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Museums and Heteronormativity: Exploring the Effects of Inclusive 
Interpretive Strategies  

Maria-Anna Tseliou 

The thesis contends that museums are inevitably bound up with a powerful 
heteronormative frame and specifically explores promising interpretive strategies 
that have sought to interweave sexual minorities’ stories into mainstream museum 
narratives and disrupt long-standing heteronormative narratives and practices. 
Informed by a selection of literature from the fields of museum, cultural and 
sociological studies, it draws upon broader debates within the profession 
concerning the social roles and responsibilities of museums with reference to 
disadvantaged communities and their cultural representation.  

In order to investigate the potential for museums to subvert heteronormative ways 
of seeing through reformist exhibitionary strategies, I explore the process of 
development (primarily) and reception (secondarily) of two projects: Hitched, 
Wedding Clothes and Customs at Sudley House in Liverpool and Queering the 
Museum at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Both exhibitions were 
appreciated as unconventional examples of museum practice, featuring, 
respectively, a subtle -thematic and spatial- integration of sexual minorities among 
regular exhibits.  

In line with other researches, the empirical findings of this research respond to the 
insufficiency of museum literature in critically reviewing a specific set of curatorial 
methodologies intending to reveal the benefits of a more subtle and inclusive 
museum practice when previously disparaged groups are portrayed. The thesis 
concludes with the need for museums to research and employ a range of 
innovative interpretive devices for exhibiting references to gender, sexual, and 
other kinds of, difference, refraining from a constant repetition of stand-alone 
exhibitions. The adoption of a diverse curatorship of difference seems to be the 
only way for a fairer inclusion of a minority’s plurality, and consequently, for 
practically rejecting restricting fixed understandings of gender, sexual and other 
types of identity. And, as I argue, embedded exhibits among regular collections are 
a very promising curatorial method to communicate this plurality to the widest 
possible audience. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the (hetero)normative museum 

The thesis investigates the potential for museums to subvert heteronormative ways 

of seeing through reformist exhibitionary strategies that adopt an inclusive 

curatorial approach, specifically those that have sought to interweave sexual 

minorities’ stories into mainstream museum narratives. Informed by a selection of 

literature from the fields of museum, cultural and sociological studies, it draws upon 

broader debates within the profession concerning the social roles and 

responsibilities of museums with reference to disadvantaged communities and their 

cultural representation. 

At the dawn of the twenty-first century a lively debate ensued concerning the 

changing social purpose of museums and their responsiveness to contemporary 

multicultural society. Writers, notably Richard Sandell and David Fleming in the 

UK, Lois Silverman in the US or Fiona Cameron and Lynda Kelly in Australia, note 

an expansion of a socially inclusive agenda promoted in the form of either stand-

alone projects or even newly developed organisations, all of which are ‘pursuing [a] 

practice that reflects a belief that museums can (and should) act upon their 

potential to contribute to progressive social change’ (Tseliou 2013a: 1). 

Simultaneously, both the cultural and media world face an increase in the 

representation of sexual difference. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer 

(LGBTQ) portrayal has been gaining substantial attention notably due to the 

simultaneous rise in public acceptance and formal recognition of LGBT rights. 

Museums, along with other public institutions, have, therefore, been occasionally 

contributing to raising awareness and supporting the inclusion of sexual minorities 

in their programming and collections. However, such initiatives still remain 

problematic; LGBTQ culture remains invisible in the majority of museums and, 

where efforts have been made to include LGBT lives in museum narratives, these 

very often reinforce normative heterosexual perceptions on gender and sexual 

identities. Past research sheds light on the reasons behind practitioners’ reluctance 

to display the topic, yet, I would argue, the overarching and predominant cause is 

the pervasiveness of ‘heteronormativity’: 
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Heteronormativity can be defined as the view that institutionalized 

heterosexuality constitutes the standard for legitimate and expected social 

and sexual relations. Heteronormativity insures that the organization of 

heterosexuality in everything from gender to weddings to marital status is 

held up as both a model and as ‘normal’ . . . Heteronormativity works . . .  to 

naturalize the institution of heterosexuality while rendering real people’s 

relationships and commitments irrelevant and illegitimate.  

  (Ingraham 2002: 76)  

A large amount of research from queer studies and the media and educational 

sector has unveiled the unnoticed influence of heteronormativity on people’s 

perceptions of which gender and sexual norms should be regarded as socially 

acceptable. This thesis contends that museums are inevitably bound up with a 

powerful heteronormative frame and it explores promising interpretive strategies, 

inclusive of sexual diversity, that could contribute to the disruption of prevalent and 

long-standing museum heteronormative narratives and practices. 

 

The Theoretical Terrain and Museum Practice: The Representation of Sexual 
Diversity 

Museums constitute a significant element of culture and society, actively engaged 

in the construction of identities (Marstine 2006: 4; Newman and McLean 2006: 64, 

Crooke 2007: 15). Janet Marstine argues that despite claims for a neutral apolitical 

museum, a significant percentage of visitors, theorists and professionals 

increasingly recognise them as places that ‘don’t just represent cultural identity’ but 

‘produce it through framing’ (Marstine 2006: 4). In other words, curatorial 

approaches towards the interpretation and presentation of tangible or intangible 

exhibits reflect the institutional stance over a topic and are likely to affect audience 

perceptions and meaning-making processes (Silverman 1995; Golding 2007; 

Sandell 2007; Sandell and Dodd 2010; Silverman, L. 2010).  
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Recent years have seen a number of pioneering and experimental efforts to 

develop programmes that portray sexual diversity in an attempt to influence 

audience attitudes. Pioneers and active champions of such inclusive projects at 

well-established museums are predominantly found in progressive environments 

where substantial action has already taken place in terms of the legal protection of 

LGBT civil rights. For instance, in Norway1 the temporary exhibition Against 

Nature? opened in October 2006 at the University of Oslo’s Natural History 

Museum, being the first of its kind considering homosexuality among animal 

species and aspiring to ‘reject the all too well known argument that homosexual 

behaviour is a crime against nature’  (University of Oslo Natural History Museum 

2012). Similarly, in Sweden2 the temporary exhibition Queer: Desire, Power and 

Identity was on display at the National Museum of Fine Arts to coincide with 

Europride3 2008 hosted in Stockholm, in order to unravel the links between 

sexuality and gender and the production and understanding of artworks and art 

history (National Museum of Fine Arts n.d.).  

At the same time it is gradually becoming more common to see countries that have 

traditionally avoided the inclusion of sexual minorities in their collections and 

displays embracing them little by little. For example, recently in Europe two such 

cases were manifested, one in Poland4 and one in Greece5, both of which achieve 

annually low rates for formal recognition of LGBT rights (ILGA 2009; ILGA 2010). 

In Poland, the National Museum in Warsaw presented the exhibition Ars Homo 

Erotica in 2010 to coincide with the Europride 2010 and focused on male and 

female homoeroticism in art (National Museum in Warsaw n.d.). In Greece, the 

Athens’ Museum of Cycladic Art displayed Eros; From Hesiod’s Theogony to Late 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Norway has legalised homosexuality since 1972 and was one of the pioneers in anti-
discriminatory laws for the protection of homosexuals and allowed the formal registration of same 
sex relationships since 1993 (glbtq; An encyclopaedia of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, & 
queer culture 2008).  
2 Sweden decriminalised same sex sexual acts in 1944 and was the pioneer in allowing sex-change 
by law in 1972 and the first anti-discriminatory laws were in place in 1987 (glbtq; An encyclopaedia 
of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, & queer culture 2004).  
3 Europride is an annual Pan-European event 1992 (European pride organisers association 2013). 
4 See for example Poland score sheet for 2013 based on the research carried out by ILGA (2013a).  
5 See for example Greece score sheet for 2013 based on the research carried out by ILGA (2013b). 
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Antiquity in 2009, which explored the notion of love in Greek and Roman antiquity 

as depicted in archaeological material, including a separate section on homoerotic 

relationships (Museum of Cycladic Art n.d.).  

In the UK, where empirical research for the current study was carried out, the vast 

majority of exhibitions related to sexual minorities occurred after the repeal of 

Section 28 of the UK Local Government Act 1988 in 2003. The dismantling of this 

legislation was significant as it had deterred local authorities (and the museums 

and galleries under their governance) from promoting anything positively related to 

homosexuality (The National Archives n.d.). Yet, this did not discourage the 

Museum of London in 1999 from producing Pride & Prejudice: lesbian and gay 

London. The museum risked prosecution by staging this exhibition which aimed ‘to 

celebrate the diversity of lesbian and gay life in London, to examine the enduring 

appeal of London to lesbians and gay men from around the UK and the world, and 

to explore the systems of oppression that lesbians and gays face’ (Museum of 

London 2005). Since then, sexual diversity has attracted increasing attention 

across national and local museums and galleries in a range of formats, broadly 

summarised as follows6:  

• exhibitions of artists known because of their non-heterosexual orientation 

and with clear references to this, such as Hidden Histories (New Art Gallery 

in Walsall, 2004) or David Hockney 1960-1968: A Marriage of Styles 

(Nottingham Contemporary, 2009), or of people associated with the LGBTQ 

community, such as Gay Icons (National Portrait Gallery in London, 2009), 

• exhibitions on high-profile historical personalities with references to their 

homosexuality, such as Hadrian: Empire and Conflict (British Museum in 

London, 2008) or on aspects of history previously withheld, such as Hello 

Sailor! Gay life on the ocean wave (Merseyside Maritime Museum in 

Liverpool, 2006), 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 This classification of LGBTQ-related projects is only one among several one could use, as they 
could have been grouped, for example, according to the type of the hosting museum, etc.  
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• exhibitions aimed at unravelling the personal experiences of the local LGBT 

communities, such as Queer is Here (Museum of London, 2008), Pride in 

Our Past (Plymouth City Museum and Art Gallery, 2012), or Outside Edge; 

A journey through Black British lesbian and gay history (Museum in 

Docklands in London, 2008), 

• exhibitions exploring a broader social history or scientific topic inclusive of 

same sex acts and relationships, like the Family Album (Sunderland 

Museums and Winter Gardens, 2008) and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs (Sudley House in Liverpool, 2010), or Sexual Nature (Natural 

History Museum in London, 2011), 

• trails and performances across museum collections unveiling the hidden 

references to sexual identities, other than heterosexuality, such as the 

LGBT trails being conducted at the British Museum in London, the Queer 

Perspective tours (National Portrait Gallery in London) and Queering the 

Portrait with David Hoyle (Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool and Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery), and finally, 

• projects whose format occurred once either with the use of the human rights 

perspective at sh[OUT]: Contemporary art and human rights (Gallery of 

Modern Art in Glasgow, 2009), or with the adoption of artistic critical 

interventions to ‘queer’ permanent collections at Queering the Museum 

(Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, 2010).  

Despite the different format and content of museum initiatives so far, a number of 

features are frequently repeated. First and foremost, the inclusion of sexual 

difference often takes place temporarily, with few exceptions. Two notable 

exceptions include the presentation of a substantial amount of exhibits related to 

sexual diversity at Brighton Museum and Art Gallery with its permanent separate 

display on the local LGBT community and Merseyside Maritime Museum in 

Liverpool which made Hello Sailor part of their permanent exhibitions in 2009. On 

top of these, the British Museum in London constitutes an exceptional case. With 
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several objects pertaining to sexual difference in their collections, they launched a 

paper trail, which was then transformed to an updated web trail, followed by the 

recent publication of the book A little gay history in September 2013, as its author, 

Richard Parkinson, explains (2013b). This is the first of its kind to be realised by a 

high-profile national museum highlighting, along with the web trail, artifacts and 

stories that are integrated within permanent collections as pertaining to sexual 

diversity.  

Internationally, nonetheless, there are some noteworthy ‘gay museums’, although 

not state-funded, such as, The GLBT History Museum in San Francisco run by the 

non-profit GLBT Historical Society, or, the Schwules Museum in Berlin run by the 

non-profit association Friends of a Gay Museum in Berlin. Others include; the 

Leslie Lohman Museum of Gay and Lesbian Art in New York run by the non-profit 

organisation Leslie Lohman Gay Art Foundation and the National LGBT Museum in 

Columbia, run by the non-profit organisation Velvet Foundation. 

Secondly, a tendency towards stand-alone exhibitions with a preference for spatial 

segregation from permanent and regular exhibits is also repeatedly encountered. 

This predisposition results in projects being branded as ‘gay shows’, and perhaps 

most likely appealing to visitors identified as LGBTQ or to individuals with 

openness towards sexual difference. Consequently, lack of experimentation in 

identifying interpretive strategies appealing to the widest possible audience is, I 

argue, a factor that potentially reduces the positive effect museums might 

encourage in changing attitudes and fostering social change, as it gradually 

becomes more recognised by museum practitioners and scholars: 

[T]he potential for museums to take up an explicitly activist moral standpoint 

on human rights issues - one that aims to actively shape the conversations 

that society has about difference - and to engage visitors in (frequently 

challenging) debates pertaining to social justice.  

   (Sandell and Nightingale 2012: 1) 
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Additionally, perpetuating this preference for spatial or conceptual separatism, I 

assert, emphasises differences between sexual minorities and the heterosexual 

majority at the expense of what they might share in common.  

The representation of LGBTQ lives and culture has received relatively little 

attention within the museum studies literature. The only substantive volumes 

produced to date are the special journal issue Museums and Social Issues; Where 

is Queer? in 2008 and the volume, edited by Amy Levin, Gender, Sexuality and 

Museums in 2010. Journal articles and book chapters addressing the topic are 

more regularly encountered often produced by a member of staff directly involved 

in the development of the project under analysis, and authors elaborate on their 

personal experience of curating sexual diversity to raise stimulating points for 

consideration for future museum practice. Some of the most well-cited7 include 

Michael Petry’s article on Hidden Histories at the New Art Gallery in Walsall (2010), 

Stuart Frost on The Warren Cup: Sexuality in Ancient Greece at the British 

Museum (2010) as well as Patrik Steorn on Show Yourself at the Nordic Museum 

and Queer: Desire, Power, and Identity at the National Museum of Fine Arts in 

Sweden (2012). Others include Anthony Tibbles on Hello Sailor! Gay life on the 

ocean wave at the Merseyside Maritime Museum (2011), and, Nikola Burdon about 

Pride and Prejudice; Lesbian and gay history at the Museum of London (2000).  

The real merit of these studies lies in the range of suggestions they offer on how 

museums might be transformed into more socially responsive sites, where the 

previously disregarded value of the LGBTQ community is established. Through 

analyses of institutionally or externally imposed hurdles, multiple recommendations 

and forewarnings for future consideration have been put forward, quite often within 

a ‘queer theory’ frame (Mills 2006; Sanders 2007; Mills 2008; Sanders 2008; 

Steorn 2012). In particular, they all stress the need for museums to revise their 

practices, summarised under the four following broader categories: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 These are limited to articles written in English, which are available to the majority of scholars and 
practitioners. 
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• to seek consultation with the LGBTQ community (McIntyre 2007; Tibbles 

2011), 

• to reconsider their collecting and documenting strategies (McIntyre 2007; 

Sandell and Frost 2010; Steorn 2012), 

• to work towards a more persistent inclusion of LGBTQ related stories 

among collections (McIntyre 2007; Frost 2008, 2010; Tibbles 2011), 

• to innovatively expand the modes and content of the portrayal of sexual 

diversity (Liddiard 2004; Mills 2006; Petry 2010; Frost 2008; Sanders 2008; 

Frost 2010; Sandell and Frost 2010; Steorn 2012). 

Nonetheless, research on this specific topic still has a long way to go to advance 

our understanding of how museums can take significant steps towards a major and 

permanent disruption of their heteronormative frame. Stuart Frost highlights some 

pivotal issues that museum scholarship and practice has to address: 

How successful were the exhibitions in reaching LGBTQ audiences and 

what impact did the displays have upon them? How successfully did the 

exhibitions engage non-LGBTQ audiences? Did these displays and 

associated events programmes encourage visitors who may be prejudiced 

to reflect on their attitudes?  

        (2008: 38) 

Thus, keeping in mind Frost’s recommendations, some fruitful areas still remain 

under-researched. Exceptional work has been accomplished on revealing the 

regularly encountered barriers to increasing LGBTQ portrayal in museum settings, 

either through articles describing the personal experiences of curators of such 

projects, or through studies specifically targeted on these issues, such as those by 

Gabrielle Bourn (1994) and Angela Vanegas (2002). Additionally, the ongoing 

debate on museums’ responsiveness to sexual minorities has been enriched so far 

by several promising positions considering the work museums can develop in the 
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future, as previously explained. Even so, there is a gap in our understanding of 

visitors’ level of engagement and response. Certainly, online evaluation reports on 

specific exhibitions (Burdon 2000; Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 2006; Sandell, 

Dodd and Jones 2010) are extremely insightful in terms of audience reaction, 

helping institutions to improve their facilities and future similar initiatives and 

publicly justify their inclusive programming by making them accessible to all. But, it 

is crucial that more in-depth research into the effect on people’s attitudes and 

understanding of sexual difference as a result of attending a museum project is 

carried out. In addition, more thorough examinations on the full process that 

museums go through, their aims, their fears as well as the motivations, would be 

worthwhile as it would shed more light on different approaches to the depiction of 

sexual diversity, and not predominantly on specifically ‘gay-themed’ exhibitions. 

Overall, building a solid case with more rigorous and in-depth studies revolving 

principally around the impact of stand-alone LGBTQ exhibitions or projects where 

LGBTQ is not the main theme would allow scholars and practitioners to better 

justify their struggle for a fairer representation of sexual identities.  

