for my GWS class, to go to this talk. I had one student show up for it. So we 

go, there's only about a dozen people. We showed up early anyway to see the exhibit before the 

talk and Bob's there. I go up and i buy two of the booklets for the exhibit. This person walks up 

and he says "why are you buying two?" so I said "one for me to read and use and the other for 

me to keep." That was Bob who came up and asked. We immediately hit it off. So we went to the 

back storage room and he started pulling out all the stuff, he about died when he heard my 

dissertation topic and he took me to these Polaroids from the early 60s of Lexington hustlers. 

And I guided him up to here and it just really grew from there, our friendship grew.  Every now 

and then he would give me something. One of the first things he gave me was the polaroid of the 

hustler from the show. All this stuff belonged to Bob. That winter, The Last Gospel of the Pagan 

Babies premiered and then things sort of quieted down.  Bob had been approached by one 

archivist at UK wanting his collection, especially the stuff that belonged to Henry Faulkner, 

Bob's mentor. Bob was worried, while he really liked this archivist who is no longer at UK and 

really trusted her, he was worried about what it meant for this material to go to a state institution, 

and institution that's state funded. What if someone got word? Would they want it all? What 

about the super erotic stuff? What happens if that culture changes? What if a state senator really 

gets a bee in his bonnet about it and makes a big deal? In 2014, that seemed perhaps, unrightly 

but sitting here in 2019 it's like "hmm, probably a smart choice." So Bob and I went and had 

lunch and he was telling me about this and I knew that she had already approached Bob. He was 

talking about his concerns and he said "I think the best way for the stuff to be saved," and most 

of the stuff was not Bob's anyway, it had belonged to other people, a good chunk of it had come 

to him after his friends died of AIDS. There over lunch he said, "I think the best way for it to 

survive is if it sticks with someone who will take care of it" and he asked me if I would and I was 

sort of amazed because I knew what some of that stuff was, really important stuff. I told him I'd 

love to but I said there "you're not going to come bringing it to me in boxes, I want to know what 

this stuff is." Bob had retained so much information, a sort of institutional memory, with this 

stuff that would be lost. So we started every Sunday. I would go over at two o'clock, very much 

like this. I had a laptop and a little camera and Bob would start pulling stuff out literally from his 

bedside. If it was a photograph, he would start to talk about who's in the photograph and that 

would bring this story he remembered or the place where a poster used to hang. The artifacts 

became tied to the oral histories themselves. I took that material home, the sessions would last 

about an hour. Then I would catalog that collection, box it, and then the next week we would do 

it again. Within a few weeks, there became other people. 

 

 

Bob Morgan’s artistic efforts operate alongside his acts of dumpster diving and guerilla 

methods of preserving queer artifacts as a means of documenting and making accessible the 
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experiences of the queer people around him.  Like with his sculptures, which are built with 

materials that he has scavenged—some of which can be classified as simply “trash”—Morgan’s 

desire to scavenge and collect applies to his relationship with the queer history of eastern 

Kentucky.   

When people would die, the family would come. They didn't even know me. I'd 

been taking care of their son. They would just take all of their stuff and put it out 

for the trash man out on the street. So I would come back in the middle of the night 

and save all their trash. Their photo albums and their pictures. Their little statues, 

their little souvenirs and stuff.  […] But then I saved tons of photographs, boxes of 

photographs of people I didn't know. Whose lives I--I knew their lives, I didn't 

know them. There were pictures of parties at the gay bar, Christmases at home, 

people dressed up crazy but I didn't know who any of the people were. I took a 

bunch of those boxes one time and just dumped them all together, mixed them. 

Merged them into one big box. Six different people's lives I didn't even know. I let 

it all be one big, living entity in itself.105 

 Cvetkovich notes that, as Morgan’s work exemplifies, “the creators of grassroots gay and 

lesbian archives have frequently turned their houses into safe havens for history,”106 often 

stockpiling hundreds upon hundreds of queer artifacts and memories without any specific goal 

for their use but the understanding that they need to be preserved.  While such action and 

stockpiling are critical to the preservation of queer history, memory, and experiences, they do not 
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provide an incredibly accessible or organized means of using this information.  As Morgan 

succinctly explains, “I had 14,000 items and not even a post-it-note on anything”107 

 Morgan found a solution for this accessibility conundrum through his collaboration with 

gender historian Jon Coleman and the establishment of the Faulkner-Morgan Archive (FMA) in 

2014, named for Bob Morgan and his mentor, Henry Faulkner.  Like Morgan’s relationships 

with the many people who granted him their possessions, the construction of the FMA began 

from a position of trust and commonality between Morgan and Coleman.  Both are queer men 

from Appalachian Kentucky with a desire to preserve the stories of their communities.  

Moreover, as Morgan emphasizes, Coleman’s research into same-sex prostitution renders him 

“somebody I can trust”108: somebody who understands the cultural importance of sexuality and 

eroticism that does not conform to heteronormative politics of respectability and visibility.  

Lastly, while the archive does receive funding from the Forbes Foundation in New York and is 

thus beholden to the earmarks and other constraints characteristic of such funding, the archive is 

independent from any major university or corporate institution. Thus, Morgan can trust that a 

state senator or university official with “a bee in his bonnet about”109 the more sexually explicit 

pieces in the archive will be unable to restrict what is accessible or not.   

 As a result of the trust and friendship between Morgan and Coleman, the archives contain 

oral histories (conducted by Coleman) tied to many of the object’s in Morgan’s collection. The 

relationship between the two men facilitates the maintenance of these oral histories, which 

provide Morgan’s emotional, situational, and personal context for each item.  Like Morgan’s 

 
107 Bob Morgan Oral History 
108 Ibid.  
109 Maxwell Cloe, “Jon Coleman Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, 

Monroe Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 



Cloe 66 
 

sculptures and photographs, then, the FMA acts as one of Cvetkovich’s archives of feelings, as it 

proposes that “affects,” such as Morgan’s personal stories and feelings toward the object, “make 

a document significant”110 alongside its historical or cultural value.  With Coleman and 

Morgan’s roots in Appalachia and the wide array of material which comes from their networks in 

the region, the FMA additionally recognizes the role that rurality, specifically Appalachian 

rurality, plays into constructions of queerness in the public mind, making it an archive of 

Appalachian and queer feelings, once again like Morgan’s art.  As the archives expand, they will 

be able to incorporate the oral histories of contributors other than Bob Morgan, such as that of 

Peter Taylor, the noted Lexington/Appalachian gay activist.  In this way, the archive has the 

potential to expand from the feelings and emotions of one gay Kentuckian (Bob Morgan) to the 

communal feelings of entire queer Kentucky Appalachian networks.  The FMA recognizes and 

captures the ephemerality of these queer networks and memories while simultaneously working 

to preserve them for future queer Kentuckians to consult and appreciate. 

 

Mobile Archives: The Queer Appalachia Project, Instagram, and Electric Dirt 

Mamone: There's a lot of assumptions that when you have a four-year degree that everyone 

knows those skills. To me, some of the most interesting art and history stories come from people 

who don't know how to access those things.  People who are documenting their life, people that 

are making art, people that are finding their way. Even like the Chivas Clem section of the zine. 

There you have a guy that is on house arrest and the only option he has is to host but he's making 

art from it, he's having wild sexual adventures. Even if the only art, there are people that have 

such a huge budget to make things with and then you see him where he's found this cutout 

standup fried chicken something from a fast food restaurant and he dips it in glitter and makes a 

headboard out of it. It's so interesting. He's not worried about the Hirshhorn calling, he's just got 

to make things. I'm much more interested in him and what he has to do than anyone at the 

Hirshhorn. They were very nice to me. He doesn't care if you think he's an artist, he's finding a 

way to make things and get all of his needs met at home with this little country whatnot. We get 

to document the most interesting people to me because of the zine and because of the hodge-

podge, open-ended "send us your Electric Dirt." It runs the gamut, it's stories, it's fiction, it's art, 

 
110 An Archive of Feelings 224 



Cloe 67 
 

it's photography. It's a word jumble. It's a crossword puzzle. It's what anyone decides for it to be 

and I feel like we have this really unique parameters of no parameters that if we tried to start 

doing this and verbalize to everyone that "this is a zine, we're writing things." 

[…] 

Maxwell Cloe: Yep, me and Raina talked about her video the other day. It was the hot takes on 

Appalachia that got me interested in the region again. My family's from Sperryville, Virginia 

which is a teeny tiny little town. I've always grown up with background knowledge. With the 

2016 election, I saw all the articles and thought "this can't be right." I read Elizabeth Catte, What 

You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia. You see the Instagram as countering the hot takes 

that people have? 

 

Mamone: Once you get [laughs]--we're over 200,000 followers on the Instagram alone. It's 

impossible that every one of those followers has something personal. There's just too much press 

but at the same time, if you want to see authentic representations of Appalachians representing 

themselves without being curated from a specific media lens, going through someone else. You 

send me things, I put it up. If it's not real interesting, it's not going up, sorry. It is people 

documenting themselves, just sending them in and I put it up. No one's paid to take care of these 

things. It's not going through another entity. It's no one's job to represent all Appalachians or 

anything. We're documenting ourselves. So often there's been gatekeepers. We've only had this 

technology--I got my first iPhone in '08 when it first came out--we've only had this technology 

about a decade. Before that, you had to have access to higher education, usually a master's 

degree in archiving, folklore, being some kind of historian. You had to have some kind of 

something to decide who got to be omitted from their own history and who got to be recorded. 

One thing we do is we give that the middle finger. There's no one with a master's degree here in 

any shape or form. I think a lot of people are like "I'm an Appalachian so it's okay for me to 

decide what gets shared or what doesn't." They act like it's Appalachians documenting 

themselves and it is but there's this filter of someone with access who more than anyone else who 

gets to be documented and who gets omitted from their own history.  That doesn't happen with 

us, like, our job is to maintain--we built and we maintain a platform. If you don't send us 

anything then we don't have anything to share.   

 

 

Mamone’s declaration to “send us your Electric Dirt” catalyzes the potential that digital 

media—particularly social media—holds for the expansion of the independent queer archives 

today and into the future.  This phrase, which laid the foundation for the Queer Appalachia 

Project, is, at first glance, an oxymoron.  Electric: signifying futurity, wealth, urbanity, 

machination.  Dirt: signifying rusticity, poverty, rurality, manual labor.  To combine them 

highlights the paradoxes that drive metronormative narratives about the incompatibility of rural 
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and queer identities as well as the incompatibility of Appalachia and the political left.  

Additionally, this phrase underscores the necessary role that digital technology does and will 

continue to play in rural queer preservation and organizing.  The “Electric Dirt” which fills the 

Queer Appalachia Instagram page is thus a call to Appalachian people to embrace and dismantle 

those narratives while simultaneously urging those who believe those narratives to reconsider 

their veracity.  The result is an ever-expanding, communally generated archive that is less bound 

by the sexual politics of the federal, state, and local governments than conventional, physical 

archives. 

 The crowdsourced origin of many of the “Electric Dirt” posts which appear on the Queer 

Appalachia Instagram account results in a multitude of different kinds of visibility that would 

potentially face censorship in state-run archives.  As Jon Coleman, director of the Faulkner-

Morgan Archives, explains, Bob Morgan’s hesitation to send his collection of queer artifacts to a 

state-operated university archive stems from uncertainty about queer visibility, representation, 

and public notions of respectability: 

Would they want it all? What about the super erotic stuff? What happens if that 

culture changes? What if a state senator really gets a bee in his bonnet about it and 

makes a big deal? In 2014, that seemed perhaps unrightly but sitting here in 2019 

it's like, "hmm, probably a smart choice."111 

Many of the “Electric Dirt” posts, then, demonstrate that the internet, particularly social 

media, allows for a broader tolerance of queer content.  For example, the post made on 

December 31, 2019 (Figure 2.5) shows two naked people—one nonbinary person and one 

woman—embracing and kissing underwater.  Along with the ample amount of bare skin that 
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might raise the suspicions of the “state senator [with] a bee in his bonnet” that Coleman 

mentions, the post’s caption states, “Here’s to showing as much ass as possible in 2020 y’all,”112 

a call to document all aspects of Appalachian sexuality, especially the more erotic or overtly 

sexual.  Other posts, like the one made on January 3, 2020 (Figure 2.6), further emphasize the 

possibilities of sexually explicit queer content that the internet affords.  This post depicts four 

queer people, some Appalachian and some Floridian, visiting a Waffle House (a cultural signifier 

of Appalachia and the south in general113) in Florida.  The four people are posing in front of the 

iconic Waffle House sign in various states of undress while three of these people eat waffles and 

pour maple syrup on Mamone, the founder of the Project.  While not as sexually explicit as the 

underwater post, the presence of half-naked bodies, messy food, and the public setting all work 

to challenge the respectable queer images that often appear in archives.  The wide reach of the 

page’s call for submissions enables queer people with facets of their identity that do not fit 

current American hegemonic norms of gender, sexuality, or body types—a queer woman of 

color or a fat nonbinary person—to represent themselves.  The Waffle House post, which depicts 

a group of nonbinary people and women who are not skinny and which contains and references 

people of color, is an example of this representative range.  

 In addition to these posts, which loudly assert a public depiction of queerness and make 

the presence of queer Appalachian people visible, the Queer Appalachia Instagram page also 

provides a platform for queer representation that confounds or rejects binary understandings of 

visibility.  Three 2019 posts from March 2 (Figure 2.7), May 18 (Figure 2.8), and November 23 

(Figure 2.9) all respectively illustrate that queer Appalachian people, like many LGBTQ+ people 
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in rural areas, reject the metronormative assumption that being visible, or “coming out,” is a 

move which “allows for the full expression of the sexual self.”114  In all three of these posts, a 

queer person engages in some sort of activity with their face obscured or cropped out of the 

picture.  In the case of the May 18 and November 23 posts, most of the subject’s body is either 

not visible or entirely blocked.  These posts remove the emphasis from the individual, and thus 

an emphasis on personal narratives, in favor of an anonymous interaction with aspects of 

Appalachian life.  Given the context of the Instagram page’s pride in Appalachian queerness, 

these anonymous photos do not point towards a need to hide one’s gender and sexuality but 

rather an understanding that metronormative visibility narratives of publicly “coming out” are 

not necessary for many rural queer people.  As historian Carly Thomsen notes in “In Plain(s) 

Sight,” “if the rural is understood as unsafe or homophobic, gays cannot plausibly exist there 

happily.”115 These posts which document queer people existing, expressing themselves, and 

thriving in rural spaces without tying their rurality to a personal narrative of overcoming 

hardship to be gender or sexually non-normative in Appalachia thus reject the binaries of rural or 

urban and suffering or happy in favor of a more complex relationship to rurality and visibility. 

