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A Golden Artist: Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt’s
Life and Art During the Stonewall Era

“We make art, we make music, and things like that. It’s just a basic, human
thing. And the more desperate the situation, if a person has the talent and ability to
articulate that desperation into a moment, bang, there’s art. That’s it” -Thomas
Lanigan-Schmidt."

This paper explores queer artist Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt (b. 1948) and his piece
titled Allegory of the Stonewall Riot (Statue of Liberty Fighting for Drag Queen,
Husband, and Home) (1969). I take a biographical approach to the paper, dissecting
Lanigan-Schmidt’s childhood and young adult life living as a queer street kid in the
1960s. I follow him to New York City, where he continued creating his kitsch style art
and started getting recognized for it. Outside of his artistic endeavors, Lanigan-Schmidt
would catch himself hanging out at The Stonewall Inn, a gay bar on Christopher Street.
In the early hours of June 28, 1969, The Stonewall Inn was unexpectedly raided by the
police. At a time when being queer was criminalized, the patrons of Stonewall had had
enough and fought back against the police, sparking a riot* that turned into a
weeks-long protest. Lanigan-Schmidt was in attendance that night and joined the fight
for gay liberation. It was this night that inspired his creation, Allegory of the Stonewall

Riot (Statue of Liberty Fighting for Drag Queen, Husband, and Home). By analyzing
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the contextual importance of The Stonewall Inn and the riots that ensued, I show how
Allegory of the Stonewall Riot reflects queer life in the 1960s. In the art historical
canon, queer art is largely underrepresented. However, in this paper I show how
Lanigan-Schmidt and Allegory of the Stonewall Riot deserve a place in the art historical
canon.

Allegory of the Stonewall Riot was first featured in the 2019 exhibition Art After
Stonewall, 1969-1989, which was organized by and shown in The Columbus Museum of
Art, as well as travelling to The Grey Art Gallery, New York University and
Leslie-Lohman Museum of Gay and Lesbian Art, and The Patricia and Phillip Frost Art
Museum, Miami.? The piece is currently on view in The Columbus Museum of Art. Art
After Stonewall spans two decades between Stonewall and AIDS, and “celebrates the
passion, inventiveness, and fierce solidarity of the first generation of ‘out’ artists and
activists. Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt was interviewed by one of the exhibition curators
Jonathan Weinberg, and an edited version of it was featured in the exhibition’s
published book Art After Stonewall, 1969-1989 (2019), for which he was an editor. This
is the main source for this paper regarding this specific artwork for this paper, however
not much about the piece itself is highlighted. I wondered why such a highlighted
sculpture in this exhibition did not have much information about it, so I researched the
piece and found that it is a common occurrence in other research of Lanigan-Schmidt,
and I found there were no sources specifically studying Allegory of the Stonewall Riot.
Most scholar’s research of Lanigan-Schmidt’s art are based on his other works, such as
those displayed in the 2012 exhibition Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt: Tender Love Among

the Junk at MoMA PS1. Most of my research of Lanigan-Schmidt’s life and Allegory of
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the Stonewall Riot came from first-hand accounts from interviews. In my research, I
only found Lanigan-Schmidt mentioning the Allegory once, in his interview with
Jonathan Weinberg. Most of his interviews about the exhibition or his experiences
during the riots. In the interview, we hear more about Lanigan-Schmidt’s upbringing
and his experience at the Stonewall Inn. He brought up his memoir Mother Stonewall
and The Golden Rats (Fig. 2) along with and his Golden Rats (1966-1967) (Fig. 3)
which are both highlighted later on in the essay and are relevant to his work during the
Stonewall Era.

With the piece being made by a gay artist and reflecting queer history, I take a
dive into queer art’s role in the art historical canon, using Jennifer Doyle’s essay Queer
Wallpaper (2006) as a basis to my understanding. In this, Doyle asks why queer art is
so hard to define throughout art history and writings, as well as giving a personal
narrative of a challenge she faced as a scholar focused on queer art and artists. I give this
paper a similar format, inserting my story of when my interest in the Stonewall Era
started and how it led to finding Lanigan-Schmidt’s Allegory of the Stonewall Riot.