 

Research aims and impact 

My interest in exploring the representation of sexual difference in museums began 

as an attempt to investigate depictions of homoerotic love in Greek archaeological 

and art museums. However, the research focus was altered during the literature 

review conducted in the first year of doctoral registration, which led to a realisation 

that a simple increase in homoerotic references in temporary museum 

programming and ephemera material was simply one layer of the museums’ quest 

for social inclusion and responsiveness towards the usually invisible sexual 

minorities. Museum scholars have adopted such an approach in the past, although 

from a different perspective, like Gaby Porter’s study on the representation of 

women (1994). In her own research, despite her initial belief in increasing the 

number of women-related exhibits as a way to re-establish the role of women in 

museum collections, she soon realised that the representation of omitted stories 
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(women’s in her case and sexual minorities’ in mine) needs to be analysed at 

multiple levels (Porter 1996). The volume of exhibits related to minorities is only the 

surface, while attention to the modes of framing minority lives and experiences and 

the interpretive devices employed by museums allows for a deeper examination 

into the underlying factors that have caused the mis- or under- representation of a 

social group but also provoke thinking on potential recommendations for further 

development.  

Museums are not only heteronormative in terms of the limited way in which LGBTQ 

culture is represented but also in how they choose to collect, document, interpret 

and showcase their exhibits. Furthermore, previous research on heteronormativity, 

for example within the educational sector, has stressed that we must first 

understand the way it is embedded in people’s lives in order to properly tackle the 

consequences of heteronormative thinking, such as homophobia and bullying 

(Franck 2002; Ferfolja 2007; DePalma and Atkinson 2009). In other words, a 

careful reworking of institutional policies and representational practices is the 

prerequisite for a more effective questioning of heteronormativity. Accordingly, if 

museums strive to challenge institutional homophobia and contribute to the 

promotion of respect for sexual minorities as well as aid in tackling discrimination 

and prejudice against them, they would firstly have to seek holistic ways to unsettle 

the power exerted by the heteronormative frame upon various aspects of their 

work. Hence it is apparent that change is required at multiple levels for cultural 

institutions to challenge heteronormativity.  

Informed by a selection of literature from the fields of museum, cultural and 

sociological studies, this thesis draws upon the broader theme of the social role of 

museums with reference to disadvantaged communities and their cultural 

representation. Broadly speaking, it has been developed around the power that 

heteronormativity exerts on museum practice and its overarching scope is to 

consider the potential for museums to subvert, at least to some extent, its 

prevalence. Through a process of rethinking and reinterpreting the concepts of 

gender and sexuality, I argue that museum professionals have a responsibility to 
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comply with the changeable meanings attributed to one’s gender or sexual identity. 

Historically, cabinets of curiosities were once created through a Western white 

male heterosexual gaze (Levin 2010: 1-15). Despite significant progress in raising 

the inclusion and representation of female, Black and non-heterosexual voices, 

museums and galleries are still influenced, to a lesser or greater extent, not only by 

a white, male, heterosexual gaze but more importantly highly infiltrated by 

monolithic gender and sexual binarisms of male/female and hetero/non-hetero, 

with all the connotations these might have on what can be perceived as the norm 

for one’s identity roles and expectations. In a way, such limiting understandings 

produce similar outcomes to the ones that, for example, racism generates, as 

‘[r]acism sees only limited aspects of the other – humanity the whole complex 

human being in social relationships is reduced to black skin’ (Golding 2009: 1). 

Simultaneously, nevertheless, a long research tradition within the humanities, 

especially in sociologically driven studies, has highlighted the problems caused 

when adhering to such fixed and outdated understandings. Similarly, museums 

have largely conformed to heteronormative ways of presenting their stories with 

limited experimentation with more radical narratives.  

Notably recent museum practice in the UK reveals a set of curatorial techniques 

seeking to address this situation through the inclusion of revised gender and 

sexuality interpretations. Yet, the emphasis in this study was placed on exhibitions 

that aim to challenge dominant heteronormative framing through the integration of 

non-normative narratives, either spatially or thematically, within exhibits which in 

other ways, might be read as mainstream or heteronormative. This production of 

unifying narratives that are inclusive of sexual difference, rather than discrete 

LGBTQ exhibitions has been welcomed already as a compelling direction for 

museums to enrich their socially inclusive programming. Richard Sandell (2012) 

encourages museums to consider the use of the concept of human rights as an 

alternative frame for their social agenda regarding minority groups, including the 

LGBTQ community. Stuart Frost and Richard Parkinson at the British Museum are 

notable in this field. Frost, Head of Interpretation, discusses the huge potential of 

archaeological collections, especially Greek and Roman ones due to their frequent 
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depiction of sexuality, to raise awareness about sexual difference and, when 

appropriate, spark discussions on contemporary issues related to sexuality (2010). 

Similarly, Parkinson, Assistant Keeper, elaborates on the distinctiveness of the 

museum’s recent publication –A Little Gay History– as an opportunity to show 

through its focus on integrated exhibits that ‘history does not belong only to the 

“mainstream” visitors, and “minorities” should not feel that they are marginal’ 

(2013a: 121).  

Consequently in my research I chose to investigate interpretive projects that 

pursued this inclusive approach rather than those exhibition and display strategies 

that explicitly and exclusively focus on LGBTQ lives and perspectives. 

 

Methodological Outline: The Case Studies and Research Questions 

In search of appropriate case studies, I selected two recent exhibitions with free 

access for the general public, characterised by the adoption of an inclusive 

curatorial approach that seek to present sexual minorities’ stories on an equal 

footing with heterosexual experience. Integration of non-normative narratives with 

mainstream displays, the active participation of members of the LGBTQ 

community, free access and avoidance of age restriction were the initial criteria for 

identifying case studies. Two case studies were eventually selected which 

performed several of the key features of what might be considered a dreamt, non-

heteronormative museum. Queering the Museum (QtM) at the Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery (4th November 2010-27th February 2011) and Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs (HWCC) at the Sudley House in Liverpool (23rd 

July 2010-2nd May 2011) were, then, the two upcoming projects that would allow 

me through semi-structured interviews with staff members and visitors to explore 

my main research questions: 
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1. How and why are museums developing strategies to question 

heteronormative assumptions on gender and sexuality roles and 

expectations? 

2. What effect do inclusive curatorial practices, featuring a spatial or thematic 

contextualisation of sexual difference, have a) on museums, b) on 

audiences, and c) on sexual minorities’ representation? 

3. What is the potential contribution to museum practice and attempts to 

advance respect for sexual minorities in general, of these inclusive 

interpretive strategies?  

Queering the Museum was a temporary exhibition, without an admission fee, at 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery in collaboration with the local SHOUT! 

festival on queer arts and culture, originally set to be on display from November 4th 

2010 till the end of January 2011, but at the end the museum extended it till 27 

February 2011. Funded by the Arts Council, artist Matt Smith was commissioned to 

intervene in the museum collections and identify ways of creating stories of LGBTQ 

relevance. The final outcome, co-curated by the artist and Andy Horn, the 

Museum’s Exhibitions Manager, consisted of 19 display cases across ten different 

gallery rooms on the first floor. Smith, after having looked at the museum stores 

and current displays, made a number of interpretive interventions using newly 

created ceramic artefact and removing, adding, juxtaposing and re-interpreting pre-

existing objects to introduce LGBTQ narratives within the permanent galleries. 

Thus, it was an LGBTQ project, yet appealing to the general public as it integrated 

sexual difference spatially across regular exhibits and not within a confined gallery 

space.  

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs was a temporary exhibition, without 

admission fee, at Sudley House, part of the National Museums of Liverpool, 

running from July 23rd 2010 till February 27th 2011, but again it was extended till 

May 2nd 2011. Across the three galleries of the second floor of the museum, a 

historical overview of wedding traditions and costumes unravelled from the 
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Victorian period to the present time. The exhibition consisted of photos, graphic 

panels and 20 outfits showing marital traditions across different local community 

groups: white English, Jewish, Chinese, gay, Traveller and Pagan. On that 

account, it was a social history exhibition on the topic of marriage with strong 

connotations of heteronormative perceptions on gender and sexuality. 

Nevertheless, the thematic integration of sexual difference under a universal 

concept and on an equal footing with traditional views, allowed the exhibition to 

resist such limited understandings and consequently, challenge the popular belief 

of weddings consisting only of a male and female pairing.    

Each project with its distinctive integration of sexual difference through artistic 

interventions and under the umbrella theme of weddings was appreciated as a 

disruptive museum paradigm. I would particularly argue for them to be regarded as 

examples of good practice because of their depiction of sexual otherness next to 

other exhibits which conformed to expected social hetero-norms, and more 

importantly, because of their huge potential to reach visitors who otherwise might 

not have engaged with the topic. They both managed to do so by avoiding spatial 

segregation and targeting general audiences, while simultaneously being 

underpinned by the expectation of communicating their social agenda concerning 

sexual minorities to the widest possible public. In this respect, research on 

museums and LGBTQ narratives may be broadened and LGBTQ identities 

confirmed. The thesis thus demonstrates how diverse modes of LGBTQ portrayal 

and a more inclusive and subtle curatorship may potentially benefit not only the 

LGBTQ community but also the wider social group. 

This study intends also to contribute to the discussion on the processes museums 

might adopt to begin a more dynamic questioning of the prevalence of 

heteronormative ways of thinking. The effects of this type of thinking are evident 

not only in the depiction of sexual minorities but also of women or people identified 

as heterosexual who, however, only partially fit into the normative social 

expectation of their gender and sexuality. In a way, it adds to the critical 

understanding of museums as sites sustaining normativity in their collection, 
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interpretation and display practices. Past studies have advanced this dialogue from 

multiple perspectives ranging from feminist critique, race, ethnicity, disability, or 

class, including, less often, sexuality. This research, however, concentrates on a 

particular set of curatorial principles, previously unexplored, as a means to 

question the negative influence of heteronormativity in museum settings.  

Overall, the core argument of the thesis is a call for the necessity of novel 

curatorial strategies towards the inclusion of sexual ‘otherness’ and other forms of 

difference. This is not a new expectation for museum practice. Bodo, Gibbs and 

Sani, for instance, researched projects of intercultural dialogue in Europe 

appealing for an analogous call regarding multiculturalism in terms of race and 

ethnicity (2009). Equally, the threads they discovered underpinning the 

representation of multiculturalism in museums are very similar to the ones 

appearing in the portrayal of sexual diversity8. Nonetheless, they stressed the 

importance of long-lasting interpretive devices as well as of further developing 

museums’ potential through fresh approaches. Simona Bodo, based on a review of 

how intercultural dialogue is usually advocated, identified a series of repeated 

elements which led her to report that:  

[I]n fact all [policy approaches] are essential, in their own distinctive way, to 

promote the richness of diversity, create the conditions for the encounter 

exchange of culturally practices, and help immigrants retain awareness of 

their cultural background. It could actually be argued that the promotion of 

museums as places for intercultural dialogue is a gradual process which 

could be disrupted without first having taken these important, preliminary 

steps.  

   (Bodo 2009: 22-23) 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The main observations emerging from their research highlight -among others- how museums 
‘target communities exclusively in relation to their own cultures and collections, while cross-cultural 
interaction across all audience is generally avoided’ and how ‘by keeping “majority” and “minority” 
cultures or communities apart, and by generally treating the latter as “unified, traditional, 
unchanging and thereby exotic”, they sometimes end up reinforcing stereotypes’ (2009: 22).  
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Research on gender and sexual minorities’ representation in museums and 

galleries to date, has focused in large part on the quantity and quality of objects in 

museum collections. Scholars have produced intriguing articles on sexual 

difference inclusion, usually maintaining their focus on single exhibitions or type of 

museums. Thus, in accordance with earlier observations about the reasons behind 

museums’ reluctance when sexuality is under the microscope, the present in-depth 

empirical research aims to progress more complex understandings of (and 

alternative approaches to) the representation of sexual difference, which are 

viewed as equally vital to human rights agendas in museums. Innovative modes of 

portrayal and integration with permanent and heteronormative exhibits seemed an 

under-researched area that, in my view, is a very promising area for the advocates 

of museums as active agents of social values and human rights. Museums are 

perceived as highly trusted, educational institutions and as such, I will call for the 

need to search for more accessible initiatives that would engage the general public 

in contemporary debates. The present study provides additional evidence with 

respect to sexual minorities’ inclusion in museum collections and programming, 

suggesting an alternative route that eases some of the commonly found excuses 

for shying away from this topic.   

 

Thesis structure 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Chapter 1 has offered an introduction to 

the thesis, attempting to pose the questions that inspired this research and provide 

the rationale for a focus on attempts by museums to disrupt heteronormative 

approaches to display through specific inclusive curatorial practices. Then the 

theoretical terrain of sexual difference representation in museum settings was 

mapped and bibliographic references were provided. This work established a firm 

ground from which the growing UK and international interest in the portrayal of 

sexual diversity in museum practice as well as academia approaches the topic. 

Then a methodological outline was offered to highlight the value of my qualitative 

case study research. Overall, the gaps in museum scholarship were identified and 
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the ways in which this in-depth study contributes to the limited knowledge 

accumulated to.  

Chapter 2 seeks to provide the theoretical framework for my study informed by 

debates within a range of disciplines. Theories and research from museology, 

cultural and sociological studies were brought together to build a case for the 

justification of why and how cultural representation of sexual minorities can 

maintain or interrupt heteronormative perceptions and practices. The chapter is 

divided in four sections. The first one concerns theories on the social construction 

of gender and sexuality, key debates related to heteronormativity and examples of 

how other domains, like education or the media, have sought to question its 

prevalence. The second presents a number of theories concerning 

representational practices and their effect on minority identity formation. The third 

part offers a consideration of the museum world with a focus on on-going debates 

regarding the social role of museums. Finally, the last part discusses the issues 

raised when attempts are made to include previously disregarded minority groups 

in museum projects, analyses the complexity of stereotypes and raises the 

inevitability of political contamination in cultural representational devices.   

Overall, Chapter 2 is structured to allow the main argument to gradually develop. 

Firstly, I show how heteronormativity is a social construct based on equally socially 

constructed understandings of male/female and masculinity/femininity binarisms, 

rendering normal those who perform their socially imposed gender and sexual 

roles and marking as deviant those who do not. I explore how heteronormativity 

needs to be maintained through constant practice and representation across all 

sectors of society: education, media, culture, and so on, resulting in prejudice and 

discrimination against people who do not fit the social hetero-norms. I argue that 

these pernicious effects lend support to attempts to challenge heteronormativity. 

Secondly, I show how cultural and media portrayal of social groups, with all their 

complexities, actively shape public understanding of communities’ identities, thus, 

depending on the quality and quantity of modes of portrayal, culture, media, or 

education can have a positive or negative influence on one’s perception of the 
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cultural ‘other’. Thirdly, having established that heteronormative ways of thinking of 

sexual or gender identity are socially constructed (and therefore can be socially 

altered), I come to my final point regarding the role of museums. Museums, like 

other cultural and educational institutions in the UK, have been striving for a 

significant period to become more socially inclusive and representative of 

previously excluded minorities. So, based on the premise that museums are 

expected to be socially responsive to the diverse parts of contemporary society 

and actively contribute to the promotion of social values and to tackling prejudice, 

sexual minorities should be considered too as they belong among the groups 

regularly facing discriminatory attitudes. Yet, as previously discussed, there is still 

a long way to go before museums are recognised as places that significantly 

embrace sexual difference, especially when the persistent and inescapable 

complexities of representational practices (stereotypes and labelling) in general are 

considered. Therefore, together all the strands of my literature review chart the 

overarching idea fuelling the current study that museums, as part of the 

educational and cultural sector, can and must take up a more determined and 

methodical role in the interruption of the heteronormative frame at multiple levels.  

Having established the theoretical background, Chapter 3 presents the 

methodological framework. Starting with a description of my key research aims and 

objectives, I will argue for the reasons behind my decision to follow the 

interpretivist qualitative paradigm and examine two case studies in-depth through 

semi-structured interviews with members of staff and with visitors, and a review of 

exhibition or museum related official reports and policies. This justification is mainly 

developed on the basis of remaining consistent with my theoretical framework 

which rejects attachments to single and fixed understandings of gender and sexual 

identity, allowing me to explore questions of a ‘how’ and ‘why’ nature. Further, I 

explain how I took advantage of NVivo7 software to assist me in the analysis of my 

findings, discuss the limitations of qualitative research and identify the challenges 

encountered and how I overcame them. Finally, I address the ethical aspects of my 

project discussing the measures I put in place to ensure anonymity, confidentiality 

and safety both for the participants as well as myself.  



26	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present the findings from the original research I conducted at 

both case studies. Chapter 4 considers these two recent exhibitions as examples 

of projects seeking to disrupt the heteronormative museum. Queering the Museum 

at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs at Sudley House in Liverpool are presented in detail, shedding light on 

the local museum context as well as on their content and format. Their description 

will then be followed by a critical analysis of their distinctiveness, drawing on staff 

members’ views, attitudes and perceptions. Thus the second half of Chapter 4 

consists of the presentation and discussion of the data I collected through 

interviews with staff and offers a critical account of the basic qualities underpinning 

both projects. Based on the themes emerging from interviews and on my own 

interpretation of these exhibitions, Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs are regarded as examples of museum practice managing to 

transgress heteronormativity through their particular inclusion of sexual minorities. 

A sense of normalcy and subtlety in their approach were understood as principles 

leading to ‘unexciting ways’ of portraying sexual difference, while a more 

responsible handling of stereotypes enabled both sites to provide a positive 

depiction of the previously disregarded LGBTQ community and to foster greater 

consideration of the diversity within the community itself.  