Within these examples of queer rural visibility is an implicit dismissal of the construction of 

Appalachia as the nation’s spatial closet.  Queer Appalachian people can exist happily in the 

mountains without any need to fetishize metronormative narratives of “coming out.” 

At the same time that some posts keep the subject’s face obscured, the tagging feature on 

Instagram links to the subject’s personal account, further complicating the page’s relationship to 

visibility.  By posting the photo and tagging the submitter with their consent, Queer Appalachia 
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honors the privacy of the individual while simultaneously opening the person to other queer 

people and queer networks online to those who are interested.  While more engaged members of 

the audience can simply click on the subject’s Instagram handle and go to their account, less 

involved or straight Instagram users will likely scroll past the image, not taking more than a few 

seconds to take in everything.  In this way, this process of tagging queer Appalachian people in 

otherwise anonymous posts functions similarly to the subcultural codes that characterized the 

Mississippi gay life that Howard describes. Much like how gay Mississippi men “proved adept at 

maneuvering through hostile terrain”116 by “constant, vigilant negotiation”117 of language and 

behavior to know when and where it was safe to express one’s queerness, so too does the process 

of tagging queer Appalachian people enable those people to maneuver through the hostile terrain 

of the Internet by signaling one’s queerness to other people while working around the gaze of the 

disinterested, straight, and/or hostile audience. Howard additionally notes that queer interaction 

in Mississippi “consisted of circulation rather than congregation,” meaning that gay men often 

did not flock to one area to convene with each other but rather operated in the areas around a 

certain location, constantly moving through “multidirectional avenues of interaction.”118 The 

network of queer people created through Instagram tagging operates as a similar multidirectional 

avenue; a post which tags one queer user can link to a multitude of other similar accounts which 

can link back to the Queer Appalachia Instagram account. There is no central hub of queer 

Appalachian activity, only various pages linked by tags. Those looking to connect with other 

queer people know where and how to do so while the non-queer members of the audience can 

simply scroll by.  
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 The wide range of genders, sexualities, races, body types, and approaches to visibility 

which appear on the Queer Appalachia Instagram page is a direct result of the increasing 

accessibility of the internet and social media.  As Mamone explains: 

[Before smartphones] you had to have access to higher education, usually a master's 

degree in archiving, folklore, being some kind of historian. You had to have some 

kind of something to decide who got to be omitted from their own history and who 

got to be recorded. One thing we do is we give that the middle finger.119 

Conventional physical archives are dependent on the structures of power that academic and 

governmental institutions uphold.  What is preserved and documented (or omitted) is necessarily 

at the hands of a hierarchy that typically excludes many of the communities that it purports to 

represent.  Instances of erasure like the National Archive’s censorship of anti-Trump sentiment 

in protest signs120 or the lack of any academic queer archives in West Virginia illustrate that the 

content and work of academic archives is typically beholden to the dominant, and usually 

conservative, morality of local, state, and federal governments. Additionally, in his analysis of 

biographies of transgender people, cultural theorist Jack Halberstam notes that the person 

inserting themselves into another person’s life or community (the biographer in Halberstam’s 

case and the archivist or academic in mine) create a distinction between the researcher and the 

subject.  As such, even the attempt to include marginalized voices by those within the academy is 

often fraught with an othering mentality that only leads to trivialized, flattened, or otherwise 

inaccurate depictions of queerness.  Furthermore, the process of moving into other spaces to 

 
119 Mamone Oral History 

120 Kennicott, Philip. “Perspective | The National Archives Used to Stand for Independence. That Mission Has Been 

Compromised.” The Washington Post. WP Company, January 18, 2020. 
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conduct research often faces the (justified) resistance of subjects who are wary of the archivists’ 

potentially middle-class intentions121, reducing the range of what appears in the archive.   

A digital archive which makes use of the decentralized and horizontal structure of the 

internet (horizontal and decentralized in the sense that anyone can post without having to appeal 

to a chain of higher-ups), like the Queer Appalachia Instagram page, provides a way around 

many of the hang-ups of conventional archives.  Like conventional archives, Mamone acts as a 

mediator who decides what gets in or what does not based on what they find “real interesting,” 

meaning that a certain level of gatekeeping takes place, as an uninhibited stream of posting 

would potentially lead to harmful, bigoted, or irrelevant content being posted.  Unlike 

conventional archives, Mamone and the people that they collaborate with are queer 

Appalachians,122 working to represent queer Appalachians in a way that is dignified, responsible, 

and cognizant of the racial and class factors that contribute to the modern LGBTQ+ Appalachian 

landscape.  As a result, the content which appears in the Queer Appalachia archive comes almost 

entirely from queer Appalachian people representing themselves in a manner that they see fit.  

Halberstam argues that depictions of queer people often face three major challenges: 

stabilization, or the defusing of queer narratives by depicting them as “strange, uncharacteristic, 

and even pathological”; rationalization, or the fabrication of “reasonable explanations for 

behavior that may seem […] outrageous”; and trivialization, or the representation of queer lives 

as “non-representative and inconsequential.”123 Looking at the posts on the Queer Appalachia 

 
121 See Nan Boyd’s comments on “permissible speech:” Boyd, Nan A. “Talking About Sex.” In Bodies of Evidence, 

edited by Nan A. Boyd and Horacio R. Ramirez, 95–112. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2012. 110 
122 In February of 2020, for example, Mamone announced multiple guest curators for the account, all of whom were 

queer black southerners and Appalachians.  The caption to the February 14th post which announced these guests is as 

follows: “We got some special community members that are helping us curate February’s feed. @oppressedjuice, 

@gemynii, @lilbearboi & @azzan.theartist are going to help us explore Black Queer Appalachian / Southern Art, 

Culture & Community ALL month long!” 
123 Halberstam, Jack. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives. New York: New York 

University Press, 2005. pp 54-55 
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Instagram account, it is apparent that the audience-generated photos, videos, and memes which 

appear within confront these three challenges.  These posts depict queer Appalachian people with 

an understanding that their existence is an intrinsic part of Appalachian life, queer or otherwise.  

Moreover, since many people have access to a camera and the Internet, the process of submitting 

work to the page is as simple as a direct message with a name and any requests for the post, 

reducing the amount of bureaucratic gatekeeping that conventional archives often use. 

In his essay “Digital Oral History and the Limits of Gay Sex,” John Howard outlines 

what he sees as the role that digital media and communication will play in the future of queer 

research.  The advantages that digital media affords to oral historians similarly apply to the 

process of digital archiving.  As Howard notes, the rapidity of online communication enables one 

of his narrators to exercise “his own agency and power by precisely stating the terms for 

publishing his interview”124 in real time, all maintaining a digital record of the exchange and 

consent.  Similarly, people submitting to the Queer Appalachia Instagram account can navigate 

ongoing archival consent by including in their submission message the exact terms under which 

the image is to be posted, captioned, and tagged.  Since Instagram allows edits on posts, any 

request to remove names, alter captions, or delete photos can be quickly honored without the 

need to deal with any bureaucracy.  Howard also explains that the casual nature and familiarity 

of digital interactions can lead to a bond between narrator and researcher which overcomes 

anxieties over permissible speech and generates “challenges and possibilities for shattering 

normative structures of sexual pleasure and desirability.”125  The erotic and explicit images 

which appear on the Queer Appalachia Instagram account and include races and body types that 

 
124 Howard, John. “Digital Oral History and the Limits of Gay Sex.” In Queering the Countryside, edited by Mary L. 

Gray, Colin R. Johnson, and Brian J. Gilley, 309–32. New York, NY: New York University Press, 2016. 326 
125 Ibid. 329 
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are outside of the socially-enforced norm illustrate that the relationship between the digital 

archive and the submitter is likewise less limited by any hesitation or censorship emerging from 

respectability than content within physical archives.  Moreover, just as digital communication 

allows for ongoing navigation of consent, so too does digital submission of material enable the 

submitter to navigate their own approach to visibility. Whether they crop the faces out of their 

image or request to not include any names, the person submitting continues to have ongoing 

control over their representation and privacy.  While this control is still often present in academic 

archives through numerous forms and legal agreements, the accessibility and rapidity of the 

internet, along with its non-hierarchical potential, makes this control all the easier to maintain.  

Using Instagram as means of queer archiving is not a flawless process, however.  While 

the Internet is less bound by the sexual politics of governmental institutions that would limit 

what can appear in official state archives, websites like Instagram still maintain rules regarding 

nudity that are based on a poorly defined, conservative attitude towards sex, sexuality, and the 

human body.  Per their Community Guidelines:  

“for a variety of reasons, we don’t allow nudity on Instagram. This includes photos, 

videos, and some digitally-created content that show sexual intercourse, genitals, 

and close-ups of fully-nude buttocks. It also includes some photos of female 

nipples”126 

Such vague prohibitions, especially those against “female nipples,” do not account for the wide 

range of human body types that exist.  How would these community guidelines handle 

transgender men before and after surgery? Transgender women before and after surgery? 

Cisgender men with prominent breasts? By relying on these ill-defined guidelines, Instagram 

 
126 “Instagram Help Center.” Community Guidelines | Instagram Help Center. Instagram. Accessed May 4, 2020. 

https://help.instagram.com/477434105621119. 
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constructs gender and sexuality solely in biological terms, excluding those who do not fall within 

those strict scientific lines.  The website’s widespread aversion to sex and the naked human body 

limits the potential for LGBTQ+ accounts, which often engage with matters of sexuality and 

sexually explicit images, to preserve and document a fuller range of queer self-expression.  

Moreover, while using social media as a digital archive works around the hierarchies of 

governmental regulations, it still relies on the hierarchies which emerge from corporate 

institutions like Instagram, which pay lip service to LGBTQ+ liberation127 while simultaneously 

exploiting their workers, queer or otherwise.   

Along with these ideological drawbacks of using social media as an archive, the 

mechanics and technology of social media sites further complicate their efficacy as a way of 

preserving and documenting queer experiences. Although social media sites like Instagram keep 

a record of every post on the site, they do not categorize these posts with the detail that an 

academic archive would, meaning that the owner of an account must personally back up and 

document their posts, which would require a significant amount of time and digital storage space.  

Additionally, the use of social media opens every post as a potential target to cyber-violence like 

trolling or doxxing, though such problems can be swiftly dealt with Instagram’s block and report 

features.  For this reason and numerous others, such as a desire to remain “off the grid” or the 

lack of knowledge about the Internet, many people stay away from social media, meaning that it 

is not as accessible in practice as it is in theory. Despite these problems, the use of the Internet 

and social digital organizing as a means to archive a wide range of Appalachian queer 

experiences still manages to improve upon or work around many (but not all) of the difficulties 

 
127 Cohen, David. “Instagram Marks Pride Month With Several Initiatives Inside and Outside the App.” Adweek. 

Adweek, June 10, 2019. https://www.adweek.com/digital/instagram-marks-pride-month-with-several-initiatives-
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of accessibility and conservative sexual politics that characterize conventional academic 

archives. The Queer Appalachia Instagram account signals the growing potential and legitimacy 

of digital archives for queer preservation.  Future groups, queer or otherwise, looking to create a 

non-hierarchical, borderless archive can look to Queer Appalachia’s ongoing attempt as a model 

upon which to grow and expand.  

 The Queer Appalachia Project does not just archive aspects of the queer Appalachian 

experience through their Instagram account, however.  Accounting for and balancing out the 

shortcomings of digital social media archiving is the Project’s independent magazine (which I 

will interchangeably refer to as a “zine” per the magazine’s editor’s note which refers to the 

publication as “a collectively created zine”128), Electric Dirt.  Named for the same declaration 

that Mamone made to launch the Instagram page, the magazine documents and preserves aspects 

of queer Appalachia in ways that the Instagram account cannot: namely through long-form 

essays, interviews, explicit photos that include nudity and sexual activity, and large collections of 

artists’ work.  In doing so, the zine works with—not against—the Instagram account to construct 

a multimedia, multiplatform archive that is not only readily accessible and quickly expanded but 

is long-lasting and deeply detailed as well.   

 The political and artistic aims of Electric Dirt situate the magazine in a decades-long 

legacy of queer anti-urbanist publications, which critique metronormative and homonormative 

tendencies in contemporary LGBTQ+ activism while simultaneously documenting the writing 

and scholarship of contemporary radical queer groups.  Historian Scott Herring, in Another 

Country, discusses two of these early rural LGBTQ+ publications, Country Women and the 

Radical Faery Digest, and argues that they emerged in response to the “compulsory 

 
128 Mamone, ed. Electric Dirt. Vol. 1. Bluefield, WV: Queer Appalachia, 2017. 4 
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homonormativity” and “compulsory metronormativity”129 which appears throughout the popular 

gay magazines of the 1970s such as The Advocate. The first of these newsletters, Country 

Women, used the theory of lesbian separatism in speaking to and about lesbians in rural areas, 

advocating for “geographic separatism” away from the city and its “gendered bias of bicoastal 

aesthetic norms.”130  This call for rural lesbians to shun urbanity is thus dependent on a rejection 

of the particular metronormative narratives of the time which conflate not only the queer with the 

urban but also the rich, the white, and the male with the urban, using “gay” to encapsulate and 

homogenize the entire LGBTQ+ experience.  The aesthetics of the magazine, which Herring 

characterizes “female-laden stylistics […] that were more akin to a handwritten do-it-yourself 

print,”131 further contrasts the slick, wealthy, and masculine aesthetics of urban-centric queer 

publications.  Along with rejecting metronormative aesthetics, the art of Country Women also 

emphasizes the gendered wage gap and different access to money for lesbians in contrast to gay 

men to establish its own norms and aesthetic vocabulary for rural queer, especially rural lesbian, 

publications.  