In 1969, the same year of the Stonewall Riots, Lanigan-Schmidt created Allegory
of the Stonewall Riot (Statue of Liberty Fighting for Drag Queen, Husband, and
Home). The small-scale statue, measuring twelve inches tall, is made of foil, plastic
wrap, pipe cleaners, linoleum, glitter, acrylic paint, acrylic floor shine, food coloring,
staples, wire, printed material, found objects, knick knacks from his previous pieces,
and other media. In the label at the Columbus Art Museum, the piece is described as a
statue that “represents American suburbia as a site of queer fantasy, populated by a
bare-chested boxer with his cartoon faced wife, a drag queen.” The piece is brilliant and

vibrant, consisting of all colors of the rainbow, and covered with glitter and shiny



materials that reflect brightly with a light source directed onto it. The base of the statue
is a round, glittery, blue meadow. Blue flowers and green plants grow from the ground,
and wire and plastic wrap are visible along the outer edge. The primary focus of the
piece is the drag queen. She wears a sparkly green dress made of an iridescent foil or
fabric, with gold foil detailing around the waist that seamlessly flows up her torso to
become her arm. She wears a large wig made of dyed plastic and foil that extends inches
from her head. One bee that is made up of black and white pipe cleaners lay on the skirt
of her dress. Another bee made of brown and yellow pipe cleaners rests on the bouquet
of yellow flowers she is holding in her right arm. Her face, made of yellow dyed plastic
wrap looks like a classic painted smiley face; two circle eyes, a circle nose, and a smile
that almost reaches to her eyes. Behind the queen, to the right, is a sepia-toned photo of
her husband; a strong male boxer, posed shirtless with boxing shorts on and his fists up.
He is surrounded by large staples, and spills of red and yellow dye spot the photo. A
bundle of wire, foil, glitter, and other found objects rest on top and surround the photo.
The surrounding materials trickle down to the drag queen and husband’s home which is
a real, mini doll-house. The house has an orange facade with drawings of windows and
doors. The middle window is open and shows two human silhouettes, representing the
couple. Moving to the back of the piece (Fig. 4), the back of the house and husband are
covered by a large foil piece dyed with yellow, black, and blue ink and paint. There is a
painted image of a religious figure’s head wearing a biretta with a cross. The back side of
the drag queen exposes her golden foil legs and left arm wrapped around her husband.
The composition of the statue reflects drag itself— an exaggerated performance rooted in
LGBTQ+ culture. Lanigan-Schmidt did not make the sculpture with the intention of

calling it Allegory of the Stonewall Riot (Statue of Liberty Fighting for Drag Queen,



Husband, and Home). The origin of the title, in Lanigan-Schmidt’s words to Jonathan
Weinberg, “I didn't make it and call it that (title)... although when it was made — it is all
those things, it is in the name...it was that before it had the name.”* It looks very similar
to the Statue of Liberty, which is why he added that part in the name.5 It is a direct
reflection of the events that took place during the Stonewall Riots in which
Lanigan-Schmidt was in attendance. It is a truth told through art, a historical story, an
allegory. There is no denying that during the riots drag queens were taking to the streets
to fight for their husbands and homes but more specifically, they were joining the fight
for gay liberation in the United States.

Much of the materials used to make Allegory of the Stonewall Riot, as well as
some of the iconographical allusions are reflected from Lanigan-Schmidt's upbringing.
Lanigan-Schmidt was born in Elizabeth, New Jersey in 1948 and grew up in Linden,
New Jersey®, about thirty minutes outside of New York City. It is crucial to remember
that he grew up in a time where being gay was criminalized and largely illegal in the
United States. He grew up lower class, and lived in a neighborhood that was an in
between of a black and white neighborhood” that was being redlined.® Lanigan-Schmidt
was aware of his queerness from a young age, as early as fifth grade.® He did not hide his
queerness throughout his youth, however it was not something he would talk about
much with his family, who were highly religious, and he was made fun of in school. As a