Chapter 5 examines the main driving factors, aims and expectations for developing 

the exhibitions used in this research based on the analysis of findings primarily 

from interviews with museum professionals and secondarily from the museums’ 

website and official records. Particularly, I explore the pragmatic side of my case 

studies: the logistics of shaping and making the exhibitions that eventually opened 

to the public. The first part of the chapter stresses the important role of the two 

leading curators (their personal motivation, values and so on) in initiating and 

developing these projects as well as how integral it was to have secured internal 

and external support for the projects. In fact, professional integrity and 

determination, establishment of credible partnerships and consensus among staff 

were all highly valued as the essential elements for enabling each museum to 

portray sexual difference for the first time, confirming previous studies indicating 
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that the inclusion of sexual minorities still remains a matter of personal agenda and 

initiative. In the second and third part I elaborate on the anticipated effect that each 

project might bring on museums themselves and their visitors according to staff 

expectations. From the museum perspective, both exhibitions seemed to fit well 

within the museums’ plans on their sustainability in three ways: raising the museum 

profile through well-planned partnerships with cultural organisations and external 

practitioners, diversifying their target groups without abandoning provision for their 

core audiences (especially because of the distinctive inclusive character of the 

curatorial approach embraced for each project), and finally, experimenting with 

new ways of museum work to enrich their socially inclusive agenda. From the 

visitor perspective, staff sought to produce a meaningful experience with the 

potential to have an effect on people’s attitudes and thinking at multiple levels. The 

main objectives were not limited to learning outcomes. Rather, according to 

interviewees’ statements and in spite of their awareness of the limitations in 

causing actual social change through a single museum visit, visitors might be 

prompted to reflect on their own attitudes and beliefs about the sexual other, while 

members of the LGBTQ community might build up a sense of cultural ownership 

and belonging, previously denied to them.  

Chapter 6 discusses audience reception and visitors’ engagement with the 

selected inclusive interpretive strategies adopted by the two case studies, based 

on the audience research I carried out at each place. The majority of interviewees 

spoke about the exhibitions in supportive terms. A small proportion of interviewees 

gave responses that were classified neither as positive nor as negative. Yet, these 

responses are highly appreciated elements of my research, partly because of the 

potential they hold to understand the complex ways in which visitors engage with 

exhibitions, but more importantly because it was felt that it is exactly about visitors 

like these who probably would not have engaged with the topic of sexual difference 

unless it was integrated under a broader topic or within permanent displays. As for 

the majority, to begin with, some of them explained how they have broadened their 

learning horizons on wedding traditions at Sudley House and on LGBTQ history at 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Secondly, they also made readings of social 
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values in relation to sexual minorities, talking about the projects as attempts to 

raise the visibility of sexual diversity, to promote equality among different groups 

and to publicly reflect on the societal changing attitudes towards LGBT people. 

Thirdly, there were manifestations and expectations from each exhibition to act as 

opportunities to evoke self-esteem and pride among people non-conforming to 

social hetero-norms, and motivate a revised and more tolerant perception of the 

sexual other. Fourthly, interesting recommendations for developing a more socially 

inclusive museum sector were offered by several respondents. Although 

recognising the potential risk for a cultural institution when sexual difference is on 

display, some visitors praised the suitability of the museum space for public 

debates on such contentious topics, calling for an increase of the cultural visibility 

of sexual minorities in museums’ collections and programming and a search for 

novel and diversified modes of LGBTQ portrayal. 

The concluding Chapter 7 will draw together the strengths and reflect on the 

weaknesses of the research. Chapter 7 highlights the main themes emerging from 

my study to consider the potential effect of inclusive curatorial practices on 

museum and representational practices. This chapter will firstly discuss the 

implications of my study for museum practice and theory concerning the 

representation of sexual (and other) minorities, followed by a discussion of 

concerns surrounding the complexities of minorities’ portrayal. Then, based 

partially on the limitations of the current study, I will elaborate on potential 

directions for further research, particularly in terms of diversifying the cases under 

study and extending the employed research methods to uncover additional layers 

of the effect and change museums can bring through similar inclusive interpretive 

strategies. Chapter 7 will end with a short section with overarching concluding 

remarks.    
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Chapter 2: The pervasiveness of heteronormativity in 

representational practices: The challenging role and 

responsibility of museums 

Academic study of gender and sexuality especially since the 1970s alongside 

social movements, notably those organised by the Women’s Liberation and LGBT 

movements, have advanced thinking of what constitutes male and female, what is 

heterosexuality and homosexuality and so on (Pilcher and Whelehan 2004: 56; 

Richardson 2007:5; Weeks 2010: 9-10). Nowadays the effect of past and ongoing 

scholar and activist attempts to promote a more progressive way of thinking about 

gender and sexuality is evident in the disruption they have caused  at ‘”traditional 

values” and received norms of sexual behaviour, identities and relationships on a 

global scale’ (Weeks 2010: 3).  

Therefore, understandings of and attitudes towards these important concepts 

continuously change, but two facts remain the same. Firstly, despite the differing 

starting points of numerous studies on gender and sexuality, there seems to be a 

widely held consensus on accepting these concepts as social constructs with no 

fixed meaning. It is surprising to see even the scientific world gradually 

acknowledging the influence of society and culture in how for example people’s 

brains work, highlighting the limitations of those studies claiming that biological 

factors are the only determinants of male and female gender differences (McKie 

2013). Secondly, there may have been substantial improvements in many 

countries in how women or people identified as LGBTQ are regarded and treated 

through an increase, at times radical, of civil rights and benefits, previously not 

ever imagined. Nevertheless, even in places where such progress has been 

achieved, the institution of heteronormativity still exerts an implicit and explicit 

influence, extending the idea of heterosexuality through its reference to the whole 

range of regulatory norms that arrange the way each of us should live: 

The privileging of heterosexual relations as the assumed bedrock of social 

relations without which, it is posited, society would no longer function nor 
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exist, reinforces the idea that heterosexuality is the original blueprint for 

interpersonal relations.  

           (Richardson 1996: 3)                                                                                                                                                            

Moreover, it could be easily assumed that there are signs of a weakening of the 

influence of heteronormativity in countries where significant measures have been 

taken towards a more democratic and inclusive society by legitimising for instance, 

the right of equal opportunities in the employment sector or of marriage to any 

citizen regardless of gender and sexual orientation. To those who might claim this, 

my response would be in the form of a question: what about the other sectors apart 

from law? By this, I refer to the domains of education, culture, media and so on. Of 

course, the securing of legal protections and civil rights is vital, although scholars 

from queer and feminist studies still regard some legal developments as 

problematic since ‘[t]he position of heterosexuals is never called into question’ 

(Phelan 1994: 2). In their view, the equal rights movements implicitly perpetuate 

heteronormative values, undermining the distinctive features of sexual diverse 

identities (Warner 1999; Richardson 2005; LaSala 2007; Williams 2008; Santos 

2013). This thesis argues that education from both schools and society/culture 

must strive to be more dynamic and embrace as well as promote the core 

messages of these laws on equality and respect for difference. The revision of 

previously discriminatory laws, in other words, especially when sensitive topics like 

non-heterosexuality is at stake, does not equal actual improvement of people’s 

lives, unless the message of equality, tolerance and respect for difference 

becomes integrated in the public realm and its representational practices.  

Representation nonetheless is a complicated area. Researchers from cultural 

studies and related fields continue to emphasise the impossibility of the visual 

world escaping subjectivity resulting in being infiltrated by the views of those who 

control it. Therefore, the visual means used by mass media, literature, cultural 

institutions and so on are simply one, yet prominent, part of the world puzzle and 

as such they could be interpreted as different perspectives from which reality can 

be felt and understood. More importantly, the modes and content of portrayal are 
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found to actually have an impact on people’s lives, which in turn require our 

attention especially in relation to disadvantaged minorities still experiencing 

prejudicial attitudes.  

Museums, as educational and cultural institutions focusing predominantly on 

representational visual devices, face a quite complex situation. Particularly in the 

last two decades and more specifically under New Labour’s government since 

1997, as a tendency towards a more socially inclusive and responsible cultural and 

museum sector has been noted in the UK (Sandell 1998: 401-403; Sandell 2003: 

47; Tlili, Gewirtz and Cribb 2007). Further, confidence in museums’ ability to 

contribute to the construction and promotion of equitable social values has been 

growing among practitioners and audiences, resulting in calls for museums to have 

a voice in relation to major social issues, such as discrimination against social 

groups, racism, and so on. Thus, by taking into consideration the socially 

constructed nature of the prevailing gender and sexual norms, sustained through 

cultural representational practices, I will argue that museums, as one of the most 

influential sectors in the portrayal of history and culture, can and must play a key 

role in disrupting those heteronormative regulatory conventions that affect both the 

heterosexual majority and sexual minorities.  

Chapter 2 explores heteronormativity in relation to the museum world. In the first 

section, the main focus is the notion of heteronormativity, the key debates related 

to its meaning as well as studies that have taken place in other disciplines, 

highlighting the necessity for further exploration within the museum context. Then, 

in the next three parts, a discussion will unfold on cultural representational 

practices, some common concerns regarding stereotypes and the contamination of 

modes of portrayal, as well as current trends in museum theory and practice, by 

focusing mostly on the promotion of social inclusion and diversity in museums. I 

will conclude with my argument that museums and their representational strategies 

have the potential for social change and as such they should be more concerned 

with the implications of maintaining heteronormativity and seek interpretive devices 

responsive to society’s cultural diversity and not only to the heterosexual majority.        
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 On heteronormativity 

Heteronormativity, a concept primarily coined by Michael Warner, a literary critic 

and social theorist, has been in use since 1991 and yet, it appears to have had 

relatively little attention beyond academic circles, until recently when its effect on 

education, media, publications and other sectors of the cultural and public realm 

eventually received scholarly attention. The next sections will unravel some of the 

key readings - relevant to the current study - that examine the opposition between 

naturalistic and constructivist interpretations of gender and sexuality as well as 

current debates among the LGBTQ community itself, all of which enable 

researchers and activists to understand, at least to an extent, how 

heteronormativity is maintained and how it can eventually be challenged.  

 

Gender and Sexuality; A contested area 

Throughout decades of research on issues of gender and sexuality carried out 

alongside the emergence of new social movements, like the Women’s and the Gay 

and Lesbian rights movements, a development has occurred in the way these 

notions are regarded. The concepts of gender and sexuality have been defined, 

problematised and re-defined for so long, and yet, no consensus has been 

achieved among academic and public spheres. Despite the seemingly obvious 

meaning applied to them in our daily lives, the majority of research to date 

indicates the exact opposite, that is, their interpretation and significance is not so 

simple at all. This reminds us of what some feminists, particularly the ones 

attached to the values of deconstruction, described as ‘discursive reality’ (Buikema 

1995:11) rendering the use of language responsible for the multiple 

understandings of the same subject. Hence, how society perceives the reality of 

gender and sexuality is usually distant from the way it is interpreted in academic 

theories but also differs between scholars or society itself too.   
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Scientific and sociological approaches in the past and present have specifically, all 

designated different ways of exploring these terms, resulting in variations in the 

disciplines already working on them, such as sociologists moving from an 

attachment to naturalistic readings of sexuality to a preference for constructivist 

ones (Seidman 1996: 1) or causing new fields to be explored as, for instance, 

sexuality studies are increasingly covering new strands like globalisation or the 

change in the contextual focus moving away from Western to non-Western 

societies (Martin et al 2008; Kulpa and Mizielinska 2011; Aggleton et al 2012). For 

the purpose of the current piece of work, however, I will only focus on the core of 

the debates on gender and sexual identities which are still evident in prejudicial 

attitudes against those not conforming to the socially expected norms. Thus, the 

discussion will mainly develop around the call for embracing a socially constructed 

reading of gender and sexuality in contrast to their essentialist naturalisation which 

results in limiting and potentially harmful misconceptions: 

The idea of the ‘natural’ functions for sociologists like that of ‘religion’ for the 

figures of the Enlightenment - as an ideology concealing social processes 

and inequalities.  

     (Seidman 1996: 1) 

Theoretical arguments concern the resemblance or difference of one’s gender with 

his/her sex, a view that is closely linked with one of the most common binaries, that 

of culture and nature. On one hand, there is a separation between sex, described 

in biological terms, and gender, described in social and cultural terms (Jackson 

and Scott 1996:2), a perspective mainly held within classic feminism (Zimmerman 

1997: 152). Feminist theorists suggested a disconnection of gender from sex, 

implying that ‘“sex” refers to the biological difference between women and men, 

and “gender” to the identity as well as the social position which accompany this 

biological difference in a particular culture’ (Buikema 1995:8). What they call sex is 

what, on the other hand, is conventionally thought to be one’s gender, since in 

everyday life people seem to confuse these notions assuming their sameness. 

Such traditional attitudes leave space only for the existence of the male and the 
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female on the grounds of their biological and physical characteristics. It is what 

Butler (1999: 9) describes as a ‘mimetic relation of gender to sex’ that leads to the 

latter conclusion, the recognition of only two genders. 

Another intriguing historical debate was concerned with the differences between 

the modern and postmodern way of thinking about sexuality as depicted in the 

dualism of naturalisation and denaturalisation of sex (Simon 1996). Modernist 

theorists, influenced by the conventional perception of sexuality, tended to equate 

sexual behaviour with sexuality and conceptualise sex as ‘[committed] to concepts 

of the sexual as a matter of organs, orifices, and phylogenetic legacies’ (Simon 

1996: 27). Additionally, their interpretation of individuals’ sexual object choice 

deceitfully led them to the conclusion that one’s alternatives regarding what they 

might prefer sexually is only about selecting between a male or female, failing to 

consider other influential factors of people’s sexual choices, resulting in a narrow 

examination of sexuality (Simon 1996: 34-35). Postmodernist theorists on the other 

hand, support the idea of: 

 [T]he sexual [being] socially constructed . . . [viewing] sexual desire as the 

continuously evolving product of human culture transmitted not through our 

genes but through language or through the coded behavior of others which, 

in turn, reflects the impact of language upon their behaviour.  

       (Simon 1996: 31) 

This view maintains, at its core, that how individuals perform in their sexual life 

depends on the social context within which this takes place. It highlights the role of 

society’s orders, perceptions and stereotypes on the development of someone’s 

sexuality. Simultaneously, it denounces the general impression of a naturalised 

sexuality and consequently weakens the ‘natural’ disapproval of those falling 

outside of the so-called ‘natural order’.  

Additionally, the postmodernist view consists of recommendations conceptualising 

sexuality as ‘not limited to ‘sex acts’, but [involving] our sexual feelings and 
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relationships, the ways in which we are or are not defined as sexual by others, as 

well as the ways in which we define ourselves’ (Jackson and Scott 1996:2). It is a 

call for rejecting popular misconceptions by digging more deeply into its meaning 

and its multiple effects on people’s lives, particularly on sexual minorities. In other 

words, it appears that this interpretation of sexuality resembles the way of talking 

about gender as both of them need to be considered as closely linked to the 

context within which they are exercised (Jackson and Scott 1996: 6). 

Contrary to the social constructionism of both sexuality and gender are the 

advocates of essentialism. A person’s sexual practice is thought to be a ‘biological 

drive’ rather than a ‘social behaviour’ (Jackson 1996: 62). The main conclusion is 

that one difference between essentialist and social constructionist approaches is 

upon what they prioritise: biology/nature or society/social orders. The second, and 

of more importance, is the contrasting implications they have for individuals’ lives. 

If, for instance, we accept the essentialist point of view, at that point we recognise 

the normality of patriarchy and heterosexuality, two notions in which the biological 

understanding of gender and sexuality is deeply embedded:  

The institution of a compulsory and naturalized heterosexuality requires and 

regulates gender as a binary relation in which the masculine term is 

differentiated from a feminine term, and this differentiation is accomplished 

through the practices of heterosexual desire.  

        (Butler 1999: 31)                                                                                                                            

Furthermore, as Butler has comprehensively argued, in the sense of an essentialist 

way of thinking, many theorists attempted to research gender and sexuality by 

conceptualising the male and masculinity as natural and as given concepts from 

which the female and femininity were extracted. The female and femininity, in their 

views, gain their meaning in relation to their opposites. The use of the heterosexual 

matrix by Butler, to ‘designate that grid of cultural intelligibility through which 

bodies, genders, and desires are naturalized’ (Butler, quoted in Selden, 

Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: 248), is based exactly upon this idea of ‘differently 
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gendered individuals who complement each other, right down to their bodies and 

body parts fitting together’ (Richardson 2000: 26). Therefore, these assumptions 

were leading to view heterosexuality as the natural and ordinary sexuality, in other 

words, to equate sexuality with heterosexuality. This conclusion was regarded as 

the outcome of considering the female as complementary of the male, and 

femininity as complementary of masculinity. For instance, Freud according to 

Cohler and Galatzer-Levy, explained female sexuality in reference to biological 

characteristics, regarding the male biological sex as the foundation for talking 

about sexuality and, thus, femininity could be described in terms of a sexuality, 

which does not involve the core element (Cohler and Galatzer-Levy 2008: 3). His 

famous phrase of ‘penis envy’ is an illustrative example of his claim when he was 

talking about the envy that females endure when they realise their lack of penis: 

The little girl does not react with similar refusals when she sees the 

differently formed genital of the boy. She is immediately prepared to 

recognize it, and soon becomes envious of the penis; this envy reaches its 

highest point in the consequentially important wish that she also should be a 

boy. 

        (Freud 1920: 37) 

Moreover, regardless of simply selecting between an essentialist point of view and 

a social constructionist one, there were voices declaring an alternative way of 

researching gender and sexuality issues. For instance, Oakley pointed out that 

dividing sexes instead of bringing them together enhances the position of setting 

as normal and unchangeable the imbalance between men and women (1972: 210). 

Nonetheless, one might still wonder why so many and lengthy discourses about 

sexuality are constantly being unravelled. The reasoning behind this long-standing 

‘trend’ can be found in its special ‘political’ role in Western societies’ organisation. 

As Jackson and Scott stress:  
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Sexuality is conventionally singled out as a “special” area of life: it has been 

variously romanticized and tabooed, seen as a threat to civilization or the 

route to social revolution, as a source of degradation and a means of 

personal growth.  