Moreover, for those lesbians who stayed in the city for financial or political reasons yet 

still rejected metronormative constructions of queerness, Country Women and its working class 

roots reached throughout rural and urban environments to enable lesbians in all spaces to 

“imagine themselves as members of a non-urbanist collective.”132 In this way, Country Women 

establishes a transnational solidarity between rural and rural-sympathetic lesbians that is 

manifested through a record of rural theorizing, activism, and art—an archive not unlike the 

Queer Appalachia Instagram account.  

 
129 Herring, Scott. Another country: Queer anti-urbanism. Vol. 21. NYU Press, 2010. 75 
130 Ibid. 81 
131 Ibid. 84 
132 Ibid. 82 
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 Like Country Women, Radical Faery Digest (or RFD) intentionally separates itself from 

the dominant culture of heteronormativity and homonormativity that its publishers see as being 

characteristic of wealthy urban queerness. Furthermore, as Herring notes, RFD rejects the 

depiction of rural areas as “an armchair urban gay […] retreat”133 and instead depicts rural areas 

as a site of radical community building for queer people, a “de-isolating connection”134 for those 

who cannot be in a city for whatever reason. To foster this network-building, early issues of RFD 

often included guides to communal living in rural areas, such as instructions on “foraging for 

edible wild violets, paper cutting, goat dairy, water dowsing, basket making, and cooking with 

bark,”135 thus creating, as Country Women did, a repository or archive of rural experiences.  

Finally, early issues of RFD advance the same DIY aesthetics of Country Women, establishing 

an unofficial rural queer look.  The inconsistent fonts, handmade quality, and low subscription 

cost all highlight the “critical rusticity”136 that such radical magazines encourage to reject white, 

wealthy metronormativity in favor of a more rural and intersectional approach to queer 

liberation.  Thus, like Country Women, Radical Faery Digest acts as an archive of rural queer 

life, politics, and aesthetics which works to unite rural queer people across the country in 

opposition to increasingly aggressive metronormative narratives.  

As Herring notes, however, while Country Women and RFD embodied the radical politics 

of their time (and even in today’s sense), they also had ideological drawbacks and 

inconsistencies.  RFD in particular, as it became more and more popular, eventually abandoned 

its anti-urbanist roots in favor of a superficial urban aesthetic that is “the offspring of a metro-
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oriented gay male cosmopolitanism”137 that treats the rural as an othered retreat for urban gay 

men, a trend which continues into twenty-first century issues of the publication. Scott Herring 

points to modern RFD articles like “From Hippy to Fairy at Short Mountain Sanctuary,” which 

equates gay men with metro-centric stereotypes like “leisure culture [...], style and 

sophistication,”138 as exemplary of this rhetorical shift.  Though Country Women’s ideological 

inconsistencies were not quite as dramatic as RFD’s turn, the rural lesbian-separatism that it 

championed depends on a “strategic essentialism” that often relies on “a racial normativity”139 

that centers whiteness, thus excluding many of the rural queer people who do not fit within those 

gender and racial categories.  In the same vein, the queer politics of the 1970s, even in some of 

the most radical spaces, did little to account for the presence of trans and non-binary people, 

meaning that their experiences were often not preserved in any of these unofficial archives.  

 Electric Dirt continues the aesthetic, political, and archival functions of its predecessors 

while also expanding these aims to account for twenty-first century pulses in queer liberation and 

rural life.  Like Country Women and RFD, Electric Dirt relies on a “rustic” aesthetic—which 

makes heavy use of rural signifiers and do-it-yourself methods—that has adapted and morphed 

to fit twenty-first century aesthetics.  The front and back covers of the magazine (Figures 2.10 

and 2.11, respectively), for example, show queer people dressed and made-up in such a way that 

blurs the distinctions between high and low fashion; manicured nails and made-up faces appear 

with flecks of dirt, sweat, or other elemental imperfections.  Mesh tops which are reminiscent of 

rave wear appear alongside leather vests and flowers stuck into brimmed hats, evocative of an 

older, less urban aesthetic.  The combination of these diverging aesthetic choices, framed by a 
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blurred green background and the title of the magazine reproduced in a collage of license plate 

letters, points to a modernized rural queer aesthetic that adopts many of the fashion choices of 

urbanity while reconfiguring them to exist in the mountains.  The inside of the zine similarly 

touts a modernized rustic aesthetic.  Though Electric Dirt has abandoned the entirely handmade, 

scrambled layout of older anti-urbanist publications—a choice which Mamone explains as 

representing the idea that: 

there's something to be said with people seeing themselves represented when you've 

never seen yourself represented before and it being represented well and 

professionally and not in a negative way or a jakey way, the cheapest way140—  

the magazine still honors these traditions through the multitude of hand drawn margin 

illustrations (Figures 2.12 and 2.13) which depict elements of rural culture through a queer lens, 

such as the same-sex couple of cast-iron skillets holding hands.  Along with aligning Electric 

Dirt in the tradition of anti-urbanist publications, which contained similar hand-drawn elements, 

these margin illustrations depict Appalachian signifiers like banjos, opossums, or cast-iron 

skillets as either overtly queer or contextually queer by virtue of being in the LGBTQ+ 

magazine.  In doing so, these drawings reappropriate elements of mainstream Appalachian 

culture to suggest that LGBTQ+ and Appalachian identities are compatible, and that any 

depiction of Appalachia would be incomplete without also considering the queer aspects of the 

region.  Moreover, the multitude of fonts, photo sizes, and layout configurations on each page 

(Figure 2.14) similarly evoke the design of past anti-urbanist magazines, thus promoting “a queer 

anti-urbanism that collate[s] a different imaginary”141 of queer LGBTQ+ life while 
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simultaneously creating a robust physical object which will more likely stand decades of 

weathering than the handmade Country Women or RFD.  

 Like these two early publications, Electric Dirt preserves the experiences of rural queer 

people, particularly queer Appalachians.  The editor’s note of the magazine acknowledges its 

role as an archive of queer Appalachian life: 

With under-documented cultures and communities, there is often a gatekeeper. An 

archivist, sociologist, anthropologist, or historian decides who and what is omitted 

from history. […] In Electric Dirt the underrepresented and misrepresented get to 

represent themselves.  We get to define our Appalachia with our own images and 

truths.142 

 

Unlike the Instagram account or many physical queer archives, Electric Dirt does not receive 

funding or support from institutional sources.  Rather, online crowdsourcing and the audience 

submissions of materials raised over $30,000 for the Project, enabling them to cover the costs of 

high-quality magazine printing, paying their editors, and offering small grants to queer 

Appalachian causes.  By virtue of its format and the crowdsourced origin of its funding; the 

magazine fills in the gaps that Instagram’s content rules leave as an archive of queer life in 

Appalachia.  For example, Electric Dirt is not beholden to any community guidelines restricting 

nudity or sexual activity, meaning that naked bodies and explicit eroticism are readily visible.  

The nudity and sex which does appear throughout the magazine often highlight the existence of 

rural and Appalachian bodies which deviate from the cisgender, white, skinny, and male norms 

that appear throughout older queer publications like RFD.  Instead, Electric Dirt dedicates space 

to the self-representation of black queer people like Gemynii, the North Carolina artist whose 
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two-page spread in the magazine (Figure 15) contains not only her paintings of fully naked, fat 

bodies but photographs of her own naked, fat body. These photos, which sites like Instagram 

would flag as “sexually explicit” for their nudity, emphatically assert and document the existence 

of nonwhite, fat, queer bodies throughout Appalachia and rural areas writ large, thus indicating 

that the region, as Elizabeth Catte notes, “is more diverse than it’s presented in books, essays, 

and photographic projects.”143  

In addition to nude photographs and drawings, Electric Dirt expands on the archival 

potentials of the Instagram account through long-form essays which similarly document the 

experiences of people that do not fit into the popularly understood image of an Appalachian 

person.  These essays, which contain the voices and perspectives of queer Appalachian people 

through interviews or personal narrative writing, often function as a first-hand record of queer 

Appalachian life, much like an oral history, photograph, or work of art would do.  Electric Dirt, 

as a compilation of these essays, is thus an archive of these experiences (and the magazine’s 

editors are the compilers and archivists).  In one such essay, “The Queer Trans Muslim 

Experience in Appalachia,” folk musician Nikki Cooper writes about her life in an effort to 

expand the archive of Appalachian experiences and to reclaim “a specific culture” that she feels 

“was never truly mine because of white faces.”144 She works to reclaim such experiences through 

the juxtaposition of pleasant and stereotypically “Appalachian” moments in her life to instances 

of social marginalization on account of her race, gender, and religion.  For example, she recounts 

positive moments from her childhood—such as “riding down the street on my father in laws red 

tractor blasting blue grass”—and places them alongside her experiences with bigotry which 

make, as she explains, “attending a banjo competition or going to a good Ole show in the hollers 
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seems outright menacing at times.”145  Through this juxtaposition, Cooper challenges the 

present-day understanding of Appalachia as wholly cis, white, and Christian by demonstrating 

that people who do not fit those identities still take part in conventionally Appalachian activities 

while also experiencing bigotry.   

However, Cooper does not blame this bigotry solely on some inherent backwardness of 

the region, as many popular accounts of Appalachia have.  Instead she explains that “this isn’t an 

Appalachia problem […], it’s a white problem and a problem with expectations and what it 

means to be a hillbilly,”146 suggesting that this bigotry emerges in part from a misunderstanding 

of the region’s history of blackness and queerness.  So, along with expanding the present-day 

archive of Appalachian experiences, Cooper also works expand the broader archive of 

Appalachian history by highlighting the presence of queerness and blackness throughout the 

region, past and present.  She addresses public and historical perceptions of Appalachia with a 

direct challenge to the reader: “close your eyes whoever you may be and imagine what 

Appalachia as a person looks like.”147  With the assumption that “not all but half y’all”148 will 

imagine a white, toothless hillbilly stereotype, Cooper implores the reader—whether that be a 

random queer person, an interested straight Appalachian, or a journalist writing about the 

region—to “read about the stories of slave owners who make accounts of seeing fiddles and 

banjos being played by black folks […] in the mountains.”149 Though not an academic and 

rigorous historical account of race and queerness in the region (as few oral histories or personal 
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narratives are), Cooper’s essay still documents the experiences and perspectives of a single 

person whose existence rebuts popular and historical understandings of Appalachia. 

 Other long-form sections in Electric Dirt further investigate and expand the Appalachian 

archive by taking elements of Appalachian popular culture and history and demonstrating that 

they are incomplete without also considering the presence of queer life.  The primary example of 

this intervention into Appalachian history is the magazine’s “Foxfire section,” which 

collaborates with The Foxfire Foundation, the publisher of the series of magazines which are a 

popular archive of Appalachian art, cooking, and outdoorsmanship.  Along with these 

magazines, The Foxfire Foundation operates physical archives which seek “to preserve the 

diverse traditions of Southern Appalachia.”150 In the introductory essay to the “Foxfire section” 

of Electric Dirt, TJ Smith, the executive director of The Foxfire Foundation, draws parallels and 

notes the intersections of Appalachian and queer experiences.  He explains that, after being 

approached by the editors of Electric Dirt, “I immediately connected the experience of Southern 

Appalachian community to the experience of the LGBTQ community […] really to all 

communities who feel maligned and misrepresented, misunderstood and castigated,”151 

suggesting that queer people and Appalachians (queer Appalachians particularly) face similar 

otherizing narratives on a national level.  The counter to these otherizing narratives, Smith 

asserts, begins with a dive into the historical archives of Appalachia, like Foxfire, in order to 

make its “scope broadened and […] more inclusive,”152 thus transforming historical and popular 

constructions of the region.   
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 The following pages of the section embody the intersections of queer and Appalachian 

experiences along with Smith’s desire for a broadened scope by presenting images of queer 

Appalachian people engaging in what is widely accepted in the region as “traditional” 

Appalachian outdoor art and survival techniques, such as basket weaving, woodcarving, hide 

tanning, mushroom collecting, and natural fiber dyeing.  For example, a two-page spread in the 

section (Figure 2.16) showcases seven crowd-submitted images of outdoors activities and 

handcrafted objects made by queer Appalachians.  One of the images shows a handmade quilt 

with the words “THEY/THEM/THEIR/Y’ALL” embroidered on the back, a fusion of the 

mountain quilt-making tradition, southern slang, and non-binary pronoun usage.  Another image 

shows a lesbian couple surveying their collection of foraged mushrooms in the woods, 

comparing their haul to a reference book.  Handmade lace whittled wooden spoons, and hand-

dyed and hand-stitched shorts also fill this spread.  The combination of the images, along with 

similar images that fill the other pages of the Foxfire Section, all illustrate that longstanding 

elements of Appalachian culture which are part of some shared understanding of the region, 

especially those which appear in one of the popular archives of the region, can and must include 

the LGBTQ+ networks in the region.  