highschooler, he started creating small collages made from cut-outs of stolen magazines,
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some even of his face atop stylish dresses.'® At sixteen years old, he set out to New York
City to be with a man for the first time, and after his experience, he kept going back to
meet other men and continue exploring his identity", all the while making friends and
falling in love with the city. In 1965, Lanigan-Schmidt graduated high school and went
to Pratt Institute in New York City to study art. He struggled financially as going to
college is not a cheap endeavor, living in New York City was expensive, and he was
financially on his own after already growing up in the working class. However, he
managed to figure out how to survive by panhandling’? and using that money to stay in
hotel rooms for a few months, until he made enough to find himself an apartment in the
Lower East Side and then eventually getting a job as a messenger boy.' He created a lot
of art in his new apartment, including his collages out of gay magazines, and he started
creating knick knacks made from found objects and materials from around his home
and the city. It was during this time in his first apartment, making knick knacks and
collages, when he first met Christopher Scott and Henry Geldzahler, two gay
art-conossieurs, who he grew to become close friends with. He would visit their
apartment which was full of art, books, and had a record player which they played pop
records on often while dancing together. It was Scott and Geldzahler who gave
Lanigan-Schmidt the resources and advice to apply to Cooper Union*4, which he ended
up getting denied from. This rejection sparked a new idea for Lanigan-Schmidt to put
his art out into the world. He created an alter ego, Ethel Dull,* and led tours of his art

around his apartment as her. His works mainly consisted of found objects, trash, and
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cheap craft materials including foil, dye, markers, paint, glitter, and magazine
trimmings. He used these objects because he was poor and could not afford fancy
materials from art stores, reflecting class struggle. The materials also reflected his
religious upbringing, as “glitter and sparkle have a theological basis. It’s supposed to be
the energy of God’s grace.”® His financial circumstances, from his childhood to early
adult life, ultimately gave his art a signature look— an eclectic bundle of organized garb.
Outside of creating art and giving tours of his apartment in drag, Lanigan-Schmidt often
found himself in the queer streets and night life of New York City, including The
Stonewall Inn.

To understand the multi-layered significance of Allegory of the Stonewall Riot, it
is important to consider the full context of The Stonewall Inn and the night of the riots.
On June 28th, 1969, after centuries of oppression to the queer community, patrons at
The Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in New York City, fought back. The Stonewall Inn, located
on Christopher Street in Greenwich Village stood as a safe space for the local LGBTQ
community. At the time, there were laws in place that made it illegal for LGBTQ people
to express their identity, such as the “three garment rule” which stated if someone was
wearing three pieces of clothing or jewelry that didn’t match the gender stated on their
ID, they could get arrested. Gay marriage was not legal at the time either, and outside of
these laws the queer community faced decades of attacks and discriminatory actions.
However, The Stonewall Inn was a place where the queer community to openly be
themselves, and Lanigan-Schmidt highlighted that it was the only place the gays could

slow dance with each other."” Although the bar seemed like an oasis for the queer

16 Kendall DeBoer, “Jewel-Encrusted Rats in Ecclesiastical Garb: Art and Treasures for You, Honey,”
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community to dance together and express themselves, it was not clean, nor was it
protecting them from legal repercussions. The bar was owned by the mafia, who was
mostly in it for the money grab, and also made deals with the NYPD’s 16th precinct to
keep the bar open even though illegal activity was taking place (i.e. three garment rule).
Many of the glasses were washed in the same bucket of dirty dish water, and bathrooms
were not maintained. Several patrons of The Stonewall Inn even reported being
harassed or assaulted by mafia affiliated workers of the bar. There were different rooms
of the bar where people would congregate and dance. The white room was where most
of the upper class patrons would hang out, and the black room was where the poor street
kids, such as Lanigan-Schmidt, would hang out and dance. In there, the jukebox blasted
hit songs over the speakers and is where Lanigan-Schmidt spent most of his nights at
the bar, drinking, socializing, and more importantly to him, slow-dancing with his
friends and other people.