        (1996: 26) 

Quite similar to Jackson and Scott’s view are those of Richardson (2000: 15) who 

elaborates on sexuality as ‘a mechanism of social control and regulation’, Weeks’s 

(2003: 122) understanding of it as ‘a constitutive element in postmodern politics’, 

or, MacKinnon (1996: 182) who notes that ‘sexuality is that social process which 

creates, organizes, expresses, and directs desire, creating the social beings we 

know as women and men, as their relations create society’. All such views attest to 

the conviction that a thorough exploration of the roots, impacts and meanings of 

sexuality seem to be a prerequisite for an inclusive society in regard to complex 

issues, such as gender and sexual identities. As I shall argue later, museums, as a 

component of the public domain and as institutions striving for social inclusion and 

responsiveness towards contemporary diversity, should then become concerned 

with this kind of subjects for the same reason: the political feature of sexuality. 

Therefore, to erase the discrimination against gender and sexual identities of 

minority social groups, a revision of their meanings becomes crucial. As Simon 

commented:  

The most important permanent truth about sexuality is that there may be no 

important truths about sexuality that are permanent. Those of its aspects 

that appear to be permanent are rarely important and those that appear 

important may rarely be permanent.  

      (1996: 142) 

Corresponding then to the needs of each period, ideas have to be modified and 

adjusted to those needs. Still, the public and cultural domain should initially 

embrace how certain ideas have been nurtured in time and how they need to be 
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reviewed, if we aim for actual social progress. The justification of this can be traced 

in the meaning of Delphy’s explanation on the implicit connection between these 

two steps, stating that ‘[b]elief in the possibility of change implies belief in the social 

origins of the situation’ (1984: 211). Thus, influenced by the demands of 

postmodernity, struggles towards what Delphy advocates have been initiated in 

academia more than two decades ago, such as, within philosophical, feminist, 

women’s, gender and more recently queer studies. 

 

Challenging the heterosexual norm 

[M]any of the major modes of thought and knowledge in 20th century 

western culture as a whole are structured by a chronic now endemic crisis of 

homo/heterosexual definition . . . an understanding of virtually any aspect of 

modern western culture must be not merely incomplete but damaged in its 

central substance to the degree that it does not incorporate a critical 

analysis of modern homo/heterosexual definition. 

    (Sedgwick 1994: 1)                                                                                                                                       

The point that Sedgwick very prominently notices is how deeply influential on the 

ways people regard the world the binary division of sexuality into hetero- and 

homo-has been. Moreover, this separation into two distinct and fixed categories not 

only neglects individuals identified as, for example, bisexual, transsexual or 

transgender, but it also dictates, mainly implicitly, people’s perceptions and 

attitudes across a range of themes, for example,  the different toys and games 

given to boys and girls, the strong bond between marriage and children, the 

educational system and so on (see, for example, Francis 2010; Kerr, Vuyk and 

Rea 2012) . Both the hetero/homo division and its practical consequences are then 

understood as the direct product of heteronormativity. Hence while progressing in 

the examination of heteronormativity, it gradually becomes more than evident, how 

well and deeply rooted it is in the public sphere ‘still subjected to the minoritizing 
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forces that excluded it in the first place’ (Weeks 2007: 12). This situation signifies 

the high level of difficulty in transgressing the hierarchical and limiting boundaries it 

imposes: 

[H]eterosexuality is, in reality, a highly regulated, ritualized, and organized 

set of practices, e.g. weddings or proms . . . What circulates as a given in 

western societies is, in fact, a highly structured arrangement.  

  (Ingraham 2002: 74)                                                                                                                                     

The very meaning of heteronormativity rests on the acceptance that 

heterosexuality functions like the set of practices explained by Ingraham in her 

article. Therefore, an understanding of heterosexuality as a term referring to those 

who have somebody of the opposite sex as a sexual partner is incomplete. It does 

not include only this aspect of life, but a lot more, less obvious practices that 

people usually do not even recognise. Furthermore, thinking of heterosexuality as 

a generic notion associated partially with sexual practices is held by scholars from 

a range of different backgrounds, notably Stevie Jackson, despite her objections to 

some of Chrys Ingraham’s assertions, and Carol Smart. Therefore, both Jackson 

and Smart, while stressing the necessity of recognising that heterosexuality cannot 

only refer to one thing and cannot have one fixed meaning, nevertheless they both 

admit that there are some exceptions when the diverse content of heterosexuality 

should be ignored for a moment (Jackson 1999: 164, Smart 1996: 170). This 

incorporated variety within the notion of heterosexuality has attracted another 

scholar too with interest on issues of institutionalised heterosexuality. That was 

Diane Richardson (1996: 2), who at the time of publishing her work on the critique 

of heterosexuality emphasised the lack of focused work on the case of 

heterosexuality on its own, disassociated from notions like gender. Besides, as 

Rich notes: 

Yet the failure to examine heterosexuality as an institution is like failing to 

admit that the economic system called capitalism or the caster system of 
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racism is maintained by a variety of forces, including both physical violence 

and false consciousness. 

                  (1993: 239)                                                                                                                                                                                       

 

Theoretical perspectives on the subversion of heteronormativity 

The abnormal, as ab-normal, comes after the definition of the normal, it is its 

logical negation. However, it is the historical anteriority of the future 

abnormal which gives rise to a normative intention. The normal is the effect 

obtained by the execution of the normative project, it is the norm exhibited in 

the fact. . . . Consequently, it is not paradoxical to say that the abnormal, 

while logically second, is existentially first. 

       (Canguilhem 1989: 243) 

In the same way Canguilhem explains the relationship between the normal and the 

deviant, homosexuality has been mostly promoted as an abnormal activity opposite 

to the normality of heterosexuality. For this reason att this point, additional 

emphasis should be then put on the practical dependence of heterosexuality upon 

homosexuality and how homosexuality came to be considered as the foundation of 

heterosexuality. Heterosexuality, apart from seeming to be the norm in terms of 

sexuality, has to be affirmed day by day by various means and through its daily 

repetition of what makes someone a socially accepted individual appears to be the 

natural thing (Rich, quoted in Richardson, 2000: 22; Jackson 2003: 80) and sadly 

imposes stereotypes, all implying that a normal sexual relationship is one between 

a man and a woman for reproductive reasons. Overall, the public domain adopts 

‘[r]epresessive strategies [which] do not aim to eliminate the homosexual, but to 

preserve the distinction between the pure heterosexual and polluted homosexual’ 

(Seidman 2001: 322). Moreover, even if not explicitly at most times, it intrudes 

quietly into individuals’ lives, such as for instance in the representation of lesbian 

identities as ‘men trapped in the space of women’s bodies’ or in the need for 



41	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

distinguishing the roles of a husband-wife and father-mother in a homosexual 

couple in the case of marriage or parenting respectively (Richardson 2000: 24).  

Besides, as Butler admits, ‘heterosexuality is always in the act of elaborating itself 

[which] is evidence that it is perpetually at risk, that is, that it “knows” its own 

possibility of becoming undone’ (2004: 129), rejecting its naturalness, resembling 

what Fuss (1991: 2) described as ‘the language and the law of defense and 

protection’ employed to sustain heterosexuality from its opposite. Yet, broadly 

speaking, the core argument against the institutionalised character of 

heterosexuality is well summarised in Richardson’s words stating: 

Heterosexuality is nothing without homosexuality: it depends on 

homosexuality as its ‘opposite’ for its meaning and its coherence. It appears 

to be ‘natural’ and ‘normal’ because it constructs homosexuality as un-

natural, as not the norm, as a poor imitation or copy of the ‘real thing. 

        (2000: 40) 

Further, a number of scholars noted how the alleged foundational division could 

not mean anything, in fact could not even be defined as such, without its 

interconnected binary hierarchical division of male-female gender. For instance, 

Jackson (1999: 175) argues that ‘the very distinction between heterosexuality and 

homosexuality depends upon the prior existence of gender categories without 

which it would be meaningless to construct sexual categories on the basis of 

‘object choice’. Otherwise, following Jackson’s rationale, how could we explain who 

is involved in a heterosexual or in a homosexual relationship if we have not already 

defined who is hetero and who is homo? Nonetheless, other theorists do not 

maintain the same philosophy. For example, Ingraham (2006: 309), although 

recognising the link between gender hierarchical division with heterosexuality and 

consequently heteronormativity, attests to an alternative theory explaining that ‘it is 

institutionalized heterosexuality that is served by dominant or conventional 

constructions of gender, not the other way around’.  
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So, broadly speaking, despite the agreement among academics in favour of a 

socially constructed sexual and gender identity, there are three distinct standpoints 

all of which follow a similar principle. One belief is that ‘sexuality determines 

gender’, presenting sexuality as the powerful tool controlling the process of 

gendering (MacKinnon 1996: 185), whereas on the other hand the idea of the 

gender influencing one’s sexuality was also introduced by several theorists 

(Jackson 1999), including representatives of lesbian feminist theory (Rubin 1999: 

170) and lastly, the third view that exists is very explicitly illustrated in Rubin’s claim 

that despite the impact on each other ‘it is essential to separate gender and 

sexuality analytically to reflect more accurately their separate social existence’ 

(1999: 170).  

However, their shared basic idea constitutes an additional argument for 

understanding these two identities as being constantly developed through social 

means9. Yet, since the scope of this thesis is to explore the notion of 

heteronormativity in a more general sense, what is really important to hold from the 

above debate is how closely heteronormativity is linked to the widespread belief 

among people of hierarchies in gender and sexual identities. 

The critique to the key characteristic of institutionalised heterosexuality has its 

origins at multiple starting points. As such, the usual subjects of queer and feminist 

studies on heteronormative oppression were, and still often are, gay men, lesbians, 

bisexuals, transgendered, transsexuals, intersex, as well as women who according 

to Bunch (1975: 34) are also victims of ‘[h]eterosexuality -as an ideology and as an 

institution- [which] upholds all those aspects of female oppression’. 

Heteronormativity promotes itself with the aid of several authoritative and powerful 

means which either implicitly or explicitly impose compulsory heterosexuality on 

women (Rich 1993: 228, 234). This appears to be the exact reason why Rich 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 A cornerstone in the turn away from thinking about of gender and sexuality as two notions being 
universally identical, was some early anthropological work (Oakley 1996: 37; Jackson, 1996: 63). 
Specifically, the research of Mead (1935), anthropologist, worked as very illustrative example 
showing that there is no commonly shared and stable understanding of male/female and 
masculine/feminine. 
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regards heterosexuality as a political institution (Rich 1993: 232). It is a highly 

absorbed preconception affecting any aspect of life, from the most personal to the 

most public. Nevertheless, in the broader body of the ‘anti-conformists’ to the 

heteronormative way of living includes a lot more categories, for instance, single 

parents from both sexes, polygamous, couples living together without getting 

married, and so on.                                                                                                                                            

Moreover, the framework within which feminist and queer approaches have been 

working in has, at its heart, the questioning of the naturalness and normality of 

heterosexuality. That is, to indicate the reasons for not accepting heterosexuality 

as the norm, as the only natural and normal thing to do. Rather, to show that there 

are more options out there apart from heterosexuality, options which should be 

presented equally and be available for anyone who feels like following them 

instead of the conventional and thought-as-the-only path to decency, happiness 

and completeness. In more practical terms, this suggests a step forward from 

conventional perceptions. According to Ingraham (2006: 310), there are three 

beliefs that scholars should be aware of in order to avoid getting implicated, even 

unintentionally, in the perpetuation of heteronormativity. Firstly, that the established 

binary division of gender into the male and the female serves as an arrangement 

for the connection of these two parts, not members from the same side. Secondly, 

that the rigid boundaries between male and female sex do not allow for 

adjustments as things progress or change through time. Thirdly, a point that in fact 

summarises the previous two, is that the continuous use of antithetical categories, 

male and female or masculinity and femininity, despite its practicality, does not 

comply with the flexibility existing in the explanation of other aspects of human 

behaviour. All of these actions, Ingraham argues, sustain heteronormativity, or, in 

other words her heterosexual imaginary, a very handy expression with regards to 

the debate surrounding heteronormativity.  

The heterosexual imaginary is that way of thinking which conceals the 

operation of heterosexuality in structuring gender and closes off any critical 

analysis of heterosexuality as an organizing institution. The effect of this 
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depiction of reality is that heterosexuality circulates as taken for granted, 

naturally occurring, and unquestioned, while gender is understood as 

socially constructed and central to the organization of everyday life. 

    (Ingraham 1994: 203-204)                                                                                          

The illusion described by Ingraham is central to human behaviour and produces a 

range of problems, which in the worst case results in homophobia and sexism 

whereas at the best case in the perpetuation of images ‘[r]omancing 

heterosexuality’ (Ingraham 2002: 77). 

Reconsideration then of long-held misbeliefs is required to minimise the pernicious 

effects of heteronormativity. For this reason, several theorists have made a number 

of intriguing recommendations highlighting the necessity to dig into what feeds 

heterosexuality to remain the norm. Broadly speaking, consensus among feminist 

and queer circles has been reached in identifying ‘gender hierarchy’ and ‘silence 

about itself’ (Jackson 1999: 174) as the underlying factors, yet, it seems that this is 

not enough. For example, Ingraham’s ‘thinking bent’ theory or Jackson’s 

suggestion for collaboration between feminism and queer theory constitute two 

theoretical choices for questioning heteronormativity.  

Thinking bent, as Ingraham (2006) advances in her work, is the opposite of 

thinking straight10. It is the act of not thinking in a way that favours the male and 

heterosexual point of view and way of life (Ingraham 2006: 307-308), a view that 

instead of ‘prevent[ing] us from seeing the widely variant social/sexual world’, 

offers the opportunity to ‘see that gender and sexuality are historically variable and 

constantly changing over the lifespan’ (Ingraham 2006: 312-313). Furthermore, the 

significance of behaving according to straight thinking has considerable impact on 

any aspect of human life (Ingraham 2006: 315) and consequently on how each of 

these aspects is represented and perceived by the general public. Respectively, an 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 A more thorough explanation of the phrase thinking straight can be found in the introduction of 
Ingraham’s book Thinking Straight; The Power, the Promise, and the Paradox of Heterosexuality 
(2005), where she pinpoints some characteristic examples of thinking straight (2005: 3-4). 
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alternative route to approaching heteronormativity and unveiling its ambiguities, is 

the collaboration between feminist and queer theory (Jackson 1999: 161). Since 

both fields pursue similar scopes, although from different angles, it would be 

absurd not to combine their efforts to create new promising directions. Few 

scholars have chosen this path, like Rich for instance, while the majority tend to 

focus either on the hetero/homo binary or on women’s oppression, without realising 

nonetheless that ‘heterosexuality is what [they were] talking about’ (Jackson 1999: 

163-164). 

Caution, however, is required. Simultaneously with the scholars’ attempts to 

critique heteronormativity, there is also reality. My point here is that what is said in 

academia and theory is often distinct from what is said and experienced in real life. 

Actually some queer and feminist demands may be distinctive from the beliefs and 

requests of activists which was exactly the case why Jackson (1999: 162) 

expressed her concern about some theorists overlooking reality’s practicalities, 

wondering ‘whether the theoretical hyperreality inhabited by some of these writers, 

where the representations they have constructed come to constitute the only 

“reality” they acknowledge, might indeed be a separate “queer planet”’.   

 

Questioning heteronormativity in the public sphere 

Still, the interference of heteronormativity with reality has attracted the interest of 

several practitioners and academics from various domains increasing the number 

of studies exploring issues strongly connected to heteronormativity. Especially 

during the last years the pervasiveness of (hetero)norms has been examined in 

diverse contexts indicating how heteronormativity has an effect not only on sexual 

minorities but on heterosexual individuals as well due to increasing understanding 

on heteronormativity’s establishment of ‘a moral hierarchy of good and bad sexual 

citizens’ (Seidman 2001: 322). Primarily the educational sector along with the 

media domain have formed till now two of the most favoured areas for exploring 
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the effects of heteronormativity and, more importantly, methods and policies to 

challenge it.  

Recently in the UK there was the publication of Interrogating heteronormativity in 

primary schools: The No Outsiders Project (2009) by DePalma and Atkinson, 

based on one of the most extensive studies in the field lasting for 28 months and 

including both practitioners and academics for its completion. Having as a starting 

point the absence of discussion on the variety of sexualities, the project’s 

aspiration11 was ‘to disrupt the apparently seamless nature of such consensual 

silence and to open up the ground for the exploration of this under-recognised area 

of inequality within primary schools’ (DePalma and Atkinson 2009: 839). Similar 

approaches to heteronormativity have been followed in other education-related 

cases too, such as Kevin Franck’s study who delivered anti-homophobic 

workshops at an American urban school at East Harlem, New York, to examine the 

impact of homophobic attitudes, as the outcome of the prevalence of 

heteronormativity, on all students regardless of their gender or sexual orientation 

(2002) or Tania Ferfolja’s research on how various institutional schools ‘overt and 

covert practices of invisibility and silencing’ in Australian high schools sustain the 

socially expected hetero-norms and eventually discrimination and prejudice against 

gay or lesbian students (2007: 147) .  