 For each image in the Foxfire section, as within the rest of the magazine, an Instagram 

handle appears, linking the image to the creator’s personal Instagram account, which then links 

to the broader Queer Appalachia account.  In this way, the zine, the Instagram account, and the 

collaboration between the two create a multifaceted, physical and digital archive which 

transcends internal borders within Appalachia to preserve and document a wide range of queer 

Appalachian experiences in both readily accessible (to those with Internet access) and highly 

detailed ways.  The entirety of the Queer Appalachia Project’s archive thus functions as an 
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archive in the broad sense that Halberstam conceives; “a discursive field and a structure of 

thinking” which stems from a collection of “the details, the stories, the facts, and the fictions”153 

of a particular region or community.  Through its Instagram account’s ability to maintain 

ongoing digital conversation with the creators of its content and online queer networks writ large 

along with the zine’s ability to intervene in and change historical conceptions and methods of 

understanding the region, the Queer Appalachia Project constructs not just a digital or physical 

archive, but a dynamic assemblage of feelings, artifacts, conversations, and political actions 

which create a repository of Appalachian queerness.  With this repository readily accessible to 

those with access to a computer, other queer Appalachians may be able to better understand their 

own intersecting identities and make sense of those identities in their physical and ideological 

environments.  
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CHAPTER 3: Activism 

Introduction: Everyday Forms of Appalachian Resistance  

 The Appalachia of the national imagination produces only bigotry.  In my introduction, I 

discuss the ways in which major media institutions, scrambling to explain the 2016 election of 

Donald Trump, partially focus their blame and vitriol onto a mythical Appalachia.  This blame 

and vitriol manifest themselves in the dozens of “Trump Country” pieces in major newspapers 

and websites.  These op-eds depict a version of Appalachia that is run-down, filled with ignorant 

hillbilly stereotypes, and completely separate from the political and moral views of the rest of the 

country. In doing so, the pieces construct the region as a uniquely hateful breeding ground for 

racism, homophobia, and misogyny. By taking their political woes and casting Appalachia 

almost entirely as the scapegoat for those woes, the centrist and liberal media institutions that 

dominate our nation’s “news” coverage overlook or completely erase the many political 

struggles that Appalachia regularly faces.  Major crises specific to Appalachia like the opioid 

epidemic, which affects Appalachians at a rate more than 60% higher than anywhere else in the 

country154, or the ecological devastation wrought by mountaintop removal mining and the 

construction of oil pipelines are far more pressing situations than the region’s overinflated effect 

on the election of Donald Trump that media institutions depict.  Moreover, marginalized groups 

do exist in Appalachia and do face marginalization on account of their race, gender, and/or 

sexuality, just as similar groups do across the country.  However, the scapegoating narratives in 

“Trump Country” pieces primarily, if not only, discuss the bigotry in Appalachia as it affects 
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national politics, meaning that internal struggles of marginalized groups are often completely 

forgotten.   

 Where institutions on a national and local level fail to provide freedom and security to 

marginalized people within Appalachia, these marginalized people, including the LGBTQ+ 

Appalachians I met, take the matter of their liberation into their own hands.  Through a wide 

array of tactics, both conventional and unconventional, queer Appalachians make efforts to 

ensure their wellbeing, the wellbeing of the networks that they have constructed, and the 

wellbeing of Appalachia as a region.  Although the approaches that these Appalachians take 

towards liberation are varied, I will refer to each of them in this chapter as “activism.” The term 

“activism” is relatively vague.  Political causes from any point on the political spectrum all have 

activists, from white supremacists to centrist lobbyists to radical feminists.  When I explore 

activism in this chapter, I am referring to actions that make a motion towards queer liberation 

and the wellbeing of Appalachia as a whole.  Given the personal political beliefs of each of the 

narrators who appear in this section as well as the longstanding opposition to LGBTQ+ 

liberation from American conservatives and centrists, all of the activist work that I discuss in this 

chapter emanates from and articulates a left-of-center or leftist politics. 

Another important conceptual framework that drives my analysis of activism in this 

chapter comes courtesy of political theorist James Scott. In his book Weapons of the Weak: 

Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance, Scott uses the phrase “tactics of the weak” to describe 

the activist work of the twentieth century Malaysian peasantry.  Scott argues that subaltern 

groups under the control of a powerful and oppressive government are often unable to engage in 

visible and highly organized political activity without facing severe consequences; direct actions 
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might be “dangerous, if not suicidal.”155  The Malaysian peasants that Scott observed thus 

avoided this potential danger by engaging in “everyday forms of peasant resistance”156 that did 

not immediately topple the oppressors in power but nevertheless were effective in slowly eroding 

the policies of the ruling class and creating slightly more bearable lives for portions of the 

subaltern population.  In his book Gay New York, George Chauncey employs Scott’s 

observations to describe the “panoply of tactics gay men devised for communicating, claiming 

space, and affirming themselves”157 in an area and historical moment where visible queerness 

often faced legal and social violence.  Given that visible queerness in Appalachia is sometimes at 

risk of such violence, “tactics of the weak” is a helpful framework to understand the types of 

activist work engaged by the queer Appalachian people to whom I spoke. This framework is 

especially helpful in understanding political work—like artmaking and archiving—which does 

not fit the conventional understanding of activism as organized and direct action.  

I have divided this chapter into two parts, “Art and Space Creation” and “Records of 

Activism.”  The first section analyzes two closely linked forms of activism: the creation of 

queer-friendly spaces, both temporary and permanent, and the creation of queer art as a political 

act.  Particularly, I look at poet Ezra Mars’ Eraser House, a Do-It-Yourself (DIY) venue in 

Morgantown, WV as well as the Queer Appalachia Project’s harm reduction pop-ups, including 

a narrative account of my time at a harm reduction and reproductive justice “carnival” hosted by 

the Queer Appalachia Project.  I additionally argue that these spaces are important not only for 

their network-creating capabilities but for the platforms that they provide to queer art and music.  

In the second portion of this section, I discuss the creation of queer art as a political act of 

 
155 Scott, James C. Weapons of the weak: Everyday forms of peasant resistance. Yale university Press, 2008. xv 
156 Ibid. xvi 
157 Chauncey, George. Gay New York: the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. London: Flamingo, 1995. 5 
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visibility navigation within a homophobic society.  Throughout my analysis of the second act of 

creation, I rely on art historian Clyde Taylor’s theories of outsider art’s representative capacities.  

My discussion of outsider art’s resistance to straight or urban mishandling of queer rural life is 

bolstered by block quotes from oral histories shared with me by Bob Morgan and Dustin Hall, 

discussing the political undertones of their work.  

 In the second section of this chapter, I analyze the role that archives—especially the 

independent and unconventional archives that I discuss in Chapter 2—play in activist work.  The 

chapter begins with sections from the oral histories that archivist Jon Coleman, activist Peter 

Taylor, Queer Appalachia’s Mamone, and Bob Morgan shared with me.  In each dedicated 

section, they discuss their activist work, the necessity of their archival work, or a combination of 

the two.  I proceed to look at each of the three archives I discuss in Chapter 2, from the Faulkner-

Morgan Archive to Queer Appalachia’s multiplatform archive to Bob Morgan’s sculptures, and 

highlight the different ways in which they are exemplars of political action focused on queer 

liberation.  Beginning with the Faulkner-Morgan Archive and Queer Appalachia’s archive, I 

argue that the two function in complementary ways, with the FMA containing records of past 

activism—such as Peter Taylor’s work with the Gay Liberation Front—for the instruction of 

future activists and Queer Appalachia’s archive containing records of present and oncoming 

activism for the activists of today.  I conclude the chapter with an analysis of Bob Morgan’s 

artistic work.  By looking at the historical context, artistic intention, and the means of 

construction, I argue that Bob Morgan’s sculptures combine processes of art, archiving, and 

activism in such a way that each aspect is inseparable from the other.   
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Art and Space Creation 

Ezra Mars: I run Eraser House here, which is my--I wouldn't say it's a collective because I don't 

have any members. It's mainly just a venue or a safe space where people can come with their 

work and the community can come and be engaged in it. I have readings here. I have popups. 

Stuff like that and I think of that as a queer-inclusive space. I have had to kick people for either 

being like TERFs or being just assholes. Typically, that doesn't happen anywhere else. Like if 

you're at a bar, you're not going to be kicked out for that outright unless you actually really start 

a scene. Same way with like other venues. Kicking people out is harder than it seems but when 

it's my house it's very easy. I have talked with like Queer Appalachia about things and 

Morgantown Pride. But in terms of an actual network for the queer community, I haven't really 

been a part of or done anything with outside of what I can readily do. I'm careful about doing 

that because when I was "gay," now being trans, everyone thinks I'm the token trans person, or 

the spokesperson. I've spent a lot of time hiding my identity so I don't think I'm the right person 

to say "this is what it's like." So I'm careful not to speak for the trans community and to speak for 

myself. I gave a talk about being trans to Boss Babes and that was very enlightening for them, as 

they told me, but I tend to just be on the sideline and be a supporter rather than leading the 

charge because there's still so much of figuring out about myself and the last thing I want to do is 

come off as uneducated about my community or, you know, for me, I want surgery. Not all trans 

people want surgery. I don't want my experience and my understanding to relate to the collective 

of it. I want someone else who's not me to take the charge so that I can join in but I am not really 

the leader type. I've always had to be the leader because I've been kinda pressured into it but, 

yeah when it comes to things like that, I do what I can and I'm very careful about what I'm doing 

and what I'm being because I don't want the community to think that I'm leader or the dictator of 

being trans. "This is what it means to be trans" as said by Ezra Mars. I definitely don't want that.  

Maxwell Cloe: I'm interested in this Eraser House idea. When did that start up? 

 

Ezra Mars: That started, we had our first show in February but I had been working on the 

concept for like two years because in Chicago I would go to a lot of house shows and it was so 

easy but entirely unacceptable in my one bedroom apartment. So when I moved back here, I 

lived in like a closet on High Street for a little bit and I was shopping around for a better location 

and I found this house and I was like "there's so much space, I can do so much with it." I turned 

it into a DIY venue. A lot of people mistake this for an arts collective, which I'm also very 

careful not to label it as. Eraser House is a entirely just a project. It's not even a house. The fact 

that I can bring artists, community together in an intimate setting that we all have control over 

and is safe, inclusive--that isn't a bar scene so people that are emerging into the art scene who 

might not be of age can come. We've had high schoolers come here. I make sure that it's, I don't 

give alcohol--it's BYOB.  And then, just like, you know a place where you can actually talk to 

people that you're listening to. Because at like at a bar, you can come up and talk to people but 

it's kinda intimidating and once you get off stage, at least in my eyes and my own agenda, I just 

wanna get drunk [laughs]. The last thing I wanna do is talk to people. So like, in a house, you're 

already--it kinda feels like a party but its, everyone gets to talk to everyone and I think that's the 

important and cool thing about it. That you can actually become friends with the person that you 

heard read. Which I think is significant and really, like, we don't have a lot of venues around here 
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like that. Mostly the arts scene takes place in a bar or in a shop or something that is way more 

intimidating than is the space itself.  

 

Maxwell Cloe: And how are you hoping to see this expand as time goes on? 

 

Ezra Mars: I would like to see more house shows happening. They happen but they're mostly 

music. And I think that's great but I would also like to see just more grassroots, people just 

getting together and saying "let's have a show and we'll invite, or just have people submit." 

Really, I just want to be able to walk down the block and have something going on at every 

house and just kinda, you know, get past the bar scene. Art isn't limited to a bar. Art can take up 

any amount of space that it wants to. And so, I don't know if, I have one more year on this lease 

then I'll probably move to another city for grad school in which case I probably won't be able to 

keep it going but the project itself, I would like to see keep happening, even if I'm not the one 

leading it. And I would hope to, I would like to own my own space that could be a venue for that. 

That is down the road [laughs] I do not have the money for that. 

 

 

Maxwell Cloe: What other kinds of "offline" community things do y'all have planned or stewing 

for the future? 

 

Mamone: We had a big farm party last year in July, the beginning of July. It was just like a year 

ago, now that I'm thinking about it with the date. That was in the northern part of West Virginia. 

We wanted to take the best of the Michigan Women's Music Festival and Camp Trans and all of 

those naked queer spaces where anything goes and everyone's looking out for each other. We cut 

it off at 200 people. We were about 40 minutes away from a signal so there were all these 

security issues to take into account because you don't want to call the police, you also can't call 

the police [laughs].  There were a group of people that went off and got all the training they 

needed to from the health department for us to serve three meals a day and a vegan option. We 

had regional musicians and bands until midnight and then we had regional DJs and we had artists 

that made crazy projective art installations. We plowed down a field for a dance field and the 

artist would do this crazy Aleister Crowley Sex Magic projections onto the treeline. We had a 

sober porch. We had a drug testing area. To make these little utopias for us. These things that 

you have to go all the way down to IDA to have this experience and be a part of that community. 

Trying to do things like that here, like the abortion carnival. That carnival is, through the summer 

and the fall, Chelsea and I have a couple more games to make this month for it. That's going to 

go from independent abortion provider--so when you think of the Yellow Hammer Fund in 

Alabama, they're going to have it for three weeks--it's going to go through every staple of the 

Mason-Dixon for DIY, abortion care people. Holler Health Justice is our equivalent here in West 

Virginia and the Yellow Hammer Fund is the equivalent in Alabama. All these Southern abortion 

access people are going to fundraise with that carnival and bring it to their communities. Some of 

those games we never made before, we just kept trying until we made them. It can be expensive 

to make a DIY Operation game, the stuff that we spend money on. We're not a for-profit, we're 

not a non-profit, we're kind of in the middle and we can do these things. 
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Throughout much of rural Appalachia, finding physical, real-life networks can be tricky.  

Long distances between houses, a lack of robust public transportation in many places, and the 

absence of public meeting spaces make coordinating “meetups” difficult and sometimes 

impossible.  These challenges are perhaps even more extreme for queer Appalachians, as 

institutional and social homophobia make publicly gathering as queer people a potentially 

dangerous prospect.  Yet these types of face-to-face social interactions are essential.  From 

lesbian and gay bars to cruising to sexual encounters in the woods or other public “private” 

spaces, queer people (rural queer people included) and their histories are filled with attempts to 

create physical meeting spaces and networks.  These physical networks are not just a means of 

socializing and staying connected with those nearby (or far away), they are tools that teach and 

aid in the “performance of identities.”158 In other words, such networks provide examples of 

queerness from which others can learn and expand their own understanding of themselves.  For 

those with internet access, online communities can often streamline this process of creating 

offline networks. A central thesis of Mary Gray’s book, Out in the Country, is that rural queer 

people with internet access use the internet “not to escape their surroundings but to expand their 

experience of local belonging,” essentially using online networks, in addition to other forms of 

media, to create offline rural gatherings.  This is also true for the narrators that I spoke to.  By 

using old and new media to create physical and virtual for their fellow and sister queer 

Appalachians, the people that I met engage in invaluable work which seeks to affirm rural queer 

people and establish the foundation from which they might flourish.  These efforts of queer 

Appalachians to create such spaces, while not the same as conventional modes of “direct action” 

 
158 Mary L. Gray, Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in Rural America (New York: New York 

University Press, 2009), 14 
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towards queer liberation like a protest or lobbying campaign, nevertheless lay the essential 

groundwork and often provide the sites for these directly liberatory actions to take place.   