Routine police raids occurred almost every week at The Stonewall Inn. The bar
flashed red lights when the staff was notified that the police would be coming. This
served as a quick warning for patrons to leave, or change their clothing to avoid getting
arrested for cross dressing. Part of the mafia and the police’s deal was that they would
only perform these raids during the weekdays at times where the bar was not busy.
However, on June 28, 1969, a lively Saturday night, the police came unexpectedly.
Lanigan-Schmidt was in attendance that night, and was dancing in the black room when
all of a sudden the red warning lights flashed. Patrons, who packed the bar that
Saturday night, were shocked about the raid that was going to take place. Some patrons

started getting frustrated, including Marsha P. Johnson.’® Now, from when the police

18 Marsha P. Johnson was a black transgender woman who is known as the leading figure during the
Stonewall Era and protests



raided the bar to the first instigation of a riot, the story has been told in several ways.
Piecing together what historians have collected about the night, the story tells that
Marsha threw the first shot glass towards the police, shattering it and igniting a fight
between the police and patrons. At a time when technology was not advanced, word
spread fast about the Saturday night raid at The Stonewall Inn. In less than an hour,
hundreds of community members gathered on Christopher Street and around The
Stonewall Inn, fighting for gay liberation. In attendance was photographer Fred W.
McDarrah, who captured a photo of Lanigan-Schmidt and other patrons in front of the
bar hours into the riots, which became an iconic historic photo of the event (Fig. 5).
Lanigan-Schmidt recalls the riots lasting hours and time moving on its own terms." By
the time the sun went up, only a dozen or so patrons were arrested, and the police took
refuge inside of the Stonewall Inn, as protesters erupted in chant outside, a perfect
juxtaposition of the initial cause of the riots. For the following six days, protests led by
Marsha P. Johnson, Slyvia Rivera®, and several other trans women of color, continued
fighting for queer liberation. Allegory of the Stonewall Riot was created by
Langian-Schmidt as his own reflection of the night of the riots.

Twenty years after the riots, in 1989, Lanigan-Schmidt wrote a one-page memoir
Mother Stonewall and the Golden Rats, about his experiences before and during the
Stonewall Riots. In quotes to summarize the memoir, Lanigan-Schmidt writes,

“We sat on the curb-gutter around the corner from a Dance-Bar called

the STONEWALL....We lived in cheap hotels, broken down apartments,

abandoned buildings or on the streets. Home was where the heart is...

WE WERE STREET RATS. Puerto Rican, BLACK, Northern and Southern
whites... WE ALL ENDED UP TOGETHER AT A PLACE CALLED THE

® Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt, 36:00

20 Sylvia Rivera was a transgender woman who was another leading figure during the Stonewall Era and
protests. She co-founded Street Transvestite Action Revolutionaries (STAR) with Marsha P. Johnson to
support un-housed transgender youth.
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STONEWALL. SAFE and sound...We DANCED... We were happy... THAT
NIGHT the (STREET) “Gutter Rats” shone like the brightest Gold!... the
mystery of history happened again in the Least likely of Places...”™*

Although the Golden Rats were featured in works Lanigan-Schmidt created
before the night of the Stonewall Riots, in this memoir he gives us their “origin story”.
The rats represented the street queens, and are “suggestive of divinity and miracles, gold
and glistening.”** The rats had something to do with Stonewall, but they also had to do
with a lot of things; they had to do with street life before Stonewall.?® Thomas
Lanigan-Schmidt was one of those street rats, shining gold that night, and he’s
continued to shine gold ever since.

Queer art changed after the Stonewall Riots, and so were the ways it was
interpreted and defined by art historians. It is largely underrepresented in art history
canon and unrecognized in museums across the world unless a specific, rare, queer
exhibition is featured. In an interview with Hyperallergic, an online art publication,
Lanigan-Schmidt discusses the impact of the Stonewall Riots on the art world. He says
that the art world took decades to recognize the Stonewall Riots, and they finally did it
when it seemed forced to do so... It is like they have to pay mouth-service to its
history.”* This is still showcased in the art world today, as queer art and topics are only
highlighted in museums during specific events such as pride month, or only showcased
in queer spaces. Jenifer Doyle’s 2009 essay Queer Wallpaper, pushes the idea of where

queer art is shown and that is what makes queer art, queer art. She says “you can take a

2 Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt, Mother Stonewall and the Golden Rats, 1989.
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Stonewall Uprising, interview by Hrag Vartanian, March 21, 2024.