In addition to the studies from the educational sector, there is a significant amount 

of work in other domains as well. In Australia, Carolyn Tolley and Rob Ranzijn 

embarked on a psychological study about identifying the steps that should be 

followed by the staff of residential aged care centres to minimise the levels of 

heteronormativity and heterosexism concluding that aged LGBTQ people living in 

these facilities would continue to experience prejudice unless a policy of ‘exposure 

to non-heterosexual older people’ and of ‘provision of factual information’ to staff is 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 The aims of this remarkable study were, according to Atkinson et al (2009: 19), ‘to add to the 
understanding of the operation of heteronormativity’, ‘to develop effective means of challenging this 
heteronormativity’, ‘to create a community of practice within which teachers can develop effective 
approaches to addressing sexualities equality within the broader context of inclusive education’ and 
‘to enhance teacher professional development and autonomy through action and critical reflection’. 
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more dynamically employed (2006: 213). In the media sector on the other hand, 

Karin Martin and Emily Kazyak at Michigan explored the modes of portraying 

heterosexuality in popular G-rated children’s films produced between 1990-2005 

and concluded that they ‘provide[d] powerful portraits of a multifaceted and 

pervasive heterosexuality that likely facilitates the reproduction of 

heteronormativity’ (2009: 333), whereas Brett Mills reviewed wildlife documentaries 

broadcasted by BBC television in order to examine how the application of socially 

constructed heteronormative concepts on animals contributes to strengthening the 

pervasiveness of heteronormativity since ‘due to their association with the 

“natural”, narrative of animal behaviour play a telling role in the policing of human 

behaviour’ (2013: 101). These are all important site specific cases that illuminate 

how theory operates in practice locally.  

 

The visual is political 

The way we understand the world around us does not happen in isolation but 

through our interaction with it with the use of our hearing, speaking or seeing 

capacity influencing our emotions, actions and thoughts (Chaplin 1994: 1; Roggoff 

2002: 25). Further, according to Shohat and Stam (2002: 55) ‘[t]he visual . . . never 

comes “pure”; it is always “contaminated” by the work of other senses, touched by 

other texts and discourses, and imbricated in a whole series of apparatuses’. Yet, 

cultural representations, particularly when disadvantaged and previously invisible 

identities are at stake, cannot escape certain complexities. Still, it is widely 

accepted that our interplay with the visual world usually affects the way we see 

ourselves and others. This section will shed light on these recurring issues 

concerning representation.  

The issue of ‘contamination’ seems to be of high relevance to the portrayal of 

minorities. Richard Dyer from the academic domain of film studies, for instance, 

examined the complexities of representing queer culture in arts and media, 

pointing out how ‘queerness’ turns up contaminated from the stage of production 
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until its exposure to public view and concluding that ‘culture does not give us 

unmediated access to an uncontaminated queerness’ but it ‘does however tell us 

what was available to be thought and felt about being a queer’ (2002a: 10). This 

statement might have wider implications for other disparaged identities. Besides, 

conflicts over the control of ideas will always be extremely influential for cultural 

expression and representations, since ‘no area of cultural production, whether 

verbal or visual, is innocent of the play of power relations’ (Chaplin 1994: 81). 

Nonetheless, Dyer extended the concept of contamination to the receivers of visual 

images, asserting that the creator, place and time of a visual production in addition 

to the audience’s background affect the final interpretation of the communicated 

message: 

[P]eople make sense of [cultural forms] in different ways, according to the 

cultural (including sub-cultural) codes available to them. We are all restricted 

by both the viewing and the reading codes to which we have access and by 

what representations there are for us to view and read. The prestige of high 

culture, the centralization of mass cultural production, the literal poverty of 

marginal cultural production: these are aspects of the power relations of 

representation that put the weight of control over representation on the side 

of the rich, the white, the male, the heterosexual.   

        (2002b: 2)          

Similar ‘constructionist approach[es]’ (Hall 1997b: 25) to the way representation 

works, appreciating the active role of viewers, have been proposed by Stuart Hall, 

one of the most prominent scholars in cultural studies12. Hall actually criticised 

long-established mass communication theories rendering the audience as passive 

recipients. Instead he suggested that the intended message of the sender will end 

up with multiple interpretations by audience members and not in its ascribed 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Hall elaborates on the meaning of a ‘constructionist approach to meaning in language’ explaining 
that we must ‘not confuse the material world, where things and people exist, and the symbolic 
practices and processes through which representation, meaning and language operate’, as the 
latter mechanisms are the ones which actually help people interpret the world rather the world itself 
(1997b: 25). 
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meaning (Hall 1980). Therefore, the visual means are simply one, though 

noteworthy, part of the world puzzle and as such they could be understood as 

various angles for sensing the world (Dyer 2002b: 2; Shohat and Stam 2002: 55).  

More specifically in the museum sector, as part of the visual machinery ‘with their 

devotion to visualization and the display of knowledge’ (Dias 1998: 50), related 

ideas have been expressed considering the audience to be now prioritised and 

regarded as active participants in the production of knowledge, which consequently 

does not allow for secure hypotheses on what visitors will learn and take from a 

museum programme (Hooper-Greenhill 1999c: 68; Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 4, 139; 

Sandell 2007: 104-107). As a result there has been some progress in the general 

perception of learning, moving from a strictly didactic one where the active 

educator (teacher, museum educator, or anyone in the role of ‘educator’) transmits 

knowledge to the passive student (pupils, museum visitors, or anyone in the role of 

‘student’) to a more constructivist one where both the educator and the student are 

active in the production of knowledge. Also, museums have been increasingly 

deemed as distinctive informal places for learning and as such they are expected 

to offer different opportunities from formal education, supplementing the 

educational agenda of schools, universities and alike educational institutions 

(Borun 2002: 245; Kelly 2007: 276; Bellamy, Burghes and Oppenheim 2009; 

Serota 2009). As Csikszentmihalyi and Hermanson propose (1999: 148, 150), 

museums ‘must rely almost exclusively on intrinsic rewards’ as compared to the 

focus of classroom teaching on extrinsic ones, because ‘unless the interaction with 

the exhibit becomes intrinsically rewarding, visitors’ attention will not focus on it 

long enough for positive intellectual or emotional changes to occur’. Further, 

research has shown that what each visitor gets after a visit is unique because it is 

influenced by a variety of factors, ranging from the reason for visiting the museum, 

who they visit with, to what their feelings, experiences, thoughts and expectations 

are, which can altogether affect individuals’ mind and heart (Kavanagh 1995: 126; 

Falk, Moussouri and Coulson 1998; Hein 1998; Falk and Dierking 2000).  
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Moreover, due to the ambiguous times we live in, there is a tendency to explore 

more thoroughly the issue of identity (Jenkins 1996: 9) as the formation of a group 

identity forms the basis for civil and human rights’ claims (Woodward 1997: 24). 

bell hooks (1989: 43), writing from a black feminist perspective, has described the 

close dependence of identity formation and public representation and recognition, 

declaring that ‘[o]ppressed people resist by identifying themselves as subjects, by 

defining their reality, shaping their new identity, naming their history, telling their 

story’. Under this prism numerous political struggles have been sparked in recent 

years. For example, there has been an expansion of LGBT rights’ demands in a 

range of issues after a long-standing activism in Western countries, seeking to 

collectively raise visibility of LGBT issues and improve the lives of people facing 

heterosexist discrimination and prejudice.  

When talking about gender and sexuality, it is in fact a discussion about identity, 

and any political claims on the basis of gender and sexual identities fall into the 

identity politics sphere. Especially in the case of gender, it constitutes the first 

attribute when a baby comes to life, forming one of its ‘primary identities’ (Jenkins 

1996: 21). It will also have a considerable impact on an individual’s life, defining 

their behaviour and signifying the ‘right and normal’ way of living according to their 

ascribed gender. 

Yet, the understandings we make of an identity hide great levels of complexity, 

creating the illusion that its meaning is naturally set and available to everybody. 

Similarly to the division between essentialist and constructionist understandings of 

gender and sexuality analysed in the previous section, identity faces an analogous 

contradiction. From one hand, a group identity is shaped on phenomenological and 

psyical shared attributes implying a ‘natural’ and ‘fixed’ identity whereas non-

essentialist advocates basically reject these features (Woodward 1997: 25-28). 

What is more, ‘identity is not “just there”, it must always be established’ (Jenkins 

1996: 4). In other words, for instance, when talking about a group identity we need 

to clarify the distinction between ‘group identification’ and ‘social categorisation’ 

(Jenkins 1996: 23, 84). Firstly, it is the group members who explore their key 
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characteristics and what joins them together to identify themselves as a group, and 

later on the outsiders have to accept them and identify them as a particular group, 

or their identity will remain ignored. For this reason, Jenkins offers a useful 

clarification between the first step, which is described as ‘group identification’ and 

the second one, which is called ‘social categorisation’. Consequently, what 

distinguishes and classifies an individual or a community of individuals as holders 

of a specific identity, may not be apparent to the rest of the people. ‘The 

presentation of self’, a characterisation that Goffman suggests (quoted in Jenkins 

1996: 22), then, has multiple interpretations. Each one makes his own assumptions 

of what it means to hold a specific identity other than ours, which could be partially 

or completely right or wrong, independently of the actor’s presentation of himself.  

Besides, it is remarkable that the pool of interpretations one can make about 

identities is not only linked to particular beliefs and ways of seeing, but is also 

closely connected to the modes of its representation, as ‘we give things meanings 

by how we represent them’ (Hall 1997a: 3). However, it cannot go unnoticed how 

sectors like the media and museums, due to their appeal to a wide audience, are 

so powerful, the content and modes of portrayal they promote can actually 

influence, at least partially, the public view. Whichever is the source of knowledge, 

as soon as it is engaged practically in life, then, it is regarded as something normal, 

since it has ‘made itself true’ (Hall 1997b: 49). Additionally, past research on race 

and sexuality has revealed how the extreme pervasiveness of whiteness and 

heterosexuality in daily life renders them the norm, and eventually invisible and 

incomprehensible as a specific racial and sexual identity respectively (Seidman 

2008: 222-249) resulting in cultural representations highly infiltrated by what Dyer 

calls ‘the rich, the white, the male, the heterosexual’ viewpoint (2002b: 2) which 

minimises the possibilities of a fairer cultural representational practice responsive 

to cultural diversity.  

What is more, the real power of the contaminated messages transmitted through 

representational practices is exercised predominantly on our perception of 

ourselves and others. According to (Dyer 2000b: 1), ‘[h]ow we are seen determines 
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in part how we are treated; how we treat others is based on how we see them; 

such seeing comes from representation’. The dominance of the visual world then 

applies to real life in a positive or negative manner (Hall 1997a: 3; Research 

Centre for Museums and Galleries 2008) demanding the attention predominantly of 

those working in relevant domains, such as media or culture. Perpetuating 

conventional pictures corresponds to an approval of the lack of respect against 

marginalised groups, like women, queer, ethnic minority groups, due to the fact 

that ‘[their] representation . . . was, and by and large still is, a relentless parode of 

insults’ (Dyer 2002b: 1). 

Therefore, this implies the major role representation13 holds in the construction of 

meanings, but more importantly in the maintenance of social order. According to 

Hall:  

[R]epresentation is conceived as entering into the very constitution of things; 

and thus culture is conceptualized as a primary or ‘constitutive’ process, as 

important as the economic or material ‘base’ in shaping social subjects and 

historical events-not merely a reflection of the world after the event.  

    (1997a: 5-6)  

To be sure, by accepting this, we do accept as well a constructivist/constructionist 

approach to representation14. That is, it is us who ‘construct meaning, using 

representational systems-concepts and signs’ (Hall 1997b: 24), a view that 

resembles Foucault’s emphasis on the role of discourse in the construction of 

meaning (Hall 1997b: 45). For that reason, educational and cultural organisations 

could help in influencing positively the way of perceiving some crucial identities. By 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 More information about the meaning of the term ‘representation’ is given by Hall (1997b: 15), 
stressing that ‘[r]epresentation is an essential part of the process by which meaning is produced 
and exchanged between members of a culture. It does involve the use of language, of signs and 
images which stand for or represent things’. 
14 It is suggested that there are three theories of representation,’ the reflective approach’, 
underlining the significance of the entity to speak for itself, ‘the intentional approach’, highlighting 
the role of the responsible(s) for the representation, and lastly, the one used in the main body of the 
paper, ‘the constructivist/constructionist approach’ (Hall 1997b: 24). 
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crucial identities I refer to those categorisations at the margin experiencing regular 

social discrimination and exclusion. Thus, because communities’ efforts of 

presenting themselves are not enough on their own for others to get a valid insight 

into the meaning of their identification, perhaps a little support from the cultural 

sector, like museums, could be a useful tool in a more efficient presentation, a role 

that museums have been gradually adopting more and more as I will discuss in the 

following section.  

Still, before moving onto the discussion about the role of museums in the field of 

visual culture, a note on the function of art and culture in general as a medium of 

transmitting ideas has to be made since it is among the key roles of the museum 

sector:  

T]hat critique is social and that it cannot be separated from the practice of 

art itself . . . suggests the notion of a social grounded critical visual art 

practice underpinned by a theory of communication informed by principles of 

semiotics. It is a critical practice which understands the positive political 

implications of communicating via visual art whilst acknowledging that a 

social critique must nevertheless involve the verbal dimension. 

           (Chaplin 1994: 90-91)                                                                                                                                     

Here, Chaplin maintains the social role that art can play because in any form it 

conveys meanings. Nevertheless, years before Chaplin, Pollock in her work Vision 

and Difference (1988) had already advanced the major impact of the visual despite 

her starting point being the women’s movement. Similar to women’s representation 

and the patriarchal codes which ruled the visual world at that moment - and 

continue to a lesser degree nowadays - is sexual minorities’ representation and the 

heteronormative codes operating at present. 

Thus, it is my strong belief that art and cultural representations should be regarded 

as one of the methods to communicate messages to the general public. It is the 
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politicized transition of ideas through visual art to which Chaplin refers in her work, 

or in Dyer’s words:   

Culture’ is not just the vehicle whereby you win people over to something 

else that is not culture - culture is politics, politics is culture.  

         (2002b: 6 

Nonetheless, critical and politicised visual culture can actually achieve these 

characterisations only when it is accessible by a wide range of individuals (Chaplin 

1994: 103,109). Sadly, this is actually true from the opposite perspective too, that 

is when public cultural manifestations contribute to prejudicial attitudes. Nelia Dias 

(1998), for instance, reviews how anthropological collections ‘in large public and 

democratic arenas’ lent support to discrimination against racial minorities through 

their construction on the basis of what differentiates the racial ‘other’ from the white 

majority (1998: 50).  

Additionally, the feedback mostly from those who appear to be personally 

associated with a particular production is also very crucial for achieving this critical 

stance it aims at (Chaplin 1994: 103). All these indications then seem true, 

considering that creating an artwork or an exhibition dealing with the rights of, for 

example, asylum seekers would have no success and no fully critical and political 

status could be attributed to it, if no provision for listening to real asylum seekers’ 

opinions and experiences, no interest on their feedback and no care for reaching 
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them as the main target group took place15. It is supposed to be a work aspiring to 

bring to light the life and difficulties of asylum seekers, to represent them in a 

cultural place, to show them that they do have a voice which must find ways to be 

loudly and properly expressed in order to bring more members of the group 

together and assist their claims for being offered the opportunity to live a decent 

life. It is not  simply about exhibiting stories about a group for its own sake, but it is 

about awakening people and making those involved, both directly and indirectly, 

more aware of the situation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 An illustrative example of this kind of practice was the project Staying: Dream, Bin, Soft Stud and 
Other Stories by Artangel in London. It focused on the real stories of 12 lesbian asylum seekers 
who came to London, facing a variety of problems from the moment they entered the country. The 
artist in charge of the project based her work on her discussions with those women, including 
lesbian performers as well. The presence of group members, whom this project targets, was from 
the very beginning engaged. The critical and political standpoint of the artist was manifested 
through the presentation of first-hand experiences, which would potentially create more 
opportunities for women experiencing similar problems to become involved, get together and seek 
solutions not individually but as a concrete group.  The artist of this project was Oreet Ashery and 
the project was launched on the 20th of January 2010. It ‘was set up to draw attention and 
awareness to lesbians who have undergone traumatising experiences in their respective countries 
due to their visible, or hidden, sexual orientation and who are seeking refuge in the UK in order to 
save themselves physically, mentally and emotionally’ (Artangel 2009). A sample of the responses 
from participants in the project is very illustrative of the potential positive outcome similar initiatives 
can produce:   

Before the project I couldn’t express myself...I knew what I wanted to say but I kept quiet 
about it. But working with the others has taught me to respect myself. Writing has helped 
me to rediscover myself. 

    (Artangel 2009) 
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The socially purposeful museum 

Throughout the last decade or so there has been a tendency towards a more 

socially inclusive and responsible UK cultural sector16, including museums. Also, it 

could be safely assumed that the writers of this policies and action plans, as well 

as museum practitioners and scholars who passionately embrace them, attest to 

an actual belief in the possibility of social change through their efforts to establish a 

social responsible museum, not only in terms of attendance profile and numbers 

but also of promoting social values. In other words, there seems to be a growing 

confidence that museums can and must play a role in the construction and 

promotion of social values and have a voice in society. So, linking this trend with 

the previous discussions on heteronormativity and the role of representational 

practices in its maintenance or less often in its subversion, my assertion is that 

museums are one of the key elements that can generate social change.  

My intention to explore the notion of heteronormativity in the museum context and 

particularly its potential questioning through certain inclusive curatorial practices 

sits therefore well within the present museum world which has been increasingly 

preoccupied with the portrayal of diversity, the social inclusion of previously 

marginalised groups and an overall democratisation of the museum. Besides, the 

sector throughout its diverse programming, including exhibitions, has been 

practicing relations of power (Dubin 1999) with high significance for social 

groupings and identities, including those groups usually omitted such as sexual 

minorities. Carol Duncan’s compelling conclusion considering this subject, although 

with a focus on art museums only, can be applied to any type of museum:  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 See, for example, the following reports: Museums for the many: Standards for Museums and 
Galleries to use when developing access policies (Department for Culture Media & Sport 1999), 
Centres for Social Change: Museums, Galleries and Archives for All; Policy Guidance on Social 
Inclusion for DCMS funded and local authority museums, galleries and archives in England 
(Department for Culture Media & Sport 2000), Libraries, Museums, Galleries and Archives for All: 
Co-operating Across the Sectors to Tackle Social Exclusion (Department for Culture Media & Sport 
2001), Museums and Galleries in Britain; Economic, social and creative impacts (Travers 2006).  
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To control a museum means precisely to control the representation of a 

community and its highest values and truths … What we see and do not see 

in art museums - and on what terms and by whose authority we do or do not 

see it - is closely linked to larger questions about who constitutes the 

community and who defines its identity.  