John Howard, in Men Like That, argues that the gay men that he spoke to in Mississippi 

make use of transportation technologies to form physical networks in two ways, “not just 

congregation but circulation.”159 Congregation refers to the establishment of long-lasting places 

for queer people to come together from different locations—gay bars, a friend’s house, or a 

public park would all fall under the rubric of “spaces of congregation.”  However, Howard also 

notes that the gay Mississippians he encountered understood that they existed in an “environment 

in flux”160 due to Mississippi lawmakers’ and inhabitants’ changing attitudes and hostility to 

queerness.  As such, that many “queer spaces changed over time”161 and moved elsewhere. As a 

result, many rural gay men engaged in processes of “circulation” in which they retained small 

networks of friends and sex partners who travelled through various spaces, occupying whatever 

places were available and “pressing them into the service of queer desire.”162 The queer 

Appalachians I spoke to similarly create both spaces of congregation and circulation.  Both types 

of spaces together serve an important function in the creation of queer networks and solidarity. 

While spaces of congregation are often more reliable and safer than those of circulation, they are 

typically more rigid and immobile, meaning that those queer people who live too far away are 

regularly unable to access these spaces.  Conversely, spaces of circulation tend to change as 

lawmakers and the public become aware of queer activity and prevent such activity through 

legislation or violence. As such, though their mobility and flexibility mean that a wider range of 

 
159 Howard, John. Men like That: a Southern Queer History. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999. 78 
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different queer people have access to spaces of circulation, these spaces are also potentially more 

vulnerable to institutional or social harm. 

One such space of queer congregation is Eraser House, an independent Do-It-Yourself 

(DIY) venue for artists and musicians in and near Morgantown, West Virginia, founded by West 

Virginian poet Ezra Mars.  Hosted in Mars’ townhouse on the edge of Morgantown, Eraser 

House exists as an inclusive alternative to the many bars in the town, allowing for underage 

people to have a venue to meet others and listen to music, as well as a supplement to the lack of 

gay bars in town. While there is one explicitly gay bar in Morgantown, “Vice Versa,” a few 

locals informed me that it was a popular destination for straight tourists looking to see a drag 

show. Though visibly queer spaces of congregation are easy for other queer people to identify, 

they also become easier for straight people to identify, leading to non-queer voyeurism as a form 

of entertainment.  Along with accounting for the lack of gay and lesbian bars, then, Eraser House 

also provides an alternative space of congregation that is further away from the non-queer gaze.  

As Mars explains in his oral history, one of the essential aspects of Eraser House is queer 

congregation and network formation: 

it kinda feels like a party but it’s, everyone gets to talk to everyone and I think that's 

the important and cool thing about it. That you can actually become friends with 

the person that you heard read. Which I think is significant and really, like, we don't 

have a lot of venues around here like that. Mostly the arts scene takes place in a bar 

or in a shop or something that is way more intimidating than is the space itself.163 

 
163 Maxwell Cloe, “Ezra Mars Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, Monroe 

Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 
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By filling the void of queer congregation spaces left by Morgantown’s lack of gay bars, as well 

as providing an alternative to the local bar scene in general, Eraser House represents a social 

space that Mary Gray would describe as meeting “the distinct expectations of different social 

groups,”164 especially groups of people who are young, queer, and/or rural.  As a space of 

congregation, it remains semi-constant and reliable for those within its reach to make 

connections with others. 

Since the Queer Appalachia Project is primarily an online venue, they do not have any 

permanent or otherwise long-term spaces for physical queer congregations. Rather, they create 

temporary and highly mobile spaces of circulation across central Appalachia, particularly 

Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia. Using money gathered from donations, Mamone and 

other members of Queer Appalachia travel across the region, especially through rural areas, to 

host harm reduction tours, queer meetups, or, in the case of their summer farm party, weekend 

long music, art, and community festivals—thus creating mobile congregation spaces by way of 

circulation spaces.  While I did not have the opportunity to attend Queer Appalachia’s farm 

party, I did attend several of their events during my first stay in West Virginia.  One such event 

was their Reproductive Justice and Harm Reduction Carnival. I found the event on Facebook, 

posted by Queer Appalachia’s account, and was subsequently invited by Mamone after they 

learned that I was living in West Virginia.  Arriving in Charleston on a warm Friday in June, I 

noticed posted on public bulletin boards, bookstores, and in the restaurant I went to flyers 

advertising the event.  These public announcements of the carnival may draw in people who 

were either unaware of the Queer Appalachia Project or did not have access to the Internet to see 

the Facebook event.  The “Carnival” was held in a queer-friendly coffee shop on the outskirts of 
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the more grown-up business district of the city. Upon entering, I immediately made note of an 

ethos of queer solidarity—mixed with a familiarly southern sense of welcoming.  My first 

observation was the range of ages in the café; a group of younger people, likely around high-

school age, were sitting and chatting and laughing with a person decades older.  The crowd in the 

café wasn’t large, maybe thirty people at most, but it was far more diverse than I was expecting.  

Along with a range of ages, there was a range of races, genders, and gender expressions—the 

latter often signified and emphasized by some particularly interesting combinations of 

conventionally rural clothing (think overalls and heavy work boots) and clothes which I can only 

call “queer,” such as a large rainbow-colored cowboy hat.   

Shortly after walking into the café, a smiling person greeted me, introduced themselves 

as Mamone, shared their pronouns, and asked if there were any questions I had or any harm 

reduction materials that I needed.  Having only previously spoken over email, I introduced 

myself formally, exchanged a few pleasantries, and talked back and forth with them about 

Instagram and the desire to document queer Appalachian experiences (this was actually where I 

began to start thinking of archives).  I asked if I could take some pictures of the set-up and 

proceeded to wander around the café, talking to people when I could.  I encountered many other 

Appalachian queer people, some of whom carpooled from rural areas outside the city to attend 

this event and, more importantly, pick up some of the free Narcan, Plan B, contraceptives, and 

harm reduction information pamphlets that were readily available at a large table on one side of 

the café near the entrance.   

Along with the people in the café, the Harm Reduction Carnival embodied a sense of 

radical queer solidarity through the various “games” and other activities offered, many of which 

doubled as pieces of queer folk art.  The premise to the entire event was that, for a small fee 
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(which would be entirely donated to local opioid harm reduction and reproductive justice 

organizations), one could purchase tickets which could be used to play the games and win small 

prizes, such as stickers, pins, and handmade magazines.  The largest and most striking of these 

games was the Harm Reduction Operation Table (Figure 3.1).  Like the classic board game 

Operation, the table depicts a human figure with sections of the body containing small body parts 

which must be removed with a pair of metal tongs.  If the metal tongs touch the edge of the 

removed section, a buzzer will sound and the game must be restarted.  Unlike the original board 

game, this version does not contain normal human body parts or the occasional wacky object.  

Rather, each section contains a colorful wooden disk inscribed with a trait which is removed 

when lawmakers restrict access to abortion and opioid addiction treatment.  Along with a 

difficult and physical reminder of the ways in which political institutions remove people’s 

“dignity,” “independence,” and “social mobility” (some of the traits on the disks) the figure 

which appears on the board also highlights the necessity of including queer people in harm 

reduction and reproductive justice efforts, a process which Mamone refers to as “queering harm 

reduction.”165  As Mamone explains, many of the current visuals for harm reduction and 

reproductive justice information make use of cisnormative and skinny body types which do not 

account for the ways in which extra hormones or body fat alter how Narcan must be injected or 

contraceptives are to be taken:  

when you look at, you know, when it's a picture of safe injection sites, when you 

look at these things it's very very gendered. We're going to start to have, that will 

be the first digital reserve of queering harm reduction so anyone doing any type of 

harm reduction work anywhere in the world can come there and get those images 
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to add to what they're doing so they can start to have body positive, you know, 

injection site visuals, things like that. 

While sociological and medical research into the ways that the opioid epidemic and 

aspects of reproductive health differently affect queer and fat people are a necessary step in 

fixing these issues, another important step is the creation of visual representations which include 

and affirm these marginalized people.  Thus, the figure on the Harm Reduction Operation board, 

along with much of the art within the Carnival, possess activist functions.  The figure is gender-

ambiguous, possessing no identifiable primary or secondary sex characteristics (the space 

between the figure’s legs has been replaced with one of the spots for gameplay) and a face and 

haircut which is similarly androgynous.  Moreover, Mamone and the other operators of the 

Carnival often lovingly referred to the figure with they/them/theirs pronouns.  These physical 

and linguistic gestures towards gender non-specificity or the embrace of a non-binary avatar 

enable any person who does not fit into a normative understanding of sex and gender to see 

themselves represented in a harm reduction visual.   

In the case of both Eraser House and Queer Appalachia’s events, queer Appalachian 

people occupy whatever spaces they can find, from small Morgantown houses to coffee shops to 

rural barns, in order to create places for other queer people to come together and engage in 

activist work or network formation.  In doing so, Eraser House and Queer Appalachia establish 

what Mary Gray refers to as “boundary publics.”166 Not simply a Morgantown house or a coffee 

shop or a rural barn, these places contain “iterative, ephemeral experiences of belonging” for 

rural LGBTQ+ people to play out “the politics and negotiations of identity.”167 Moreover, all of 

these events and spaces that I encountered either existed on the outskirts of a city—far away 
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from any Main Street—or deep within rural spaces—far away from any street at all.  Like the 

people these boundary publics are for, the spaces they occupy are on the margins, allowing the 

queer people within to navigate their own visibility and “manage the risk of being recognized 

[…] as queer.”168 These events and spaces, then, are not just instances of queer fun and 

friendship (though those are essential components), they are sites of identity formation and 

solidarity, providing the affirmation and social support necessary for future queer organizing 

outside of groups like Queer Appalachia.   

Along with enabling more conventional forms of activism, such as organizing around 

identity and specific political issues, these queer spaces enable unconventional forms of activism.  

Both Eraser House and Queer Appalachia’s events (as evidenced by the Operation game in the 

Harm Reduction Carnival) provide spaces for the distribution and platforming of queer art, the 

creation of which is often itself a political act.  Throughout my oral history sessions, one 

question that often came up was the political nature of artmaking. 

 

 

Maxwell Cloe: You mentioned your art as political and very personal at the same time. 

 

Bob Morgan: I don't know. 

 

Maxwell Cloe: Do you see it as political? 

 

Bob Morgan: Only because my insistence on telling the stories is politically charged. Not 

because I am politicizing the art. When you're talking about HIV/AIDS, homosexual sex, and 

drug addiction, it's politically charged. What I'm doing is telling the stories the way I saw them 

happen. 

 

Maxwell Cloe: That's an interesting distinction.  

 

Bob Morgan: I wouldn't consider my art political at all. People are repelled by it or saddened by 

it. There are people who say "this goddamn shit is nothing but a bunch of old junk" and I'm fine 

with that.  I'm the little boy they laughed at when I said I was an artist. I started developing a 

tough skin way back. What's fun is when I bring my art out, I guarantee you if I go over here in 

 
168 Ibid. 96 



Cloe 102 
 

this park and take a table and sit some stuff on a table and hang around for a little while some 

little tough boys will start showing and saying "what's this shit?" And I'll say "oh, it's stuff that I 

make" and they'll say "what do you mean?" "Oh it's just stuff about people I know." "What do 

you mean?" Bad kids love it. They're drawn to it. I have found in the last 30 years, it's a 

wonderful way to open dialogue with at-risk kids. Bad kids. They like it. It speaks to them on a 

gut level. They know it's subversive and that it's weird and when I tell them that they have a 

story too they're like "what the fuck do you mean, I don't have any." No, you've got a story. 

These aren't necessarily gay kids, just bad kids.  That's always fun. 

 

 

Maxwell Cloe: On the note of social response to art.  Do you see it as a political act? 

 

Dustin Hall: Oh yeah. I hate this notion that by existing, you're political. No, fuck you. You 

aren't Jane Fonda from birth, fuck off.  I don't think that being alive is political in and of itself. I 

think that speaking is, so I think that my art takes on a political edge by showcasing lots and lots 

of queer sex. I paint a lot of vaginas and I collect feminine art, that sounds so sterile and gross, 

art that depicts a certain feminine body.  I find that I'm drawn to that and I paint that because 

when I was coming up as a gay you're taught that vaginas are gross and that the female body is 

disgusting because you can't sexualize it, that's the response. So I have found that confronting 

that misogynist thing is good and that by painting vaginas I'm really working through that. I've 

been doing that since I first began painting, like I said, "Picasso with a Vagina." So it was this 

way of confronting misogyny I guess and understanding vaginas. There are men on this earth, 

I'm sure millions, who don't know what a fucking clitoris is. Why don't you know that? Why? 

And why are gay people taught to be afraid of the vagina. It's a fucking vagina, it's fine. It's so 

fine.  Don't even worry. Why is that a thing? So I've been doing that. To go back to my original 

point, I think that by painting male sexuality, gay male sexuality, queer male sexuality--that's 

inherently political because people don't want to see it. They're afraid of it. And it's so similar in 

many ways to the normal conception of what sex is supposed to be and what fetish is supposed to 

be. It's fine.  It's nothing you haven't heard of. There's just two penises. There's two vaginas. 

Maybe there's nothing there.  Anyway, I do a lot of work that is gender nonspecific. There's all 

sorts of things going on with the bodies or there's nothing at all. Just to challenge it a little bit. 

While I am no way claiming the space of being trans or anything, I've always been fluid in how I 

view my masculinity and my femininity and what that means to me and the way I center myself. 

I love to put that in my work. The energy of not giving a shit, basically about what this means or 

what it looks like. I don't know how that makes me sound. That's the truth I guess. 

 

 

As I argue at the end of Chapter 1, much of the art that the queer Appalachians I spoke to 

make depicts, through either its form or its content, gender and sexuality in ways that challenge 

dominant understandings of both; an intervention focused on prevailing ideologies that is by all 
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means political.  The political nature of this art applies to both its contents and its creation.  In 

the case of artists like Bob Morgan or Dustin Hall, who create works of art that are notably 

different from the dominant aesthetic conventions of Appalachian popular culture and the fine art 

world, their work is political insofar as its creation requires a navigation of their public visibility 

as queer Appalachians.  This navigation of visibility is political in the sense that legal and social 

norms in the United States victimize queer people disproportionately, meaning that to outwardly 

signal one’s queerness through art potentially puts artists at risk of violence or alienation within 

their surroundings.  Both Hall and Morgan noted in their oral histories the disgust or aversion 

that their art has received, with Hall commenting that his depictions of queer sex are “inherently 

political because people don't want to see it”169 and Morgan similarly observing that, though he 

does not intend for his art to be political, it becomes politically charged because “people are 

repelled by it or saddened by it.”170 In many ways, the art that they make is a reflection of their 

own identities and the queer Appalachian networks that they have created or participated in.  As 

such, this aversion to their art represents a likely aversion to their own visible queerness.   