2 Tbid.
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class on the history of art since 1945 and never hear a word about sexuality... the full
discussion of sexuality and art is a very recent development in art history— as central to
art history as queer people are, the subject of sexuality still remains outside the official
boundaries of the field.” There is an ongoing struggle with LGBTQ+ recognition from
art historians and large institutions when discussions of queer art are brought up. Queer
art is argued, more than most art, in talks of high art and low art. Many scholars label
and see high art as valuable art, made with valuable materials that is shown in
world-class museums for everyone to be mesmerised by and think critically about their
meaning. Some scholars that have studied Lanigan-Schmidt’s work have labeled his art
as Kitsch style, which is defined as “art objects, design styles, or entertainment media
that is generally of low quality, overly sentimental, and lacking in artistic merit.”® Yes,
his art was made of found objects, cheap materials and trash, and described as an
eclectic bundle of “garb”, but the works themselves are the complete opposite of the
materials they are made up of. Allegory of the Stonewall Riot was created using kitschy
found objects, such as glitter, foil, pipe cleaners, and food coloring, purposely used as an
ode to the street kids who courageously fought against the police and years of
harassment the night of the riots.>” He has also stated that he uses these items because
he was one of those street kids who barely had enough money to support themselves, so
that was all he could afford to create his art. Allegory of the Stonewall Riot is crucial in

understanding the history of queer art after Stonewall.

25 Jennifer Doyle, “Queer Wallpaper,” in The Art of Art History (Oxford University Press, 2009), 391—401.
26Annie Schultz, “Kitsch Life: Aesthetics of Misinformation,” Philosophy of Education 80, no. 2 (2024):
29—44.
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the Aftermath”, Equal Eyes, April 24, 2019.
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Jennifer Doyle acknowledges Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s® research about how
people can become attached to certain artworks “because they seem to speak to us, to
speak about us— and because they seem, in particular, to speak to the experience of
living at odd angles to dominant culture.”® My interest in the history of the Stonewall
Era started last summer, July of 2025. I was exploring New York City alone on a random
Tuesday. I was on the 1 Train heading towards midtown Manhattan. A couple stops into
the ride, by chance, I looked down at my phone and saw The Stonewall Inn in pink
letters on my map. In a matter of milliseconds it felt as if I floated out of my seat and
into the station. I followed the directions for a few minutes, leading me straight to The
Stonewall National Monument (Fig. 6 ,and Fig. 7). Now, as a lesbian, I of course knew
about the history of Stonewall and its importance to the queer community. However, I
finally felt the weight of the movement when I was immersed in the space. I saw George
Segal’s Gay Liberation?’ statue (Fig. 8), and photographs documenting Stonewall’s past.
I was entranced by the art that was already inspired by this sacred queer space. Across
the street is The Stonewall National Monument Visitor center. With only 15 minutes
until close, I stepped into the space and felt even more pride and the weight of
Stonewall’s importance. I read anecdotes from patrons of the night and members of the
queer community. Tears filled my eyes as I was overwhelmed with emotion. I was
standing on the shoulders of giants that have paved the way for me to have a place in
this world. I signed my name on the wall, wrote in the visitor book, headed out of the

visitors center, walked to my right and opened the doors to The Stonewall Inn. It was

28 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick is a scholar and writer of Queer and Now (1993), Doyle, “Queer Wallpaper,”
395.