      (1995: 8-9) 

To begin with, museums in the twenty first century can be said to have passed into 

a new, postmodern era. This transition signified a number of small steps museums 

have to go through, ranging from education to curatorship and managements, in 

order to become what Hooper-Greenhill has designated as the post-museum. She 

argued that the transition from the modern to post-museum does not imply leaving 

behind all the modern traits, rather critically retaining the positives, avoiding the 

negatives and adjusting others to the new museum philosophy (Hooper-Greenhill 

2007a: 81). In addition, among the post-museum’s primary roles it is its regular 

transformation into contested zones by embracing hot issues, including ‘taboo 

subjects, revisionist histories and political issues’ (Cameron 2010a: 1), previously 

ignored by the modern museum (Marstine 2006: 19). Hence the core meaning for 

the contemporary and future museum can be found in Hooper-Greenhill’s words: 

Rather than upholding the values of objectivity, rationality, order, and 

distance, the post-museum will negotiate responsiveness, encourage 

mutually nurturing partnerships, and celebrate diversity.  

     (2007a: 82) 

Still, despite the long-standing established history of the postmodern museum, it 

seems that further work is required as its roles continuously expand and evolve. 

The passage from the modern belief in universally accepted concepts and 

understandings to the postmodern acceptance of flexibility and diversity is not 

always evident. An explanation for this reluctance could be traced in the harsh 

financial times museums have to go through, according to Ford Bell, President of 
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the American Alliance of Museums, who feels that ‘[t]he only element of 

conservatism [in American museums] comes from financial prudence’ (2013). But 

basically the sector does not fully embrace this socially driven ambition because 

‘the fear remains that the future may prove more difficult to realise than might be 

expected, because of our own ghosts, the ghosts of the modernist “myths” that still 

threaten this future’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2007b: 375). More importantly, especially in 

the past but unfortunately even nowadays, the significance of the postmodern 

impetus is not welcomed to the same level by all museum professionals and 

scholars (Sandell 2002a: 18; Hooper-Greenhill 2007b: 371) due to the 

‘commitment of stasis’ that lies at the heart of museums (Knell, MacLeod and 

Watson 2007: xix). Consequently, broadly speaking, there are voices -fewer than in 

the past - reclaiming the restricted conventional character and role of the museum 

in the processes of collecting, preserving and displaying, which are understood ‘as 

outcomes in their own right’ (Sandell 2002b: xvii). Such oppositional positions 

render as ‘inappropriate [the] departure from the traditional goals attached to 

museums’ (Sandell 2003: 48) and seek to alert the museum world about the loss of 

its original character and the sacrifice of advancing knowledge on collections on 

account of advancing knowledge on visitors (Appleton 2007). Moreover, the list of 

the ambiguities circling social inclusion and social responsibility has also at its core 

the uncertainty of how all the different moralities and convictions in each museum 

personnel can coexist and more importantly, cooperate efficiently for a common 

scope, as well as how opposite views to the ones of the authorities, on whose 

support museum work depends to a great extent, can in fact take place (Sandell 

2002a: 19).  

On the contrary, a substantial percentage of museum people appear to appreciate 

this social turn, evident both in academia and practice. In fact, there is a worldwide 

trend in proactively encouraging this view of the socially purposeful museum by 

several museum associations and organisations, both in the UK, such as the 

Museums Association17, in other countries, for example, the Netherlands Museum 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 See for example the recent campaign Museums Change Lives (Museums Association 2013). 
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Association18 or even globally, like INTERCOM19 or the Federation of Human 

Rights in Museums20. On top of this, studies on a wide range of topics concerning 

the potential positive impact museums can bring have significantly increased, 

rendering as inaccurate the impression of museums as sites being only about 

collections because ‘collections are merely manifestations of human desires’ 

(Knell, MacLeod and Watson 2007: xix). Further, there seems to be a growing 

confidence in museum studies literature, practice and research that museum 

programming can actually contribute to the promotion of social values, social 

justice and human rights (Sandell 1998; Duffy 2013; Sandell 2002; Janes and 

Conaty 2005; Cameron 2006; Janes 2007; Fleming 2010; Hein, G. 2010a; Sandell 

2010; Carter and Orange 2012a, 2012b; Fleming 2012a, 2012b; Sandell 2012), 

improve audiences’ well-being (Silverman, L. 2010; Ander et al 2011;Chatterjee 

and Guy 2013) and eventually affect individuals and society at multiple levels: 

 

[M]useums can impact positively on the lives of disadvantaged or 

marginalised individuals, act as a catalyst for social regeneration and as a 

vehicle for empowerment with specific communities and also contribute 

towards the creation of more equitable societies. 

     (Sandell 2002b: 4)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Nonetheless, faith in the possibility of change, not only in regard to the museum 

itself, but also regarding society, has to be accompanied by careful and well-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 See for example the report The Social Significance of Museums (DSP groep 2011). 
19 INTERCOM is the International Committee on Management, closely connected to ICOM. In 2009 
its members have created the Torreon Declaration, stating that: 

INTERCOM believes that it is a fundamental responsibility of museums, wherever possible, 
to be active in promoting diversity and human rights, respect and equality for people of all 
origins, beliefs and background. 

                                  (ICOM 2009) 
20 The Federation of Human Rights in Museums was initiated by the National Museums of 
Liverpool, to promote and facilitate the advocacy of human rights in museum work through its 
members across a number of museums worldwide, including partners in Canada, USA and Africa 
(Federation of Human Rights in Museums n.d.). 
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prepared steps which will not force the institution to abandon its original aims of 

collecting, preserving and educating. At the same time, nonetheless, the institution 

will be seeking how to approach various communities, participate in the 

reinforcement of the social capital21, explore alternative methods of increasing the 

falling numbers of attendees and respond effectively to the demands of its funding 

agencies (Janes 2007: 135-142). Finally, it will also maintain at its heart the vital 

notions of ‘idealism, intimacy, depth, interconnectedness, shared purpose, active 

experimentation and the taking of risks, and openness’ (Janes 2007: 141-142). 

Thus, communities must be given the opportunity for their voices to be heard 

simply because museums are not places to represent history, art, science only 

from a single perspective, which is usually the male, heterosexual, Western one. 

Rather, they form a sector presumably open to all the members of the society, and 

consequently, the identities, experiences and history of different social groups all 

deserve recognition and representation. In particular, since there is a growing 

belief in the power of the museum to inspire social change, then, it is urged that 

especially the stories of those minority groups suffering from prejudice and 

discrimination have to be addressed and not at all to be ignored. Nevertheless, to 

those critics who could possibly claim that all these expectations are illusive and as 

such, not a lot of effort should be placed upon these priorities, the answer is given 

by Janes (2007: 143), who highlighted that ‘the choice of a worthy destination is 

more important than simply settling for what will work’. 

From a different perspective, others stressed the necessity of turning museums 

into more socially responsive institutions for respect for the public funds they 

receive. The basis for such an argument could be traced in the growing 

acceptance that the accountability of the contemporary museum is considered not 

only in the conventional way, but primarily based on a newly established criterion, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 In his article, Janes (2007: 138) elaborates on the museum role in the development of the social 
capital explaining that ‘[i]t is the organisations of the non-profit sector, not government or business, 
which build and enrich the trust, caring and genuine relationships-namely the social capital-upon 
which the marketplace is based . . there would be no marketplace without this web of human 
relationships.’ 
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that of the relationship it builds with the communities (Weil 2003: 42). Falk, 

Dierking and Adams talk actually about this issue very graphically: 

Once upon a time, success could be measured by number of visitors ... In 

the new learning society, what is important is not quantity but quality, not 

“numbers of hits” but “lives changed”.  

     (2006: 335) 

On another point, it was mainly political and financial factors that launched this 

movement in museum sector towards a more socially responsible institution 

(Watson 2007: 15), resulting in the conviction that ‘[t]he museum that does not 

prove an outcome to its community is as socially irresponsible as the business that 

fails to show a profit. It wastes society’s resources’ (Weil 2003: 53). So, Gaither for 

instance, explains how this particular element is in fact a commitment for an 

organisation running with public financial support: 

Museums have obligations as both educational and social institutions to 

participate in and contribute towards the restoration of wholeness in the 

communities of our country. They ought to increase understanding within 

and between cultural groups in the matrix of lives in which we exist.    

        (1992: 58)                                                                                 

Finally, an additional supportive argument originates from the key challenges that 

the postmodern museum22 is gradually facing. Burton and Scott (2007: 49, 63) 

outline very conclusively that in a very antagonistic period in terms of visitor 

numbers for museums and other cultural institutions, the obstacles to overcome 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 An explanation about the reasons that brought the museum world in this position of change are 
described by Burton & Scott (2007: 60) as: ‘ the emergence of a highly discerning and educated 
public contiguous with the baby boom generation; the development of a consumer- and customer-
oriented society, and the integration of principles of customer service into the public sector 
beginning in the early 1990s; the conceptualization of a ‘new’ museology in which the visitor is 
recognized as bringing a living reality to the museum experience rather than the morally and 
intellectually blank slate assumed by museums in the late 19th and early 20th centuries; and the 
general decline in respect for institutions of authority, public office and professional expertise’. 
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are significant for ‘the museum of the late 20th century [which] began to redefine its 

relationship with its public within principles of increasing equality and 

democratization’ (2007: 60). In other words, museum professionals have the 

difficult task of identifying methods of increasing attendance, becoming more 

representative by putting the visitor at the centre of their attention, while struggling 

to maintain a balance between the traditional and new roles of the museum. 

Nevertheless, within the museum circles in favour of a more socially responsible 

and effective institution, there are many voices urging for adopting a modest 

attitude avoiding unrealistic expectations. These voices can actually act as a reply 

to the critics of museums’ social role, since they stress that what is proposed is 

simply to take advantage of the museum potential to affect some people’s lives 

positively. By maintaining a modest stance, it becomes evident that this proposal is 

not a visionary one of transforming the museum into a completely social institution 

in which all the other roles not related to its social character will be put aside, as in 

the past Tucker claimed (1993: 7). For example, Weil asserts that: 

Museums might [also] be more modest about the extent to which they have 

the capability to remedy the ills of the communities in which they are 

embedded. We live, all of us, in a society that seems determined to lay 

waste to the planet that is its sole source of support. Museums neither 

caused these ills nor – except for calling attention to them- have it within 

their power alone to do very much to cure them.  

       (1995: xvi) 

However, while an idealistic view of a social museum cannot be accepted, similarly 

the other end cannot be sustained. Besides, as Sandell convincingly argues: 

 Museums and other cultural organisations cannot be conceived as 

discretely cultural, or asocial – they are undeniably implicated in the 

dynamics of (in)equality and the power relations between different groups 
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through their role in constructing and disseminating dominant social 

narratives.  

       (2002b: 8) 

But then how do they achieve this? Both the selection of objects as well as their 

display are the product of some individuals’ selection unable to remain totally 

unaffected, resulting in projects characterised as ‘political arenas in which the 

power of dominant groups is asserted, and where it may be challenged by new and 

emerging groups’ (Kaplan 1995: 55). Likewise, Hooper-Greenhill elaborates on the 

connection between museum collections and the social meanings they implicitly 

involve, resembling the discussion which unfolded in the previous section on how 

cultural representations are always politically contaminated to some extent at least: 

The ways in which objects are selected, put together, and written or spoken 

about have political effects. These effects are not those of the objects per 

se; it is the use made of these objects and their interpretive frameworks that 

can open up or close down historical, social and cultural possibilities. By 

making marginal cultures visible, and by legitimating difference, museum 

pedagogy can become a critical pedagogy.  

      (2000: 148) 

Essentially hence the mode of portrayal of the exhibited items will have an impact 

on visitor’s understanding. Therefore, an action like this does hold a political 

significance as it will inevitably promote specific viewpoints. As Sandell (2002: 18) 

advocates ‘[w]here [social inequality and cultural authority] are brought together, 

questions of social responsibility emerge most strongly’. Thus, especially when 

marginalised groups are related somehow to a project, the political-social aspect of 

the museum is advanced. As part of culture which should be perceived as 

‘constitutive’ instead of ‘reflective’ (Hooper-Greenhill 2000: 13), museums need to 

support this role responsibly and abstain from these curatorial approaches inclined 

-intentionally or not- to promote social exclusion instead of raising awareness and 
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understanding for otherness (Sandell 2007: 139; Hein, H. 2010). Moreover, 

museums might exploit their distinctiveness as a learning source from schools, 

media, Internet or books, and form an alternative unconventional source of 

knowledge where one ‘can try on ideas like a costume, study them intently, or give 

them a cursory glance, without obligation’ (Hein, H. 2010: 61). Taking this idea a bit 

further, it could be suggested that due to being publicly thought of as safe and 

trustworthy places, as recent studies indicate (American Alliance of Museums 

2013; Britainthinks 2013), assigned with the role of acting as ‘the cultural authority 

to depict cultural differences both accurately and fairly’ (Sandell 2007: 126) and 

where ‘[v]iewers are more likely to accept messages’ (Kaplan 1995: 41), sensitive 

issues regarding under- or mis- represented groups and identities should be 

discussed in museums. Allowing museums to deal with groups that often face 

discrimination and prejudice can be considered as a method of increasing 

awareness among people, since it will offer additional opportunities to the ones 

offered by other learning sources for those voices to be heard. This suggestion 

follows Hooper-Greenhill’s (2007b: 375) expectation for museums, regarding them 

as places ‘[where] there are opportunities to expose the ghosts, to review the 

hidden histories and to bring to visibility that which has been hidden’. 

Hence museums are supposed to represent a variety of cultures and identities and 

proliferate difference. At least according to Hooper-Greenhill they are so, affirming 

that: 

[M]useums are not understood as monolithic and unchanging, but as sites of 

multiple and heterogeneous contact zones where different histories, 

languages, experiences, and voices intermingle amidst diverse relations of 

power and privilege.            

      (1999a: 22)                                                                     

However, despite the efforts of several museums until now, there are a lot that 

require improvement to overcome their conservatism (Wood 2009: 25). Since 

transforming the museum to a social institution concerned about social issues and 
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fighting toward their settlement is a matter of ‘an evolutionary or revolutionary idea’ 

(Wood 2009: 25), the pass to success designates many requirements and 

responsibilities for staff and visitors as well. If the communities are not invited or 

not willing to participate in any possible way in the process museums exhibit and 

interpret their collections, then, the efforts to fully transform the museum 

philosophy will be in vain. Literally, the meaning of a socially inclusive museum 

declares a strong linkage between the institution and the communities, towards 

which it intends to be responsible.  

Thus, apart from the public, the professional part has to comply with the new 

situation. The desired change is very comprehensively summarised in the words of 

Sanders (2008: 22) who talks about educators and curators as ‘ethical leaders’. 

Likewise, Cameron during her discussion of the research findings from Exhibitions 

as Contested Sites refers to museums as ‘moral guides’, particularly through their 

exhibitionist programmes which ‘act as tools for constructing and justifying a moral 

system in a tangible form by constructing a field of visibility through the choice of 

topics, content including material objects, the moral angle and censorship 

decisions’ (2007: 335).  In addition, Weil (1999: 253) insists that ‘the most 

important new skill of all will be the ability to envision how the community’s ongoing 

and/or emerging needs in all their dimensions-physical, psychological, economic, 

and social-might potentially be served by the museum’s very particular 

competencies’. Wood (2009: 27) takes the discussion a bit further, elaborating on 

how this new responsive role could be more easily incorporated in institutions 

through the right staff training and revised criteria for new employment. Moreover, 

she goes on beyond the above statements (2009: 31-39) recommending ‘seven 

rules for the (r)evolution of museums for social change, critical pedagogy and civic 

engagement’23, from which the most remarkable for my research is the one 

encouraging museums to present any problems, meaning complex issues, as they 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 In the article Rules for the (R)evolution of Museums (2008), Wood points out the six rules, on top 
of the one referred in the main text, each of which is followed by an example of good museum 
practice. These are to ‘let everyone have their say, ‘not be a know-it-all’, ‘look at all sides of an 
issue’, ‘look at the possibilities, invite change’, ‘keep it local’ and lastly, that ‘objects are given 
meaning by everyone who encounters them’. 
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truly are. Only by exhibiting the reality of a sensitive and problematic topic, 

‘underlying conditions that create injustices are brought into the open… [and] 

visitors can reveal hidden meanings and implications of a variety of cultural 

practices and assumptions’ (Wood 2009: 35). Finally, the emergence of a close 

collaboration between professionals and an external professional who could bring 

an alternative perspective from outside the museum field may assist in a smoother 

and more effective transition from the traditional museum to a more inclusive and 

responsive one, as Sanders advances (2008: 19).  

 

A persistent complexity: Labelling and stereotyping in cultural 
representations 

Having said all that, one might get the impression that cultural productions must 

always be intentionally political and bring some form of change. Yet, this is only 

partially true since politicised cultural products are only one part of the ‘cultural 

puzzle’ which broadly speaking consists of creations simply produced for pleasure, 

entertainment or making a living (Dyer 2002a: 9).Even unintentionally and 

regardless of their origins, images as well as any other kind of production displayed 

publicly, convey the notion of ‘contamination’, particularly when minority groups are 

involved in any phase of the creative process. Thus, in cases where disadvantaged 

communities are widely represented in negative stereotypical modes, influencing 

part of the audience, then, a demand for a more politicised culture is required. 