So, by making art which is explicitly non-normative and explicitly queer while also 

attaching their names and identities to the pieces, Appalachian artists like Morgan and Hall (and 

Phillips and Rue and many other Appalachian artists) work through the “precarious”171 

production of outsider art that film scholar Clyde Taylor describes in The Mask of Art.  In his 

book, Taylor outlines the “self-authenticating narrative,” a work of art which is “‘free’ of 

 
169 Maxwell Cloe, “Dustin Hall Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, 

Monroe Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 

170 “Bob Morgan Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, Monroe Summer 

Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 

171 Taylor, Clyde. The mask of art: breaking the aesthetic contract--film and literature. Indiana University Press, 

1998. 247 
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reference to majoritarian power, […] uncontaminated by the potentially distortive need to rebut, 

reverse, or recode a hostile alternative.”172  The work of the queer Appalachian artists to whom I 

spoke, especially those who primarily work with materials found in their immediate 

surroundings, in many ways embody this self-authenticating narrative; their work is full of 

physical and ideological signifiers of both their Appalachian and queer identities, which create 

self-contained objects that are primarily for the gaze of other queer Appalachians.  Like Bob 

Morgan, who “vowed turning these people [the queer drug addicts or AIDS victims he took care 

of] into warriors and saints,”173 the artists I spoke to often create work with their own internal 

mythology which “validates itself autonomously.”174 This autonomous validation does not 

necessarily appeal to any larger understandings of queerness or other forms of marginalization, 

instead focusing specifically on the networks that the artists know.  The disgusted responses by 

members of the broader public to some of their work further clarify that this art is not for those 

unfamiliar with aesthetic or historical aspects of Appalachian or queer cultures.  While such self-

authenticating narratives are essential in creating collective cultures and mythologies, however, 

they are also constantly open to attack and mishandling from outside groups.  As Taylor 

explains, self-authenticating narratives are open to “misappropriation within the claustrophobic 

framing of the folkloric.”175 Narratives and works of art which may be significant to 

communities or cultures while not making explicit reference to their political aspects can be 

entirely mishandled, softened, or grossly misinterpreted by other (usually dominant) cultures and 

individuals.  Such a mishandling of a culture’s art leads to misrepresentations of the culture at 

large, potentially resulting in further oppression and marginalization.  

 
172 Ibid. 242 
173 Bob Morgan Oral History 
174 The Mask of Art 242 
175 Ibid. 247 
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The artists I spoke to resist this mishandling by not keeping their work self-contained in 

just queer or Appalachian circles.  Morgan and Hall regularly present their work to the broader 

public, either through social media or simply placing a sculpture in a public place. Similarly, 

Raina Rue crafts pins which people wear through many different environments.  Kayleigh 

Phillips shares all of her guest check drawings on an Instagram account.  By exposing their work 

to outside audiences176 and making explicit the political nature of this work, these artists sacrifice 

part of their self-authenticating narratives in order to insert “political signatures” which resist 

“misappropriation”177 or political softening of their art.  These political signatures are often 

manifest in both the content or the structure of the art and also in the act of creating the work and 

the artists’ intentions in creating this work.  As such, the creation of this art becomes a political 

act, one which potentially puts the artists’ wellbeing in danger, yet makes transparent processes 

of visibility navigation, the collective creation of stories, and resistance to normalizing and 

misappropriating narratives.   

 

 

Records of Activism 

 

Maxwell Cloe: What do you see as the main importance of archival work? Especially for queer 

people and southern people. 

 

Jon Coleman: Oh the importance of it is that it's so ephemeral, it so easily disappears. Now 

there's a pretty cool thing, UK's oral history center, for example, has a huge "Out in the South" 

project. They have now done a huge thing where they are collecting oral histories starting from 

queer Kentuckians and moving to the larger south. A decade ago, no sort of official institutions 

were really collecting queer material in the south.  The ones that existed, existed as simply queer 

archives. People in the community were doing it. Like in Kentucky, the Williams-Nichols. David 

Williams, a good friend of ours, started it in like '92 in a room in his house. Now it constitutes 

the largest collection that the University of Louisville has.  We haven't been able to trust other 

 
176 That is, an audience that is outside the immediate queer and ally networks that these artists are a part of.  Most of 

the people who see Morgan’s sculptures in public, for example, are random Kentuckians that Morgan does not 

necessarily know.  
177 Ibid. 248 
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institutions to do this for a number of reasons. They're pulled in of all kinds in different 

directions, so queer folks have to do it. And it is so easily lost. People have this stuff and when 

the wrong person dies or the wrong person experiences a flood or a fire, a lot of times they lose 

so much more than just regular stuff. I do think there seems to be an inherent trend, need, 

stereotype amongst queer people to save stuff because it's so easily lost. I was just debating this 

with a writer who's also queer and had a wonderful editorial come out in the newspaper today 

about gay history. He was talking about the human need to build legacies, to see oneself go 

towards, go beyond our own lifespan. Do queer people, because of our tendency not to have 

children, get to create legacies of different types? Collecting, saving material away for one to 

make it past one's own time.  That's sort of what you see in a lot of the folks that we get to. 

People who really do save stuff for decades and decades and decades even though they don't 

exactly know what they're going to do with it. They just keep it around. So when that person 

dies--this just happened two weeks ago. Someone in the community who had been around for a 

long, long time, 50 years, always would tell us "oh I have this stuff, I have this stuff." Died in his 

sleep. His brother and his sister are his only legal heirs so they get to pick what to do with it. He 

was talking about all these photographs of the hustlers he used to pick up years ago. When his 

brother and his sister come across that material, what are they going to do with it? Chances are 

they aren't going to be like "this needs to be saved for posterity's sake." Chances are they'll chuck 

it. And we're hoping to prevent that. We know a few people who know them and we're hoping 

that won't be the case but it has been. Literally so much stuff in the archive, particularly from 

Bob, he saved out of people's trash. One friend in particular died of AIDS, his family threw 

everything he owned on the curb. Bob came in that night and saved the photograph albums and 

stuff like that. This material is still so ephemeral. We collect as things happen and because of the 

nature of the archive--we're named after two queer artists and we're interested in the work of 

queer Kentucky artists. It's one of our focuses. We have collected material from three years ago 

from Kentucky artists and their lives are so ephemeral. They have disappeared, off the scene. 

They get kicked out of their apartments and all their stuff is gone. Their body of work destroyed. 

We already represent artists who were working five years ago who now have no more bodies of 

work except what's in the archive. These lives are still so ephemeral, this history still so easily 

lost. 

 

 

Maxwell Cloe: When did that thing with the Gay Liberation Front, that whole mess, start? 

 

Peter Taylor: Okay, I was a freshman.  I started seeing posters. There was no print media then, 

you had to do it on a Xerox machine, these little Xerox posters about meetings. They were 

advertising for homosexuals, bisexuals, heterosexuals, just plain sexuals, for gay rights. They 

were having meetings over at Barton Hall. So I started going.  What was going on was they were 

trying to start a student--I wasn't hip to this, the Stonewall, the whole background thing because I 

was maybe like eighteen.  They were in the process of trying to get approval--they were trying to 

get recognition to be an official student group. I don't know if you know how that works.  If 

you're a legitimate student group then you get part of the activity fund. You get financing, you 

get an office, you get a telephone, you get some stuff that you can use.  You have a place to 

meet, etc.  They had nothing, but they were petitioning for it.  They're going through the 

application process, which was very cumbersome.  So when I got there that's what they were 
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doing.  And the whole background of it was a little more complicated than I realized. The 

president and the main other person involved who wasn't a student--about half of the group 

weren't students. But the president of the group was named Bruce Sprouse. I don't know what he 

was doing at UK but he was UK student. After the first year, he split.  He gave up here and went 

back to Louisville. They needed a president because nobody would be the president because you 

have to put your name on stuff. It's against the law to be gay here, in Kentucky then.  Everyone 

was super paranoid. That whole bunch of people wore me out. They're all about gay liberation. 

They're using fake names in all of the interviews.  I don't know why I wasn't like that. That was 

the biggest thing I ever did was come out.  If you wait until the 80s--this was in '72--if you wait 

till the 80s, that was the biggest thing people did. All these ordinary people come out on you and 

you realized you knew gay people all the time. Because when you survey people on 

homophobia, people who know gay people are much less likely to have homophobic attitudes. 

It's so weird to tell this because it's so different now, we're at the other end of the telescope but 

back then it was a big deal. But you could see it like stairsteps.  So we were trying to start a 

student group. We wanted outreach for students. It wasn't supposed to be a sex orgy, it was a 

support group! And maybe some structured social things besides going to the bar, which is kinda 

scandalous and the drinking age is 21 and it's hard for college kids to get in. So we wanted to 

have a support group, have some services, use university facilities to have social activities, right? 

Well it turned into an enormous shit storm because all of the evangelicals in town got all in a 

twist about it.  I don't know if you know how UK is.  UK is a notoriously conservative 

place.  The irony of the way this town is now is so funny. People are very permissive here now. 

This town was nothing like this in 1971. This town had a blue law, have you ever heard it? 

 

Maxwell Cloe: I don't know. What's that? 

 

Peter Taylor: Jesus Christ. You were required by law to be closed on Sunday, the 

Sabbath.   Everything in town was closed except for a couple of restaurants over by UK that had 

exceptions. Everything in town is closed. Can you imagine? Everything. The people here. They 

were busting people for being gay. They were doing entrapment. UK, it cuts both ways because 

UK is not just a thing.  But the administration at UK was completely opposed to the idea and just 

flatly rejected our application. We worked and worked on the application. By the time--this 

mostly occurred--they rejected the application when I was a sophomore. Then the ACLU gave us 

an attorney and said they wanted to sue, do a test case. They liked to do constitutional cases. So 

we had an attorney that was going to sue the university. Again, you had to have a plaintiff to use 

his name. So I said, "I'm fine, I'm the president, I don't care."  I'm going to be the president, I 

don't care if you use my name.  I don't know why I did that, I was very impetuous. I was like 

eighteen. I had to warn my mother that I was gay and that was going to be in the paper, which 

was a really big dramatic thing to do.  Because my parents were clueless, they didn't know I was 

gay. I never dated and they never realized I was gay, it was so funny. But at the same time, they 

were really freaked out and my father was really freaked out. They were horrified.  

 

We applied for--we applied to be a student group, okay? They rejected us, huge argument in the 

letters column, all that stuff.  There was this big, long letter.  So sorry I don't have the letter.  I 

think I gave it maybe to David Williams for the Williams-Nichols Archives but David's kinda 

flaky now and that archive's completely out of control.  I might have well just thrown it in a 

room of stuff. I'm still--we're still having a personal life.  We're still doing this performance art in 
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our personal life. We're freaking everybody out.  We have a party--a June party called a 

wedding, with a wedding cake.  My roommate, Steve, who's very talented, makes this gorgeous 

wedding cake, it's tall.  It's just a party and we have this big party in our backyard but it's very 

well promoted.  That was Bob's [Morgan] idea, he was there too because he moved in with us for 

the summer.  So we're doing stuff like that on the side but the situation with UK went 

nowhere.  We appeal it, that's what you do first.  You appeal it to the judicial board, which is 

made up of faculty.  They all recommended it be approved. What we were trying to do is a good 

idea.  I don't know if you know, young gay people have a terrible time.  There's so much suicide 

and so much self-abuse and stuff like that. It's all something that could be addressed if you give 

people a little support, for Christ's sake, they wouldn't have to go through all that.  They're just 

not having it, they're not gonna help. We're paying activity fees. I'm paying five hundred dollars 

a semester for activities, I get no activities.  Unless I want to go sniff jock straps at the ball park, 

and I don't!  I'm pissed about it, right? They had had the Students for a Democratic Society as a 

student group. Their stated mission in their constitution was to overthrow the government of the 

United States!  That was okay? But not us? So we're not making any progress at all.  It goes all 

the way up to the circuit--the ACLU takes it to court, it goes up to the Eighth Circuit in 

Cincinnati, maybe it's the Fifth Circuit. I can't remember what circuit it was but it gets up that 

high.  The judge will not allow it. He supports the University's ruling, so we lost.  And that's 

probably about the time I was--that was '75, about two years later.  So after this whole big thing, 

we've lost. I'm starting to have a lot of problems with school. I was telling you how serious what 

I was doing was.  So I ended up kinda getting kicked out of school because I owed money on 

student loans that were coming due and I hadn't paid it.  Virtually unemployable after being 

queer all over town for a while.  So I was in a bind.  But then, people who weren't students--first 

of all, the FBI had come through and busted a bunch of people because they had known these 

two fugitives who were hiding here. Katherine Power and Susan Saxe, they were part of a 

robbery in Boston and they were here incognito working at Alfalfa's like good lesbians and they 

were mixed up in the feminist groups here. Now, I was not a person who was very comfortable 

with women, I probably, I had basically run all of the women out of the art group because I 

wasn't very smart about it.  But most of them didn't come to our meetings.  We were just moving 

forward as gay men.  So I had to quit, I can't be the president anymore, right? So, one of the 

people, Bill, the FBI--really, the FBI does whatever they want to, they were tapping phones and 

shit, it was a big conspiracy. And I don't know that it was, I say some of the women knew who 

they were dealing with, but they weren't going to tell it.  So, they got a bunch of slick attorneys 

and told them all they should plead the Fifth.  Eugene Siler, from my hometown, the judge, but 

them all in jail.  All over the state, he wouldn't put them together. They were scattered out in 

thirteen jails all over the state.  One by one, they would get up and testify and they would get 

out.  Jill Raymond held out for thirteen months, she was in jail, love her heart.  She became a 

legal librarian, I believe. One of them, Cary Junken didn't stay very long. He was the one male 

picked up in the whole sting.  Basically it was because he lived right across the hall from the 

couple, that's how you get pulled into it.  He was not a person I very fond of, I wasn't friends 

with him. He was very immature, always bragging, just a trip. There's just personal 

tension.  Well, he becomes the president.  He's a much better politician than I am, he's into it. He 

gets himself elected to the student government as well. He's the president of the GLF, the Gay 

Liberation Front and he's also in the student senate. Well he jammed up the senate until they 

agreed to have gay dance in the student center. Mission accomplished. So there's a big dance, 

gay dance. La di da.  That was it, though. Still not approved, whatever. Otis Singletary actually 
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calls us personally into his office, he wants to talk to us, during this process. I was very cynical 

when he did but I realize now he was telling the truth.  He said, "I actually sympathize with you 

and understand where you're coming from, but the board of trustees would fire me immediately 

if I approved this group." It was that kind of pressure because UK is such a flagship, a bastion of 

whatever it is.  That's the irony, everything is so different now. But that was the end of that for 

me.  Then there was the GLO, the GLSO started, the gay community group that still exists now. 