29 Doyle, Queer Wallpaper, 395.

3¢ “This sculpture by George Segal (1924—2000) honors the gay rights movement and commemorates the
events at the Stonewall Inn opposite this park that gave rise to the movement”, “Christopher Park
Monuments - Gay Liberation : NYC Parks,” www.nycgovparks.org, n.d.
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the middle of the day, so not many people were there. Art, photographs, and rainbow
decor covered the walls, and Bring It On! Was playing on the small TV behind the bar. I
got The Stonewall IPA and started chatting with the man sitting next to me, who, long
story short, has dressed celebrities like Rhianna and worked on famous TV show sets.
After my interactions with The Stonewall Inn and other places on Christopher Street, I
could not stop thinking about how I have never been in a space quite like it. I was
standing on the shoulders of the gay giants who paved the way for me to find a place in
the world. I took my interest in The Stonewall Inn to an extreme, listening to every
podcast and video essay I could on the events, and filled my Letterboxd with queer films.
I used my hyper-interest later on towards a class project, creating a mock exhibition of
art inspired by Stonewall, where I first came across Allegory of the Stonewall Riot.
Every other artwork I could find was made by queer artists who were inspired by the
riots, or made decades after them. Although they were powerful in nature, they did not
grasp my emotions in the way Allegory of the Stonewall Riot did. I was immediately
drawn to the piece as it was the only artwork I could find, besides photographs, that was
made by an artist who was in attendance the night of the riots. I felt as if it was an
authentic telling of the riots. When I look at the piece, I see it come to life. I see a drag
queen with a large wig with her husband by her side., chanting on Christopher Street the
night of the riots. I see them going home together after hours of fighting for thor rights,
and standing in their home looking over a New York sunrise. Allegory of the Stonewall
Riot gave queer audiences hope during the time of the gay rights movement, but it also
gives hope to contemporary queer viewers who are still fighting for gay rights and

visibility as they are actively being stripped away from history.
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I argue that Allegory of the Stonewall Riot by Thomas Lanigan Schmidt deserves
a place in the art historical canon. Yes, some queer art and artists such as Frida Kahlo
and Andy Warhol are icons in the art world and canon, however I believe
Lanigan-Schmidt’s work is even more impactful to queer art history and deserves more
recognition. He is a humble, gay artist who was in attendance during one of the most
pivotal nights in queer history, and used found materials to create art that reflected the
realistic side of queerness during a time where it was largely illegal in the United States.
Allegory of the Stonewall Riot is a unique piece in the realm of queer art. As a piece that
has been recognized and put on display for a Stonewall exhibition, there is not much
information about it besides the background of the riots inspiring its creation and title.
Being the only more-known artwork that was made by someone in attendance during
the Stonewall Riots, the piece is not showcased in art history textbooks that mention
queer art. His work is missing in the crucial education of queer art history. The
Stonewall Riots were a pivotal moment in history, not just for queer people, but for the
art world. I see them as the awakening of LGBTQ+ history and art in the United States.
It gave queer people, thus giving queer artists, a larger space in the modern art world,
and Lanigan-Schmidt created Allegory of the Stonewall Riot during the beginnings of
the awakening and deserves its own spotlight in its history, and art history.

Allegory of the Stonewall Riot (Statue of Liberty Fighting for Drag Queen,
Husband, and Home) by Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt is a unique piece showcasing the
impact of the Stonewall Riots on the queer community. He used his artistic platform to
showcase and immortalize the real and raw beauty of the LGBTQ+ community in the
1960s, which was rough and beautiful all at once. Through my life experiences as a

lesbian and a recent patron of The Stonewall Inn, I have been incredibly moved by
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Thomas-Lanigan Schmidt’s life and find a deep connection to Allegory of the Stonewall
Riot. The Stonewall Riots' importance to queer history is inevitable, so queer art created
during that time, such as Allegory of the Stonewall Riot, deserves recognition in the art
historical canon where it has largely been underrepresented. I hope for queer
community members and artists to feel inspired by Lanigan-Schmidt, and continue to
shine gold while creating art and advocating for LGBTQ+ rights for generations to

follow.
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Fig. 2, Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt, Mother Stonewall and the Golden Rats, 1989. Xerox photocopy.

Fig. 3, Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt, The Gilded Summer Palace of Czarina Tatlina, 1969-72, East Fourth
Street Gallery, New York, NY.
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Fig. 8, Gay Liberation, George Segal, 1980, bronze cast with white lacquer, dedicated 1992, Christopher
Park, New York City, Gift of the Mildred Andrew Fund to the City of New York.
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