Perhaps one possible approach to this issue is a closer look at what has happened 

in other domains which are also, like culture and museums, part of the 

heteronormative representational machinery. For instance, recently the BBC have 

initiated a survey called ‘Consultation on the BBC's Portrayal of Lesbian, Gay and 

Bisexual Audiences’, with the main scope being to get a fuller insight into the 

representation of LGBT culture in their programmes. Their provision for 

collaboration with the LGBT community was also remarkable, inviting the general 

public to contribute their ideas through an online questionnaire but also organising 
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consultation workshops and interviews with representatives from LGB 

organisations, like Stonewall (BBC 2010). Tim Davies, Director of BBC Audio and 

Music, stated that: 

[A]s a public service broadcaster, we have a responsibility to serve all of our 

audiences and it's vital that we reflect the differences among all of the UK's 

diverse communities, nations and regions. 

   (2010) 

Likewise, museums, as public institutions open to the general public, might benefit 

from the adoption of similar methodologies, especially in regards to their audience 

development strategies, in order to advance their understanding of their existing 

audiences but more importantly of the future ones they aim to reach out.  

Nonetheless, despite all the good will and effort put into planning an exhibition with 

references to a marginalised community, the identity that is presented will never be 

totally representative of the community. As Dyer (2002b: 8) commends, ‘there is 

only a limited extent to which we can make words feel to everyone how we want 

them to feel’. Even if consultation with community groups has been part of the 

process, it is impossible to get a full picture of what it means to hold a specific 

identity since group members think of themselves distinctly and at times not even 

feel like they belong to a community. Still, this clarification cannot act as an excuse 

for not seeking to promote the diversity of social identities. Rather, it should work 

as a motivation to develop a deeper insight into the plurality of meanings diverse 

social groupings convey, while collaborations with the communities at stake should 

be sought to avoid labelling based on the makers’ assumptions of the key 

characteristics of a social group.  

‘Identity can in fact only be understood as a process’ (Jenkins 1996: 4), a process 

to which culture and specifically museums can and must contribute. Their attempts 

could possibly be focused mostly on careful consideration of those ‘lost or 

confused identities’, as Jenkins describes those that do not conform to social 
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norms. By taking part in representing, for example, sexual minorities responsibly, 

museums –places usually regarded as temples and authority of knowledge (Wood 

2009: 30) –  may also be appreciated as a secure place for an alternative 

representation of under-or mis-represented groups. Additionally, the potential 

outcomes might be twofold, affecting the way in which members of the group that 

is portrayed appreciate themselves too: 

[A]n understanding emerges of the “self” as an ongoing and, in practice 

simultaneous, synthesis of (internal) self-definition and the (external) 

definitions of oneself offered by others. 

        (Jenkins 1996: 20)                                                                                                                                         

Moreover, a number of scholars have been involved in exploring the complexities 

surrounding the portrayal of cultural differences as it seems to be a recurring and 

unavoidable problem museum practitioners face. Marking the differences between 

the supposedly ‘normative’ majority and the cultural other is useful for 

understanding an identity other than ours, though in ‘a rather crude and 

reductionist way of establishing meaning’ (Hall 1997c: 235). Further, it forms a 

useful tool for advancing identity politics - in that it forms the basis of a collective 

shared identity upon which rights claims are made - but simultaneously ‘[labels as 

markers of identity] can stigmatize’ (Graham 2010: 115). In a similar way, Karp and 

Kratz explore the two possibilities of presenting and therefore constructing an 

identity: 

In museum exhibits as much as in other cultural forms, the construction of 

cultural identity is achieved through two simultaneously occurring 

processes: (1) the use of exaggerated differences or oppositions that can be 

alternately a mode of exploration and understanding or an act of 

discrimination and (2) the use of varied assertions of sameness or similarity 

between audience and the object of contemplation. . . . Stressing similarities 

produces an assimilating impression creating both familiarity and intimacy 

with representations and their subjects. Assertions of unbridgeable 



69	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

difference, on the other hand, exoticise by creating relations of great spatial 

or temporal distance, perhaps the thrill of the unknown.  

        (2000: 194, 198) 

Similarly, identifying someone or something as representative of LGBT culture or, 

more broadly speaking, of a culture that does not fit into the norm, could enable on 

the one hand, its visibility, but, on the other hand, it could also perpetuate  

underpinning and unquestioned assumptions about such norms. Therefore, the 

way of portraying an identity or a social group in general, and in particular, in a 

museum context, is an issue still subject to debate based on the premise that since 

‘a repertoire of signs [of gayness] . . . is . . . the requirement of recognizability in 

turn entailing that of typicality’ then ‘all typification is anathema’ (Dyer 2002b: 18, 

21). Moreover, although Graham refers to the labelling or not of a disability, the 

same dilemma is applicable to sexual difference.  

Furthermore, labels for those who form the majority, for example, heterosexuals, 

are not even mentioned in contrast to those identified as LGBTQ. If there is no 

reference to the sexuality of either the artist or the shown person or any related 

persons, then it is automatically assumed that heterosexuality is the one that 

characterises him/her, which is exactly how heteronormativity quietly works. 

However, when an LGBTQ-related exhibit is to be displayed, then curators deal 

with the dilemma of naming it or not, disputing whether explicit reference is 

needed.  

Besides there is a significant lack of research on the long-term impact of museum 

projects on people’s lives (Sandell 2002a: 17) which might be discouraging for 

those practitioners that have so actively sought to be socially inclusive in their 

work. Still, the belief that public opinion is not constructed by one single source of 

knowledge but rather by diverse means, such as television, internet, newspapers, 

museums, schools, and so on, attests to the expectation from every single learning 

source to work towards this direction. For instance, Singh maintaining the above 

thought, pinpoints that: 
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It helps no one that young people still grow up looking at the world and 

themselves through a television screen that hides much of the reality that it 

does not distort. It is not television's fault that the world out there is infested 

by racism and discrimination, but television needs to play its part in helping 

to deal with the problem instead of compromising with it.  

   (2001) 

Accordingly, museums are not responsible for what is happening in the world, but 

they must have a voice for malfunctions of the society because they consist of part 

of the mechanism in charge of the construction of meanings. They are considered, 

nonetheless, as ‘harbingers of change’ (Kaplan 1995: 42). 

 

Stereotypes 

Having said all that, a reference to the role of stereotypes cannot be omitted in a 

discussion about the visual world and its influence on real life. Since the visual 

always reaches the public in a contaminated form and the transition of ideas 

through visual art is always politicised, then, it becomes evident that both the 

contamination and the politicisation are caused by the variety of personal beliefs, 

attitudes and stereotypes24. In fact, a number of academics engaged in projects on 

the portrayal of minorities have indicated how museums contribute to the 

perpetuation of stereotypical images. For instance, studies on disability revealed 

how the disabled community is either invisible or portrayed mostly with negative 

connotations (Barnes, Mercer and Shakespeare 1999; Sandell, Delin, Dodd and 

Gay 2005). Likewise, the representation of sexual difference has been equally 

hidden or limited (Levin 2010: 158), resulting in criticism even from visitors to 

LGBT-related exhibitions who identified as members of the particular community 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24The term stereotype firstly appeared in the late 18th century ‘as a technical designation for the 
casting of multiple papier-mache copies of printing type from a papier-mache mold’ (Gilman 1985: 
15). As we see, although it was used to refer to a specialised field, that of printing, it still maintains 
the same core idea, that of ‘impos[ing] a rigid mold on the subject and encourage[ing] repeated 
mechanical usage’ (Enteman 1996: 9). 
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on display, demanding for example, a departure from conventional, extreme or 

sexualised depictions (Sandell, Dodd and Jones 2010: 31, 35). Similar 

expectations among sexual minorities are shared for media inclusions too, as a 

recent survey by Stonewall indicated concerning the lives of youth LGBT as 

promoted on TV (2010), highlighting not only the lack of realistic and positive ways 

of portraying their lives but also the tendency to focus on dramatic and traumatised 

experiences. This type of critique from minority perspectives could be interpreted 

as one of the fundamental reasoning for regarding stereotypes as incomplete 

portrayals, since their core function is to ‘serve as blanketing generalisations for all 

individuals assigned to such categories’ (Pickering 2001: 10).  

For the most part we do not first see, and then define, we define first and 

then see. In the great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we 

pick out what our culture has already defined for us, and we tend to perceive 

that which we have picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our culture. 

       (Lippmann 1965: 54-55)                                                                                                                        

When talking about stereotypes, a range of factors engage in the process of 

presenting particular ideas and attitudes including the art and educational domain 

(Lippmann 1965). As a result, museums as part of the art and educational world 

serve as an integral component of the mechanism which controls the diffusion of 

ideas to society. But, at the same time, they are found in a quite complex and 

confused situation. On one hand, there is the demand to operate as an institution 

in accordance with the already established moral codes and popular beliefs (agent 

of the governing bodies), whereas simultaneously there is an expectation to serve 

diverse communities responsibly and be a credible place for learning and 

productive debate (social agent). This dilemma resembles, and perhaps overlaps, 

the puzzle of labelling as previously discussed. In each of these two cases the 

contradictory forces generating this awkward position are similar: the governing 

bodies, reliant on fixed beliefs and uncomfortable with change because ‘any 

disturbance of the stereotypes seems like an attack upon the foundations of the 

universe . . . of [their] universe’ (Lippmann 1965: 63), and the advocates of a more 
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socially responsible museum, calling for revising long-held perceptions adjusted to 

the requirements of the present. So, is there a solution or should museum scholars 

and professionals accept the fact that this problem will continue reappearing? 

In my opinion the answer to the above question resides in understanding that it is 

not the content of the stereotypes that is of high importance, rather ‘the character 

of the stereotypes, and the gullibility with which we employ them’ (Lippmann 1965: 

60). The way these factors function and affect one’s behaviour is associated with a 

choice one has already made between two distinct philosophies, ‘that the world is 

codified accordingly to a code which we possess’ or ‘that each man is only a small 

part of the world, that his intelligence catches at best only phases and aspects in a 

coarse of ideas’ (Lippmann 1965: 60). Thus, what appears to be the basis for 

working on this persistent complexity is the second philosophy of viewing the 

world. This looks like a requirement to start working effectively on conflicting 

stereotypes, but more importantly on revised stereotypes. In other words, 

museums could serve as offering a reliable environment for the diverse ‘small parts 

of the world’ to have a voice, as a place unprejudiced against difference with the 

excuse of not being in accordance with the socially approved common beliefs and 

preconceptions. But, how feasible is such an approach, in terms of the dynamics 

that govern stereotypes? 

Stereotypes are not simply ideas one has about the world. They are part ‘of the 

wider process by which any human society, and individuals within it, make sense of 

that society through generalities, patternings and “typifications”’ (Dyer 2002b: 12). 

Moreover, at their core they maintain the very notion of feeling at ease and secure 

due to the fact that we have been taught how to think of the world and anything 

new or contradictory is regarded as a potential threat to our supposedly reliable 

image of the world (Lippmann 1965: 64; Pickering 2001: 3). However, putting aside 

the close attachment to them, what would happen if the stimuli around us began 

gradually to diversify? As it was previously mentioned, the beliefs held by 

individuals are only the result of constant and deliberate actions by several 

authoritative institutions. They do not simply occur; instead they are forced to 
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occur. Therefore, it could be argued, the responsibility for the content and 

character of widely held ideas lies in those domains involved in cultural 

representational practices. And this is where museums fit in with carefully 

developed representations of sexual diversity. As research from the media sector 

has shown, exposure to positively instilled representations increases the chances 

of holding a welcoming attitude towards the other. For instance, media studies on 

the potential impact of gay representations on TV, films or documentaries on public 

attitudes towards homosexuality have been repeatedly unveiling the link between 

positive depictions and a trigger in positively revising one’s perceptions (Riggle, 

Ellis and Clawford 1996; Bonds-Raacke et al 2007). 

Moreover, another important aspect of stereotypes is located in the cause and 

reason of their existence (Dyer 2002b: 12) which is true for museum projects, 

particularly exhibitions, as it seems impossible to refrain from stereotypes, positive 

or negative. Still, the key issue demanding special attention and responsible 

decision making by exhibition staff members is which stereotypes will overshadow 

the others. However, even a boost in the positive portrayal of a previously excluded 

community does not automatically equal the disappearance of pejorative 

representation and simultaneously hides a danger of replacing an old simplistic 

generalisation with a new one (Hall 1997c: 272-274).  

In addition, due to common misconceptions, a clarification between stereotypes 

and categories has to be made if one does not embark on cognitive psychology to 

explore the role of stereotypes in representational devices:  

While we need to understand stereotypes as elements of broad cultural 

practices and processes, carrying with them quite definite ideological views 

and values, they are not necessarily integral to our perceptual and cognitive 

organisation of the social worlds we live in.  

     (Pickering 2001: 3) 
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Furthermore, other scholars like Klapp (1962) have taken forward this distinction 

suggesting two distinct categories of representations, one of those who are 

welcomed as members of society (social types) and of those who are not 

(stereotypes) (Dyer 2002b: 14). However, this strict split is not commonly accepted 

because of its rigidity25. Rather, a fluid boundary between these two is usually 

preferred (Dyer 2002b: 15) because by admitting that boundaries are not fixed, 

then, the main objective of stereotypes, that of ‘maintain[ing] sharp boundary 

definitions . . . defin[ing] clearly where the pale ends and thus who is clearly within 

and who clearly beyond it’ (Dyer 2002b: 16), loses some of its effectiveness, 

allowing space for revisions and adjustments. Furthermore, the issue of retaining a 

more flexible approach in stereotyping is extremely valuable with regard to groups 

which, in real life, are difficult to be identified as such. So, what is the reason 

behind this?  

The answer is found in the words of Dyer (2002b: 16), who pointed out how much 

effort society puts into visualising for the general public the groups which are 

thought to be a threat to public decency in order to impose the images and beliefs 

that suits its long-established norms. Authorities then render such groups invisible. 

Therefore, strict divisions prove unsuitable for categorisation once more. 

Classifications will always exist because they are essential for individuals’ lives, 

enabling people to recognize what is good and bad at first instance (Lester 1996: 

xi) and make sense of the world around them (Leyens, Yzerbyt and Schadron 

1994: 1). What is not always there is a flexibility and adjustability to reassure that 

those classifications remain relevant to the present. Moreover, what is not 

essential, but impossible to be eliminated, is stereotyping, and the reasons for this 

is that: 

Because of laziness, upbringing, or coincidental experiences, the 

stereotyping of individuals results in harmful generalizations that deny an 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 As a result, in this thesis the use of the term stereotype follows Dyer’s explanation rather than 
Klapp’s, considering the aim  here which is simply to discuss the cause, the key functions and the 
effects/impacts of regulated ideas which are taken for granted by people, and after all, their 
relevance with the art and museum world. 
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individual’s unique contribution to humanity. … Without adequate 

experiences and educational references, stereotypes lead to prejudice and 

discrimination.  

   (Lester 1996: xi-xii) 

In addition, when considering the role of stereotypes in representational practices, 

a note on the boundary between prejudice and discrimination has to be offered 

(Enteman 1996: 9). This distinction is basically founded on whether a belief, or an 

act as a consequence of it, is made deliberately with a specific purpose or not. In 

other words, when a person has a particular preconception about a social group, 

for example, that men are more capable of having executive and prestigious posts 

than women, he is prejudiced against women, perhaps because he was taught that 

way. But if later on, he does not give promotion to a woman simply because of her 

gender, then, he discriminates against her. This example shows how a socially 

imposed prejudice can allow for intentional discrimination. Discrimination then 

becomes a notion extending the idea of prejudice further to achieve specific aims. 

Nevertheless, prejudiced ideas are cultivated within each society with precise 

objectives to be fulfilled as well, but the difference resides on whether the 

individuals affected by all these stereotyped notions allow themselves to be led 

strictly by them or not. Here is where the suggestion of Enteman (1996) fits in. That 

is, to turn the focus towards the concepts of choice and commitment. Therefore, he 

further recommends that we accept the inevitability of prejudices among all of us 

and understand that the only way to avoid massive discrimination is through a 

diversity of choices along with a personal responsibility of being morally correct. 

Or, in other words, again a need for a reliable educational and representational 

system dedicated to promote morality and not laziness26, which forms the key 

ingredient of stereotypes (Enteman 1996: 9-10). 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Laziness as the cause of stereotyping has a dual meaning. It refers to the unwillingness of 
seeking more information about the subject one is prejudiced or discriminates, and to the tendency 
of speculating as the ordinary/as the rule occasional behaviours and attitudes (Enteman 1996: 9, 
10). 
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Conclusions from Chapter 2 

Having discussed the social construction of gender and sexual identities, the 

political significance of sexuality, its assimilation with heterosexuality and the 

securing of its status of naturalness through constant repetition, it could be argued 

that heterosexuality is regarded as the foundation of society, repelling anything that 

could potentially disrupt it, like sexual diversity. Moreover, this perception of 

sexuality as a twofold domain, not only resists homosexuality as the exact opposite 

to the norm, but it also ‘suppresses the subversive multiplicity of a sexuality that 

disrupts heterosexual, reproductive, and medicojuridical hegemonies’ (Butler 1990: 

26). Accordingly for gender, if we acknowledge it either as socially constructed or 

as a performance, then we might end up with the following scenario, Butler 

elaborates on: 

[T]here is no preexisting identity by which an act or attribute might be 

measured; there would be no true or false, real or distorted acts of gender, 

and the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed as a 

regulatory fiction. 

      (1990: 192) 

Lastly, their fluidity indicates that their meanings and significance are subject to 

constant change, signifying their non-naturalness. Furthermore, since the 

perpetuation of the conventional, essentialist and, in my opinion, conservative 

thoughts on gender and sexuality is affected by the social realm, then action is 

needed towards their alteration. This change will not impose new fixed 

understandings like the ones it aims to subvert, but, on the contrary, it will be 

developed to appeal to the current needs of society.  