They're very active, they've been a good group.  That was started people not affiliated with UK. 

There wasn't another UK group until I, I did my last semester and was ready to go home and 

recover in the fall of '76.  I came back in '82 and when I came back, they were doing it again, 

they were starting a student group.  The first time they applied they got accepted.  It was done for 

me, I didn't care.  I'm just kinda jaded. I didn't do it but it was good. And there's been a student 

group ever since.  It's gone through a lot of names and a lot of changes but the university never 

stopped it after that.  

 

 

 

Maxwell Cloe: Another interesting element, the posts I always see that I always think are really 

interesting are the ones that are historical posts that will deal with old folk musicians or historical 

moments. Do you see elements of Appalachian history that queer people can reclaim? 

 

Mamone: I do. I mean, that's what those posts are about, trying to find these. There's so much of 

our history that we don't want to--we don't want to claim, southerners especially. You know, 

we're literally like on the line of secession for West Virginia and Virginia. Like there's so many 

things here. We live--we do all this shit we do amongst these confederate monuments and these 

crazy bills. There's so much of our culture, even contemporary culture, that I don't think anyone 

wants to own. There's only one needle exchange in West Virginia and do you know that for you 

to have a needle or for me to have needles that each needle we have is a felony? So if I have a 

case of 300 needles that I'm taking to a needle exchange popup and I have a--I run into a police 

officer who's an asshole, I can be charged with 300 felonies. But this is also ground zero of the 

opioid epidemic. So many of the laws make what's going on a reality. You know, there's so much 

of our history and our contemporary things that are just like--. So, I think anytime you can find a 

thing that's like "this is a part of where I come from and this is something I can hold on to and it 

doesn't make me like the rest." I feel like music is that, I feel that music is a part of that. We try 

to show that there has been political action here for a very long time. It's nothing new and that 

we have amazing relationships with regional antifa that when there's actions or when there's 

banner drops we often know days in advance because they want to have that, that AM post when 

they do something.  We fill like a unique, interesting void with that. 

 

 

Bob Morgan: They were always coming back to Kentucky to visit family and friends. We had a 

direct line to the big cities so people would get a job, move to New York. Get a job, move to San 

Francisco. But then there was always another wave coming out of eastern Kentucky too.  Well, 

you know there that led. Ground zero. That's what happened to the best and brightest of a certain 

situation. They all came home sick, they couldn't take care of themselves. To disapproving 

families who were horrified and kept it a secret. There were communities who wouldn't go into 
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people's homes because there was someone there with AIDS or they came home in a box for a 

funeral that families would have in secrecy. They wouldn't even put headstones up. To this day. 

They were so ashamed of the fact that their best and brightest son had come home dead from 

AIDS. They still live with that history, all those little communities. Those were all my friends. I 

vowed that I would tell their story. 

See, I wanted to be like Henry and tell people "you need to come out, you need to not take shit, 

you need to organize." I felt a responsibility when people started dying. That it was my fault, 

almost. That they had contracted AIDS.  I felt guilt but at the same time also, I became a 

caregiver. I didn't even know I was a caregiver. I've been taking care of my little sisters since I 

was a little boy. I've been taking care of my mother. I've been taking care of people. I didn't 

know I was a caregiver until I was confronted with sick and dying people and we couldn't even 

get in hospitals. They were just laying out on stretchers outside the doors.  I had to take care of 

people but unbeknownst to me, I was a caregiver. I had a gift for that. I could sit with people 

who were sick and suffering and dying and they felt comforted. They felt at ease. They held my 

hand. I could do it, too.  I took care of lots of people I knew and at one point I prayed for the end 

of everything and before long I was taking care of people I didn't even know.  Because there was 

nobody to take care of people. When people would die, the family would come. They didn't even 

know me. I'd been taking care of their son. They would just take all of their stuff and put it out 

for the trash man out on the street. So I would come back in the middle of the night and save all 

their trash. 

 

 

In each of the queer Appalachian archives that I’ve encountered—Bob Morgan’s 

sculptures and photographs, the Faulkner-Morgan Archive, and the Queer Appalachia Project’s 

multiplatform archive of zines and Instagram accounts—the process of preserving and 

documenting queer experiences is intrinsically linked and, in some cases, inseparable from 

activist efforts.   

Political praxis, like many activities, is improved through repetition and insight gained 

from previous efforts, successes and failures.  As repositories of documenting the past actions of 

networks and individuals, archives provide a source and evidence of such previous examples, 

meaning that one activist function of archival work is the preservation of political success and 

failure from which future activists can learn.  One example of this preservation of activist work 

that I encountered during my research was the Faulkner-Morgan Archive’s (FMA) extensive 
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collection of newspapers and pamphlets surrounding the legal conflict between Peter Taylor—

the Appalachian former president of the University of Kentucky’s Gay Liberation Front—and 

the University of Kentucky administration.  As the newspapers in the archive and Taylor’s oral 

history indicate, the conflict was largely due to the University of Kentucky’s refusal to recognize 

the group he represented as a student organization.  However, despite the Gay Liberation Front’s 

inability to completely upend the anti-sodomy laws and moral conservatism of Lexington at the 

time, the archive contains a few records of small victories that Taylor and his peers achieved. 

During my first visit to the archives, a flier for a “Gay Dance” (Figure 3.2) drew my attention.  

Noting that it was in a collection donated by Peter Taylor, I asked him before our interview about 

the dance, which he then elaborated on during the session.  According to Taylor, he and another 

member of the GLF who had gotten elected to student government 

jammed up the senate until they agreed to have gay dance in the student center. 

Mission accomplished. So there's a big dance, gay dance. La di da.  That was it, 

though. Still not approved, whatever.178 

As Taylor notes, this dance was but a small victory subsumed within the much larger stream of 

losses that he and his fellow activists experienced.  However, even a small victory is still a 

victory and the later establishment of other queer groups at the University of Kentucky, such as 

the Gay and Lesbian Union of Students in 1983—not even ten years after Taylor’s legal battle—

suggests that these small victories are necessary steps in achieving larger success.  The existence 

of these materials, and other activist records, in archives like the FMA, thus provide an 

invaluable resource for future activists to expand or revise past work to fit their own times.   

 
178 Maxwell Cloe, “Peter Taylor Oral History,” transcript of an oral history conducted 2019 by Maxwell Cloe, 

Monroe Summer Research Project College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, 2019 
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Along with preserving and documenting examples of past political action for the 

instruction of future activists, queer Appalachian archives also contain records of contemporary 

activism, often including the details of how to get involved.  This is the case in the Queer 

Appalachia Project’s multiplatform archive of magazines and social media accounts.  As stated 

in the introduction to Electric Dirt, the lack of corporate, academic, or governmental funding 

(the magazine is funded entirely by crowd-funded donations) enables the magazine to be free of 

corporate advertising.  Instead of these advertisements, the magazine instead provides “free 

advertising space to badass regional nonprofits and community projects.”179  The advertisements 

for these activist efforts do not appear in a dedicated section of the magazine but rather alongside 

other images, stories, and essays.  For example, advertisements for three leftist activist groups in 

Appalachia—the Appalachian Prison Book Project (which collects books for people in 

Appalachian prisons), the Holler Network (which is a coalition of anti-fascist and anti-racist 

organizers), and Southern Fried Queer Pride (which is a southern advocacy group organized 

around LGBTQ+ liberation)—appear alongside paintings of gelatin molds and photos of queer 

Appalachians holding animals in the woods. Moreover, these advertisements themselves often 

contain photography or drawings by queer Appalachians, making them small works of queer 

Appalachian art as well. This continuity between activist resources and conventional archival 

content indicates that, for the queer Appalachians who laid out the magazine, these activist 

efforts are a necessary component of queer Appalachians’ experiences that must be included in 

archives of the region.   

Similar to the continuity between activist action and queer Appalachian living that 

appears in the magazine, the Queer Appalachia Instagram account similarly weaves activist 

 
179 Mamone, ed. Electric Dirt. Vol. 1. Bluefield, WV: Queer Appalachia, 2017. 4 



Cloe 113 
 

content into the photos, videos, and memes that queer Appalachian people submit to the page.  

This weaving is done in two ways.  The first makes use of Instagram’s “Stories” feature.  Stories 

are images, short videos, or links to other accounts which a user can post on their account, 

appearing at the top of every follower’s feed in a set-aside section.  There is no limit to the 

number of stories an account can post in one day and they disappear after twenty-four hours.  

Queer Appalachia takes advantage of the immediacy of the stories appearing at the top of their 

followers’ threads to link information about queer people, Appalachians, and other marginalized 

groups in the United States who need immediate aid using a format which does not overly clutter 

the more permanent feed of the account.  For example, on April 22, 2020, Queer Appalachia 

posted over fifty story updates, ranging from cartoons, news, announcements for upcoming 

events, and links to people and groups needing aid.  One such story update (Figure 3.3) draws 

attention to a mutual aid effort to send hand sanitizer and cleaning supplies to the Navajo Nation 

to help with the COVID-19 pandemic.  The image on the story shows three Navajo people 

wearing facemasks and holding supplies, presumably gathered from the mutual aid efforts.  The 

story also links the Venmo (a popular service used to quickly send money) address, meaning that 

those who wish to send money to the mutual aid effort can quickly do so.  Lastly, the story 

contains a link to the mutual aid effort’s own Instagram account; if one wants to get involved in 

the effort, it is as easy as following a link.  Given that the Queer Appalachia Instagram account 

has over 230 thousand followers, any activist effort that they post will receive a massive amount 

of attention that will likely translate into more money raised and more activist work being done.  

Though temporary, these story updates illustrate one activist function of Queer Appalachia’s 

online archive.  Not only do they represent the Project’s own activist efforts to use their platform 
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to share opportunities to help, they enable hundreds of thousands of people with computer access 

to potentially participate (even slightly) in these opportunities.   

The second method of weaving archiving and activist work in Queer Appalachia’s online 

archive are the more permanent posts which appear on the account’s feed and document 

ongoing, long-term activist efforts throughout Appalachia and elsewhere.  Queer Appalachia 

made one such post on March 14th, 2020 (Figure 3.4), in which they posted an image of an 

upcoming activist effort in Appalachia, what this effort entails, and how to participate in this 

effort.  The image displays Queer Appalachia’s Mobile Harm Reduction Unit, a large van which 

carries harm reduction material—including Narcan, HIV test strips, clean hypodermic needles, 

and educational resources—to communities affected by the opioid or other epidemics, 

distributing them all for free.  The image announces that the Harm Reduction Unit will be 

hosting a pop-up clinic where free materials and information will be available.  Along with 

stating the time and the location of the pop-up (the Walmart parking lot in Bluefield, WV) the 

image contains the hashtag “#nooneisdisposable” which, if clicked, leads to a multitude of other 

posts providing similar harm reduction resources and information.  Moreover, Instagram’s 

tagging feature and the caption to the image links the post to Queer Appalachia’s and the 

Virginia Harm Reduction Coalition’s accounts, where a detailed schedule of the Mobile Harm 

Reduction Unit’s route appears.  In doing so, Queer Appalachia’s Instagram account mimics 

Electric Dirt by placing records of past, present, and future activism alongside conventional 

archival materials like photos, art, poems, and videos.   

In both the Instagram account and the zine, archival content and activist content are often 

one in the same.  By including content in an archive which is not only historical and already 

finished, but ongoing and directly engaged with Appalachian networks, the Queer Appalachia 
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Project embodies an understanding of archives as more than resources for learning.  In addition 

to the educational and preservation functions of archives, the archives set up by the Queer 

Appalachia Project create a site where online and offline activist networks can form, meaning 

that this archive exists as another example of mobile queer space creation.  Additionally, these 

archives do not just record past events of activist work, they document ongoing and future 

instances of activism which serve a directly activist function, later becoming records of past 

activism—a more conventional archival function.  The archive moves and expands whenever the 

activist networks it contains perform their political acts.  The Queer Appalachia archive does not, 

as Jack Halberstam warns about queer activism, wallow in “nostalgia for what was and what has 

disappeared”180 but rather uses the past and the present to help conceive what a possible queer 

future will look like.   

 In addition to the archives that contain records of historic and contemporary activism, the 

queer Appalachians I spoke to blend the processes of archiving and activism to the point where it 

becomes impossible to distinguish the two.  This is particularly evident in the art of Bob Morgan. 

As Morgan recounts in his oral history, many queer people from Lexington and eastern 

Kentucky would return home either dying of AIDS or already dead. The shock and occasional 

disgust that these queer people’s parents would feel towards their dead, queer child would result 

in these parents throwing their child’s belongings into the garbage.  Photographs, clothes, 

personal trinkets: all in the garbage. Morgan’s guerilla acquisition of this trash and inclusion of 

its contents into either his collection or his sculptures are not purely for his own personal and 

artistic interests.  They are political actions. At a time when the United States government was 

either actively ignoring or doing little to ameliorate the AIDS crisis and the general public was 

 
180 Halberstam, Jack. In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives. New York: New York 

University Press, 2005. 14 



Cloe 116 
 

throwing out queer artifacts and rejecting queer neighbors, the history and culture of LGBTQ+ 

people was in danger of being lost to social and institutional neglect.  To be a gay man during 

this time who is potentially putting himself at legal and physical risk by taking the trash from 

homophobic parents in order to preserve the experiences of LGBTQ+ people who he may not 

even know is an act which operates in opposition to dominant laws and social practices in the 

service of queer liberation—an explicitly political act.   

