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Curator Lauren Stokes makes invisible histories visible in an exhibition on LGBTQ
life at UChicago

University of Chicago History Ph.D. candidate
Lauren Stokes curated the Special Collections
Research Center’s spring exhibition,
Closeted/Out in the Quadrangles: A History of
LGBTQ Life at the University of Chicago.

With the exhibition’s final days in the gallery
approaching, Stokes answered Rachel
Rosenberg’s questions about her research
process, and described the connections and
tensions between the LGBTQ experience on
campus and the life of the mind.

Closeted/Out in the Quadrangles is a project
of the Center for the Study of Gender and
Sexuality. The project exhibition is on view
in the Special Collections Exhibition Gallery
through June 12, 2015. An associated web
exhibit will remain online after the gallery Ph.D. candidate Lauren Stokes in the Special Collections
exhibition closes. Research Center Gallery with the exhibition she curated,
“Closeted/Out in the Quadrangles.” (Photo by Joseph Scott)

How did you come to curate this
exhibition, and what made you
interested in doing so?

Following the success of the 2009 exhibition On Equal Terms: Educating Women at the University of Chicago
at the Special Collections Research Center, the Center for the Study of Gender and Sexuality decided to
sponsor a project on the history of LGBTQ life on campus. The University received a 5-star rating from the
National LGBT-Friendly Campus Climate Index in 2012, but we knew very little about the work that it took to
get to that point.

I was hired because I had previously researched the history of LGBTQ life
at my undergraduate institution, which shares the same mascot as
Chicago, so that I can now joke that I am truly the world’s expert on gay
and lesbian phoenices.

What challenges did you face in working in the archives and
conducting interviews? What were the most exciting discoveries
you made?

Finding LGBTQ life in the archives is difficult because the terms that we
use to describe what we are looking for are not the terms that would have
been used in the past. More than with other projects I've worked on, I
needed to do research before I could even do archival research, and I was
indebted to previous work on Chicago’s LGBTQ history in order to provide a
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For oral histories, one of our biggest challenges was finding a diversity of
narrators. In reaching out to narrators, we sought to span generations (resulting in a range from a 1958 1D to
the 2012 AB), racial backgrounds, and sexual and gender identities and expressions. Many of the first
volunteers were highly engaged with LGBTQ politics while at the University, but we were also committed to
obtaining the stories of people who may not have been “out” or not have been LGBTQ-identified while on
campus. For some of these people, we had to convince them that their experiences were also a necessary part
of the history we wanted to preserve.

While curating the exhibit, I then confronted
the additional challenge of translating these
“invisible” histories, often characterized by
silence, into object-based histories.
Established institutional and political
communities were more likely to leave
material evidence of their existence. Now
that the oral histories that speak to a
different experience are in the archives, I
hope that people will continue to use them in
order to tell more “invisible” stories in
creative ways.

Finally, Patti Gibbons at Special Collections
worked to secure the loan of a square of the
NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt that
remembers some of the students and alumni

who were lost to the AIDS epidemic in the Photograph from Chicago Pride Parade, 1991. Chicago Maroon,
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