Queer Geographies – A Reflection

	The process of designing the StoryMap, Queer Geographies, was indirect and rife with setbacks, roadblocks, and redirections. Upon entering the Master’s program, my primary goal was to develop a project that brought together queer theory and archaeology, namely through exploring how queer identity appears in the material record. An extensive literature review revealed a limited amount of writing on the matter, especially for the deep past. Where archaeologists had identified potential queerness, there was a tendency towards caution in naming non-heterosexual or non-cisgender identities. This was justified as not wanting to assign anachronistic labels to people who wouldn’t have identified with them. Archaeologists’ attempts at historical accuracy might seem noble but have instead accomplished the erasure of non-dominant (in terms of gender and sexuality) histories from readings of the material record. The hesitancy to name queerness inaccurately suggests that queer materiality is synonymous with, and therefore non-discernable from, heterosexual and cisgender materiality. It was this gap in the literature and fallacious reasoning that initially inspired my project. I hoped to demonstrate that queer identity, under oppressive institutions, has a real, material impact on how people navigate their lives and should therefore be evidenced in queer persons’ associated materials and to develop a methodology for bringing out these identities. 
	I started out by assessing what materials existed and were available to me. I first inquired about collections associated with queer persons or queer histories that were held at the Office of State Archaeology, the State Archives of North Carolina, the Raleigh Museum, the North Carolina Museum of History, and the Special Collections at NC State University. The Special Collections at NC State were the only repository to hold explicitly queer collections for the city of RaleighRaliegh. They contained several boxes that the Student Pride Center had pulled together with materials from on-campus Lesbian and Gay clubs, LGBT newsletters, and queer conferences attended by students. The State Archives of North Carolina were also able to direct me to their digitized copies of The Front Page–a local Gay and Lesbian newspaper. Both the special collections and the digitized copies of The Front Page acted as an important foundation for the construction of my project. However, their recognition as representing queer materiality was predicated on their overt queerness–containing gay or lesbian in the title or being printed with rainbows and pink triangles. I believed that queer material culture appeared in other, more covert ways, and there was a distinct lack of that representation within the existing material and archival collections.
	The underrepresentation of queer material culture within the archaeological and historical records required a turn to alternative methods of doing archaeology. The concept of treating the cultural landscape as an artifact of queer materiality emerged from the text Queers in Space, which analyzed the unique conception of space formed by LGBTQ+ and other disenfranchised communities within urban landscapes. The authors of Queers in Space suggested that queer identity interacted with urban-built environments in unique, observable ways. The concept of humans shaping and being shaped by their environments is one studied by landscape archaeologists; however, the queer cultural landscape remains an underexplored resource in the archaeological record. 
Landscapes importantly persist and endure, able to resist the processes of institutionalized erasure that other forms of material culture associated with marginalized groups are subjected to. Even when geographies have changed and aren’t the same in the present day, “official,” often governmentally produced (and therefore privileged) primary documents, cartographic material, and photographs are able to capture what once was. Intra-community-created resources, like newsletters, narrativize the otherwise depersonalized geographies. At the same time, the methodology behind landscape archaeology provides a framework for analyzing how communities interacted with and shaped space. It is in the bringing together of landscape archaeology, archival history, and cultural geography that queer materiality begins to be untangled. Not only does the violence of institutionalized erasure require this, but these methods are honorific of queer identity in themselves; they question, resist, and reject normative ways of doing archaeology. 	Comment by Julie Wesp: Yes I like this observation
	The theoretical background provided by Queers in Space was supplemented by social history concepts of commemorating in physical space, as presented by Connerton in How Societies Remember. Connerton posited that mental spaces and memories are sustained by the material spaces that particular social groups occupy and that physicality is central to how individuals are able to acquire, localize, and recall memories. His theories connected the process of forging identity in modern communities with access to associated historical landscapes and gave precedence to preserving that access in the present. In addition to identifying how queer materiality can be seen within the physical landscape, Queer Geographies was therefore also oriented at providing communities today who had been robbed of their histories with the tools by which to find context for themselves.
	The presentation of my findings was as important as the findings themselves. I began with ideas of subversive museum displays and disruptive means of storytelling. The literature focused primarily on destabilizing the expert/museum visitor dichotomy by leaving exhibit elements open to interpretation and giving viewers autonomy in the ways and order in which they engaged with exhibit features. Given the time constraints of a Master’s project and the lack of material collections, collaborating with a museum to construct a physical exhibit was out of the question. I turned instead to digital alternatives. The theory behind subversive exhibits gave the building blocks for creating an online platform in the form of a StoryMap.
	Digital exhibits like StoryMaps are a relatively new means of documenting and reconstructing the archaeological record. They have a unique, resistant potential rooted in their divergence from more traditional methods of narrative construction and challenge hierarchical authorship and authority structures, providing a disruptive alternative for amplifying marginalized voices and encouraging collaboration in archaeological narratives. Online exhibits are relatively accessible–able to be visited by anyone with a computer or smartphone–and written in clear and accommodating language. StoryMaps seamlessly integrate digital databases, text, and visuals to construct complex histories in ways that appeal to general audiences. 
In practice, the StoryMap platform was both able to challenge and conform to traditional modes of storytelling and circulating research. The website format is conducive to consuming the information at one's own pace, allowing viewers to click away and return. Where getting close to or touching objects is generally prohibited in traditional museum settings, careful and close engagement with the presented material is built into the StoryMap interface. It allows users to explore images, maps, and documents relatively closely by clicking, expanding, and zooming in or out. The language of the text was intentionally written in a more conversational tone to increase accessibility and resist the prioritization of academic language in knowledge distribution. The StoryMap site further simplified the dissemination of information by making the site searchable by web engines. This was supplemented through community outreach to the Pride Center on NC State’s campus and the LGBT Center of Raleigh. Still, the platform requires that information be presented in a given order instead of having individual tabs a user can move between on their own volition. Further, the StoryMap interface does not have a feature that allows for viewers to provide feedback. This was remedied by including a clickable survey within the text and encouraging readers to respond or reach out with comments to the author via email. 
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