 Moreover, the artifacts which appear in Morgan’s collections and art do not all emerge 

from his political dumpster diving.  As Morgan acknowledges, the majority of his AIDS activist 

work was not digging through the trash of his dead neighbors but rather acting as a “caregiver”181 

to those alive and suffering from the disease, a practice which continued after the epidemic was 

over but sick people still existed in Morgan’s networks.  When medical and governmental 

institutions refuse to help victims of the AIDS epidemic, the free care given to sick strangers is 

also a political act. Morgan received many of the artifacts, personas, and stories which appear in 

his art and collection through these interactions as a result of the closeness that he formed 

through this process of caring.  By constructing archives through a combination of art and care, 

Morgan and his sculptures highlight the political possibilities of Anne Cvetkovich’s “archive of 

feelings.”182  As discussed in Chapter 2, Morgan’s work is an archive of feelings by documenting 

and preserving queer memory in a way that is not purely factual but also inclusive of “many 

forms of love, rage, intimacy, grief, shame, and more,”183 that, in many ways, can only be 

documented through highly emotional objects like art.  As Cvetkovich additionally notes, the 

presence of trauma throughout queer networks and experiences “puts pressure on conventional 

 
181 Bob Morgan Oral History 
182 Cvetkovich, Ann. Archive of Feelings. Vol. 2008. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003. 7 

183 Ibid.  



Cloe 117 
 

forms of documentation,” thus enabling “new forms of monuments, rituals, and performances 

that can call in being collective witnesses and publics.”184 Caring for someone on their likely 

deathbed and remembering their stories as best as possible while also dealing with the trauma of 

watching your neighbor die constructs memories and experiences that contain more than just one 

person, yet can only be spoken by those who are alive.  Morgan’s inseparable combination of art, 

archiving, and activism mirrors these inseparable experiences, thus representing the “new forms” 

of archives that must emerge when dealing with queer trauma.   
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Conclusion: Networks and the Ethics of Oral History 

I woke up to a text from Bob Morgan.  Nothing special, no bad news, no massive artistic 

breakthroughs. I had texted him a few days earlier just to see how he was holding up during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and he responded with a long list of activities he’d been doing to keep 

himself occupied in his home.  Along with this list, he told me to look at the photo that he had 

tagged me in on Facebook—a 30-years-younger Morgan dressed in a full drag version of French 

royalty.  A recently rediscovered picture from his 14,000-item collection, also with no post-it-

note.  I also got a Twitter notification from Raina Rue. She had commented on a selfie that I had 

posted about my hair growing out.  I video-called a friend earlier that week and she was wearing 

some Juniper Moon Folk Art earrings (which depicted little rainbows) that I had given her.   

Every day I look at the Mothman tattoo that Kayleigh Phillips gave me.  Dustin Hall’s 

paintings line the walls of my bedroom.  Peter Taylor likes my Facebook posts.  I have a book of 

Ezra Mars’ poetry that I read from time to time.  Queer Appalachia hosted a “Big Ass Telethon 

to End Metronormativity” a few days ago.  I didn’t call in, but I listened to the live stream, where 

rural LGBTQ+ people were reading poems, playing music, and talking about their personal and 

collective histories.   

What I’m saying is that these queer people that I met in the summer of 2019 are not just 

academic subjects, steppingstones that I can use as evidence to write a solid thesis about an 

original topic.  Many are my friends, plain and simple.  Although I am not Appalachian, many 

have still welcomed me into their circles—consistently inviting me to events, talking to me on 

the phone about Appalachia or Williamsburg or recent happening in the news, or sharing new art 

that they have made. Entering into people’s lives is a fundamental feature of oral history work.  

When sharing personal stories and strong emotions, vulnerability and intimacy is almost 



Cloe 119 
 

certainly going to emerge. What, then, is an oral historian to do with these tangible oral records 

of emotion?  In Appalachia specifically, Elizabeth Catte explains that constructions of the region 

as “a peculiar and untamed corner of the America” by venture capitalists, academics, 

missionaries, and charities has “facilitated a number of experiments.”185 In short, various 

institutions have made Appalachia their personal project to “save” or “improve,” further enabling 

the same self-righteousness that “Trump Country” op-eds model.  When I was saying goodbye to 

Bob Morgan for the last time, he remarked to me (half-jokingly), “you better come back and see 

me.”  When your region is often visited by academics and others doing supposedly 

“philanthropic” or “scholarly” work who do not continue to associate with the people in that 

region once the work is complete, it makes sense to be annoyed with academics never returning.  

It is immensely easy for me to conduct the oral histories, write this thesis, go to graduate school, 

and never come back to Appalachia. This is not a feel-good, “speaking for the voiceless” project, 

of course, but neither is it a sterile academic history. I would be betraying the archivists I spoke 

to who dedicated their lives to preserving the experiences of those around them and the activists 

constantly advocating for their liberation if I did not maintain my connections to the networks 

that I’ve been welcomed into. 

My research is not just about art, archiving, and activism but also highlights the creation 

of queer networks in a region (and a country) which does not make such network formation easy.  

Taking a note from the queer historians before me—John Howard, Horacio Roque Ramirez, and 

my own advisors, Leisa Meyer and Jay Watkins III—this focus on networks is essential when 

engaging with groups of queer people.  “Community” is too fraught a term.  Catte argues that 

 
185 Catte, Elizabeth. What You Are Getting Wrong about Appalachia. Cleveland, OH: Belt Publishing, 2018. 37 
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references to a homogenous “Appalachian culture” or “Appalachian community” are ineffective 

descriptors that primarily “fetishize the presumed homogeneity and cohesiveness of the region to 

explain complex political and social realities.”186 The same can be said for evocations of 

“LGBTQ+ community” or “queer culture.” A simple Google search of “LGBTQ+ community 

will yield hundreds of articles and websites talking about queer people across the country as one, 

mainly homogenous group, erasing other identity markers like race, class, or disability.  What 

community does a well-off gay man in Los Angeles (to pick a city) share with the working-class 

Appalachian lesbians I met?  Would the queer people I know in Richmond, Virginia who 

routinely mock rural areas with fake twangs and constant references to inbreeding even want to 

be considered in the same community as rural queer people, or vice versa?  My rejection of 

“community” in favor of “networks” is an attempt to reflect the flexible, usually small, local, and 

purposefully constructed groups of queer Appalachians and the straight people they choose to 

include.   

The proliferation of online media offerings engaging LGBTQ+ people and cultures 

within different regions, as my thesis has shown, are often doing tremendous work in extending 

and changing the nature of those networks for those with the Internet access or the ability to gain 

such access.  Mary Gray, in Out in the Country, argues that online media, like all forms of 

media, are not simply new technologies which produce some kind of “effect.187”  Rather, online 

media are “cultural elements of the complexity of human interactions.188” Written in 2009, just 

as Facebook was beginning to take off and Instagram did not even exist, Gray’s analysis of 

 
186 What You Are Getting Wrong about Appalachia. 15 

187 Mary L. Gray, Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in Rural America (New York: New York 

University Press, 2009), 12 
188 Ibid.  
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online media has only become more relevant.  Queer Appalachia’s Instagram archive is more 

than just a place to hold pictures and videos, it is an expression—originally of a small group of 

friends and now thousands of queer Appalachian people who submit content every day—of 

frustration with inaccurate outsider narratives about Appalachia as well as an embodiment of a 

desire to preserve the experiences of those that institutional archives have historically shunned 

and make visible queer presences as important parts of Appalachia.  Moreover, through the 

group’s collaboration with other like-minded accounts, Queer Appalachia’s Instagram account is 

both a network of rural queer people and also a network of networks, a text open for 

interpretation and a space of online congregation for queer people with Internet access.  Still, as 

like Mary Gray has also shown, these online networks exist primarily as means of getting more 

queer people into offline networks.  Along with the offline events hosted by the group, my first 

oral history narrators were also found through posts made on Queer Appalachia’s account.  So, 

whether they aid in the creation of networks between queer people, between researchers and 

narrators, or between entire groups previously separated by distance, forms of online media are 

increasingly relevant manifestations of queer expression and network-building. Future studies of 

group formation in rural areas would be incomplete without considering the online aspects of this 

formation.  At the same time, these studies must constantly remember that not everyone is online 

and not everyone stays online.   

 Contrary to popular mythologizing, Appalachia and Appalachians are always changing.  

A 2017 study by the Williams Institute found that West Virginia has the highest percentage of 

trans youth in the United States.189  As more resources become available for rural queer people, 

 
189 Quinn, Ryan. “Study: WV Has Nation's Highest Percent of Teens Who Identify as Transgender.” West Virginia 

Gazette Mail. West Virginia Gazette, November 22, 2017. https://www.wvgazettemail.com/news/education/study-
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that number is only likely to increase. Additionally, over the past three decades, Elizabeth Catte 

observes, “African American and Hispanic individuals have fueled more than half of 

Appalachia’s population growth.”190 These new Appalachians, Catte continues, are young and 

“less likely to depopulate the region than their white counterparts.”191 To those within the region, 

it is becoming increasingly obvious (as it has likely been for decades) that the conventional 

hillbilly stereotype of an old, toothless, white misogynist is simply inaccurate.  With the 

expansion of online media and technological access, these changing groups are becoming more 

and more likely to find one another, creating more diverse and highly mobile networks where art, 

archiving, and activism can continue to emerge. With another presidential election coming up, 

how are media institutions going to address this vocal and notable diversity? How is political 

organizing for the liberation of queer people and other marginalized groups going to expand or 

contract as Appalachians become further disillusioned with the liberal institutions that painted 

their region as a conservative hellhole? How will digital media continue to expand the 

possibilities of both queer network formation and academic engagement with the region?  

Conversely, with the national surveillance state always increasing through new facial recognition 

technologies while systemic homophobia and transphobia still exists, will calls for explicit queer 

visibility still be encouraged?  How will perceptions of cities (with much more technological 

surveillance than rural spaces) as havens of queer safety and expression change?  With 

government and academic archives continually losing funding to conservative governments, how 

are categorizations of “official” records going to change?   

I do not know.  But I can follow Mamone’s advice—"talk to everyone”192 and begin to find out.  

 
190 What You Are Getting Wrong About Appalachia 11-12 
191 Ibid.  
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APPENDIX: Art and Images Referenced 

Figure 1.1: Bob Morgan – St. George and the Dragon (2008), image courtesy of Morgan and 

the Faulkner-Morgan Archives 

 

 

Figure 1.2: Dustin Hall – The Conception of Ishmael, the Visage Fantastic of a Dirty Man 

Clean (2018), image courtesy of Hall (@birdsdeadbutshesnot on Instagram) 
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Figure 1.3: Dustin Hall – The Red Tulips (2018), image from private collection of Maxwell 

Cloe 

 

 

Figure 1.4: Kayleigh Phillips – Untitled Guest Check Drawing (2016), image courtesy of 

Phillips (@_free_refills on Instagram) 
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Figure 1.5: Kayleigh Phillips – Untitled Guest Check Drawing (2017), image courtesy of 

Phillips (@_free_refills on Instagram) 

 

 

Figure 1.6: Raina Rue – Juniper Moon Folk Arts Pin, image courtesy of Rue 

(@junipermoonfolkarts on Instagram) 
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Figure 1.7: Raina Rue – Juniper Moon Folk Arts Pin, image courtesy of Rue 

(@junipermoonfolkarts on Instagram) 

 

 

Figure 1.8: Chelsea Dobert-Kehn – Meme appearing on December 31, 2019 in Queer 

Appalachia Instagram Post, image courtesy of Dobert-Kehn (@chelseadobertkehn on 

Instagram) and Queer Appalachia (@queerappalachia) 
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Figure 1.9: Chelsea Dobert-Kehn – Meme appearing on December 31, 2019 Queer 

Appalachia Instagram Post, image courtesy of Dobert-Kehn (@chelseadobertkehn on 

Instagram) and Queer Appalachia (@queerappalachia) 

 

 

Figure 1.10: Chelsea Dobert-Kehn – Meme appearing on December 31, 2019 Queer 

Appalachia Instagram Post, image courtesy of Dobert-Kehn (@chelseadobertkehn on 

Instagram) and Queer Appalachia (@queerappalachia) 
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Figure 2.1: Bob Morgan – Pangean Youth (2011), image courtesy of Morgan and the 

Faulkner-Morgan Archives 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Bob Morgan – Untitled (Man with Saddle), image courtesy of Morgan and the 

Faulkner-Morgan Archives 
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Figure 2.3: Bob Morgan – Untitled (Man with Bottle), image courtesy of Morgan and the 

Faulkner-Morgan Archives 

 

 

Figure 2.4: Bob Morgan – Christ and the Two Thieves (Center), image courtesy of Morgan 

and the Faulkner-Morgan Archives 
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Figure 2.5: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram post appearing on December 31, 

2019 

 

 

Figure 2.6: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram post appearing on January 3, 2020 
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Figure 2.7: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram post appearing on March 2, 2019 

 

 

Figure 2.8: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram post appearing on May 18, 2019 
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Figure 2.9: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram post appearing on November 23, 

2019 

 

 

Figure 2.10: Front cover of Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 
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Figure 2.11: Back cover of Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 

 

 
 

Figure 2.12: Kayleigh Phillips – Margin art in Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 
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Figure 2.13: Kayleigh Phillips – Margin art in Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2.14: Layout of page 59 in Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 
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Figure 2.15: Layout of pages 132-133 in Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.16: Layout of pages 112-113 in Electric Dirt vol. 1, 2017 
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Figure 3.1: Harm Reduction Operation Game, from Queer Appalachia’s “Harm Reduction 

and Reproductive Justice Carnival,” June 2019 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.2: University of Kentucky “Gay Dance” Flyer (1974), image courtesy of the 

Faulkner-Morgan Archives 
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Figure 3.3: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram story update from April 22, 2020 

 

 
 

 

Figure 3.4: Screenshot of @queerappalachia Instagram post appearing on March 14, 2020 
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