Besides, through a brief look into the world of media, progressive steps have been 

made to a more inclusive representation, suggesting that similar steps might also 

be taken within museums. Unless a more methodical effort by those who have the 

means to do so is empowered, the basic meaning of typically misunderstood 
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notions will start showing off. Museums, then, belong to the above category 

according to ICOM’s definition of it as: 

A non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 

development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity 

and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.  

    (2010-2012)   

As per ICOM, the relevance to the actions I am suggesting becomes evident. 

Museums are here for presenting the tradition of cultures, entertainment and 

learning. Among their key responsibilities is offering the public an alternative and 

stimulating approach to learning. For that reason, museums have a voice and a 

role in the construction of public belief and attitudes. They too are mechanisms of 

the visual world and as such they have to fulfil their social role responsibly, striving 

for being socially inclusive of cultural differences. Yet the transition of ideas is 

never uncontaminated, rather any decision on what and how it is going to be 

presented aims at achieving something, according always to the ideology and 

expectations of those in control. In addition, remarkably institutionalised concepts, 

like heteronormativity, sustained by museums as well, are changeable since they 

depend highly on daily practice. But, how adaptable are they in terms of getting 

challenged and potentially modified? This is an issue concerning many scholars 

within museums, either from a theoretical background or a more practical one and 

requires further research in order to reach some concrete conclusions. In addition, 

what practitioners have already given considerable attention to, is the value of 

including and representing diversity, for example in terms of disability and ethnicity. 

This constitutes a significant step forward but where are gender and sexuality?  

Therefore, if museums’ role is to be inclusive towards communities, to promote 

equality and foster understandings of difference, then why not start considering 

issues of gender and sexuality more intensively and effectively? Of course the 

main reason for not doing so is a practical one and is, indeed, in financial terms, 
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either by losing visitors who may feel insulted, or by putting their future funding at 

risk.  

Surely, as there are many voices arguing for an improved representation of 

disability for instance, similarly, there are many asking for projects concerned with 

sexuality. Furthermore, particularly those having a non-heteronormative sexuality, 

like any community and social group, would like to find themselves and stories, 

objects, experiences connected straightforward with the history of their culture, 

their identity and their life. They require more relevance within the museum 

context, and not the perpetuating situation of being totally or partially ignored or 

misunderstood. However, how will they be ensured that the new initiatives to be 

taken will not resemble the few previous ones and that the result will be 

satisfactory enough? The reason for expressing this worry is because ‘identity is 

often in the eye of the beholder’ (Jenkins 1996: 2). That is, there should be a 

sufficient co-operation between the two parts; museum and social groups, in order 

to define how a particular identity could be represented more suitably. This view of 

the subjective approach to the variety of identities resonates with Hooper-Greenhill 

who states: 

Knowledge is no longer unified and monolithic; it becomes fragmented and 

multi-vocal. There is no necessary unified perspective-rather a cacophony of 

voices may be heard that present a range of views, experiences, and 

values. The voice of the museum is one among many.  

      (2007a: 82)                                                                                                 

Keeping in mind the above statement of Hooper-Greenhill in relation to the issues 

examined in this thesis, one key conclusion can be drawn. On the one hand, there 

are generally some perceptions, right or wrong, concerning gender and sexual 

identities among the public. On the other hand, there is a growing demand for 

museums to raise their voice too regarding certain sensitive or controversial 

issues, and do so, as carefully and responsibly as possible. But museums, just like 

the public, consist of several members who will not hold the same views. So, how 
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can this recurring gap, not only between museum and public belief, but also within 

museum itself, be filled? More importantly, where does the truth about those 

identities most commonly misunderstood and misrepresented lie? That forms quite 

a complex subject which museums should sooner or later confront, if they are 

aiming for a socially responsible profile. 

At this point, I need to clarify that my intention is not to be read as a romantic 

utopist. Realising that a major social change is too ambitious, it is my strong belief 

that at least some minor changes are relatively easily achievable. A dynamic effort 

could have positive results and improve a social reality as past social movements 

have shown. Further, culture has the potential to lead this moving towards a more 

open-minded society, regarding issues of gender and sexuality. It is a sector that 

could act as a stimulus by representing cultural diversity, offering the opportunity 

for people to be exposed to, and perhaps reconsider one’s views on, identities 

different from their own. In other words, to treat and represent a fairly wide array of 

communities to contribute to the elimination of discrimination usually caused by 

inadequate knowledge. The analysis of cultural representational practices and the 

persistence of stereotypes and labels indicated the value of securing access to 

trustful sources of knowledge, since well-informed, socially responsible and 

unconventional representations are likely to impact positively on people’s 

perceptions triggering a reconsideration of previously held ideas.  

As for the concept of heteronormativity and why it is necessary to be further 

researched, perhaps it could be argued that discussing notions like this is futile, 

since they are too deeply incorporated in public opinion that is way too complex to 

challenge them. Still, in my opinion it is not pointless at all. In 2008 Sanders 

referred to some of the most prevalent museum theorists, including Hein, G., 

Hooper-Greenhill or Weil as key scholars believing in the museum as an influential 

institution for social life, yet, stressing the lack in their research of ‘how museums 

fail to address their complicity in the maintenance of heteronormativity’ (2008: 17). 

Several studies have been taking place in the educational sector as well as in the 

media, signifying the existence of problems caused by heteronormativity that 
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require our attention. Furthermore, the whole discussion is not about something 

that always existed in the same way nor is it a universal truth. It is subject to 

change just like anything that is socially constructed, no matter how easy or 

complicated it is to create change. The following words of Jackson, words that 

could be used in similar situations when some people dream of a more equal and 

responsible society, appear to be more than relevant in this case by giving reason 

to those believing in social change, yet, acknowledging the inevitability of erasing 

power relations: 

We can resist, subvert and destabilize, but nothing much will change; or, if it 

does, there will be new deployments of power to be resisted, subverted and 

destabilized. This is a politics of resistance and transgression, but not a 

politics of radical transformation...It is ultimately a pessimistic politics...Yet I 

believe that it is crucially important, both politically and analytically, that we 

are at least able to imagine social relations being radically other than they 

are. If we cannot do this we lose the impetus even to think critically about 

the world in which we live.  

      (1999: 182) 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

Having established the theoretical framework for the current study, the focus is 

now turned on its methodology. The thesis has been developed around the power 

heteronormativity exerts on museum practice and its overarching scope then is to 

consider the potential for museums to challenge persistent heteronormative 

narratives in their collections and the effect of such actions. On that account, the 

main research questions were formed as follows: 

1. How and why are museums developing strategies to question 

heteronormative assumptions on gender and sexuality roles and 

expectations? 

2. What effect do inclusive curatorial practices, featuring a spatial or thematic 

contextualisation of sexual difference, have a) on museums, b) on 

audiences, and c) on the representation of sexual minorities? 

3. What is the potential contribution to museum practice and the lived 

experience of sexual minorities of more inclusive and subtle interpretive 

devices, such as, artistic interventions or generic thematic frameworks?  

Furthermore, I pursued the following objectives to enable me to get a rounded view 

of my two central case studies, Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs as two examples of an inclusive and subtle museum practice 

featuring a rare contextualisation of sexual difference to a substantial extent: 

• to review the curatorial tools, the content and the spatial format museums 

employed to allow for representations outside the so-called acceptable 

heteronorms to be put on equal footing with regular exhibits, 

• to understand the key ideas that were intended to be communicated to the 

public,  
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• to gain an insight into the justification of exploring an interpretive approach 

that seeks to interweave LGBT experiences and perspectives into broader 

thematic narratives (compared to the presentation of more explicitly labelled 

LGBT exhibitions), 

• to examine the role of the personal, institutional or contextual factors in the 

facilitation of these initiatives, 

• to explore the anticipated impact of this strand of inclusive strategies both 

internally on staff and museum work, but also externally on audiences,  

• to consider the target groups of projects where sexual difference is 

integrated, 

• to shed light on the barriers encountered in the development of these 

projects, internally or externally, and how they were overcome, 

• to gain insights into how visitors responded to the exhibitions and their 

intended messages. 

To better explore the above aims and objectives, I selected an interpretivist 

qualitative paradigm to frame my research, semi-structured interviews with 

museum and external professionals as well as visitors who engaged with the 

projects under study, and took measures to overcome obstacles and ensure ethical 

considerations had been fully addressed. The following sections will provide an 

insight into my choices which were employed to get a rounded view on two 

distinctive museum paradigms.  

 

Research methodology; The Interpretivist Qualitative Paradigm 

This study explores the implications for museum practice and visitors when 

unifying narratives embracing sexual difference are developed. It also attempts to 

dig into the stages of development for the exhibitions under study, the meaning of 



83	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

the narratives on display made by both museum staff and visitors, and finally, the 

societal and museum environment within which each project occurred. Examining 

elements that seek to comprehend a particular phenomenon fall into the distinctive 

goals a qualitative study can better explore in contrast to quantitative inquiries 

(Bryman and Teevan 2005: 153-155; Maxwell 2005: 22-23). 

Besides, in order to grasp what form inclusive curatorship can take, how it can be 

facilitated and what kind of effect it might have on museums and audiences, 

research was required in the place where such projects emerged. In addition, to 

use Denzin and Lincoln’s term, I conducted this research as an ‘interpretive 

bricoleur [who] understands that research is an interactive process shaped by his 

or her own personal history, biography, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity . . . 

and by those of the people in the setting’ (2008: 8). In other words, the overarching 

framework is detached from any positivist trace. Rather the research process is 

mainly informed by the neglect of one single truth, ‘abandon[ing] the claim that 

cognition is “true” in the sense that it reflects objective reality’ (Glasersfeld, quoted 

in Flick 2009: 70). Hence concepts and meanings turn out to be fluid and adaptable 

and on that premise museums eventually hold the ability and responsibility to 

evoke social change. This study then intends to uncover the prospects, the 

difficulties and the potential impact on social values and beliefs when the 

subversion of traditionally ascribed roles to one’s gender is integrated in a gallery 

space. This ‘preference for an empathetic understanding and an interpretation of 

human behaviour’ (Bryman and Teevan 2005: 10) both from the museum and 

audience perspective regarding the adoption of inclusive curatorial practices for the 

representation of sexual diversity designated the interpretivist direction of the 

study.  

Qualitative projects, moreover, are usually perceived as interpretivist approaches 

to the real world, taking into account contextual factors affecting the focus of their 

study (Creswell, 1998: 15; Denzin and Lincoln 2008: 4; Silverman, D. 2010: 103-

105). Mason (1996: 4) suggested a very conclusive definition of what qualitative 

research refers to, part of which maintains that it is ‘grounded in a philosophical 
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position which is broadly “interpretivist” in the sense that it is concerned with how 

the social world is interpreted, understood, experienced or produced. . . . [It is] 

based on methods of data generation which are flexible and sensitive to the social 

context in which data are produced’. 

As a result, qualitative inquiry, as opposed to quantitative strategies inclined 

towards quantification and positivism (Bryman and Teevan 2005: 14-16), was 

selected as the most appropriate research framework since it offers the necessary 

theoretical background and techniques to elaborate on a study with these 

requirements.  

 

Theoretical underpinnings 

Qualitative research acknowledges the impact of one’s background, moral system 

and personal histories on their research motivation, design, analysis and 

conclusions (Malterud 2001: 483-484; Bryman and Teevan 2005: 16-18; Denzin 

and Lincoln 2008: 29). Thus, although my aim is to present my findings accurately 

and research my topic as objectively as possible, my personal experiences and 

influences cannot be disregarded.  

My Greek background acted as the starting point for my interest in how museums 

represent gender and sexual identities. Due to the prevalence and influence of the 

Christian Orthodox religion and the rise of far-right political ideologies, Greek 

museums operate within a conservative environment reluctant of displaying 

contemporary hot topics, like racism, immigration, homosexuality and anything that 

does not fit in the misleading popular belief in a Greek identity consisting of three 

basic elements: nationality, heterosexuality and Christian Orthodox religion 

(Karayanni 2004; Roudometof and Makrides 2010). As a result, explicit references 

to those forbidden themes are very rare since they are perceived as threatening for 

society’s ethical corruption. For instance, despite the fact that homoeroticism in 

ancient Greece is well documented it is hardly ever depicted in archaeological 
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museums. The only exception which drew considerable attention to the topic was 

the exhibition I referred to in the introduction, titled Eros; From Hesiod’s Theogony 

to Late Antiquity. The surprising finding was that for the first time there was an 

extensive public reference to homoeroticism in a well-established Greek museum 

without drawing the usual negative reactions from religious or racist 

organisations27. A possible interpretation of not having caused major negative 

publicity and reaction was, in my view, the subtlety in the portrayal of sexual 

diversity, achieved through the adoption of a broad thematic narrative. 

Consequently, witnessing homosexuality being explicitly included to a significant 

extent in a Greek museum without causing any controversy, for the first time ever, 

is what inspired my research interest in the possibilities and challenges of projects 

that manage to embrace sexual minorities under unifying narratives.  

On this premise, the analysis gave priority to the museum perspective to unveil the 

reasoning behind similar initiatives in the UK. Furthermore, because of my belief in 

museums as active contributors in the promotion of social values, my position 

emphasises the need for museums to dynamically embrace sexual difference in 

creative ways that will allow their core message of respect for diversity and 

condemnation of any form of prejudice to reach the widest possible audience. The 

UK context was regarded as a suitable research setting since a number of 

mainstream exhibitions in the past had tackled the notion of sexual difference 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 In Greece it is a quite common phenomenon to encounter negative and at times violent reactions 
to the cultural portrayal (both at public or private spaces) of identities that fall outside the socially 
expected heterosexual Orthodox Christian norm. For instance, far right and religious groups 
protested violently with insults and bullying against the play ‘Corpus Christi’ in a private theatre 
which depicted Jesus as homosexual, causing its cancellation (Tsimitakis 2013). Another example 
from the museum context was the censorship of 12 seconds from Costas Gavras video on the 
history of Parthenon at the New Acropolis Museum due to the inclusion of the historical fact that 
Orthodox Christian priests caused severe damages on the temple in the past. However, it was only 
temporary as the museum changed their decision to avoid a potential law suit (Kyriakidou 2009). 
Finally, it is interesting to note that a lot of controversy was raised before and after the production of 
Oliver Stone’s movie ‘Alexander the Great’, where Alexander, one of the most well-known and 
admired Greek historical figures was portrayed as a man having homoerotic desires. This decision 
irritated several Greeks to the extent that a group of lawyers was formed to sue the director and the 
film studio, reversing their decision, nonetheless, with their only demand being that the movie was 
clearly signposted as ‘not historically accurate’ (BBC 2004).  
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directly but only a few adopted an alternative approach. Seeking examples of the 

latter ones soon became the actual focus of this thesis. 

 

Research Tradition of Inquiry; Case Study 

In museum and gallery studies researchers tend to focus on a small number of 

projects or museums representative of the overarching subject they look at. Yin 

(2009: 15) stresses ‘case studies, like experiments, are generalizable to theoretical 

propositions and not to populations or universes’ undermining in a way the focus 

on quantity due to the fact that the scope of case studies is to lead to generate 

context-informed conclusions. Hence, the museum research tradition towards a 

qualitative study on distinctive cases is maintained in this thesis. My intention thus 

was to form a ‘collective case study’ where the production of inclusive narratives 

across gallery spaces in two to four sites was manifested (Stake 1995: 5-6, 2000: 

437-438). The research design however had to be flexible and adaptable to 

emerging issues, such as barriers to accessing some sites and securing 

participation. The number of case studies therefore evolved while attempts to 

secure access were being sought, resulting in two contemporary ongoing projects 

in non-private gallery spaces, Queering the Museum at Birmingham Museum and 

Art Gallery and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs at Sudley House, 

Liverpool.  

The criteria for determining the sites and projects for the study were based 

principally on the conceptual framework previously discussed and therefore led to 

a theory-based and purposeful sampling of cases. Such a decision can usually be 

influenced by the already existing intellectual background (Mason 1996: 93-94; 

Curtis, Gesler, Smith and Washburn 2000: 1002). Accordingly then both exhibitions 

I selected stem from this rationale, that was, being assessed as well-suited 

contemporary UK-based examples of two distinctive strands of inclusive 

curatorship towards difference that disturbed the prevailing heteronormative 

framework through their blurring of gender and sexual boundaries. Also, a vital 
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requirement for the projects under study was the preference towards public 

museums deriving from the conviction that publicly funded museums, free to visit, 

demonstrate a more influential role in people’s views as they are usually seen as 

trustful learning institutions. The appealing to the general audience was interpreted 

as an essential element of the inclusiveness of the projects under study, and 

consequently, public institutions were sought to carry out the fieldwork. That being 

the case, the three main choices among many to be prioritised were inclusiveness 

in the curatorial approach, timing, and public governance, as it was felt that these 

three criteria were in accordance with the overarching conceptual framework.  

Moreover, following Hammersley and Atkinson’s (2007: 41-62) advice on securing 

access to the site of one’s fieldwork, the initial approach was made via email 

communication explaining the scope of my study being the exploration of the 

opportunities and challenges for museums and their audiences through the 

inclusion of sexual difference in the form of interventions (Queering the Museum) 

or under the subject of marriage (Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs). In other 

words, the first email clearly stated my research question without revealing my 

standpoint, presented both projects as interesting initiatives worthy of closer 

investigation to inform museum practice and suggested an informal report on my 

audience research findings to be provided for their records. As soon as the initial 

contact with the leading curator was secured and a rapport was established, 

getting the permission for an interview with other museum staff members, even at 

senior management level, and for conducting a small scale audience research 

became very straightforward. 

 

Research strategies for data collection and analysis 

The principal method was in-depth, semi-structured interviews with museum 

professionals involved, to some extent, with each exhibition and with members of 

the audience. Open-ended questions might have given more freedom in what each 

participant could comment on (Silverman, D. 2010: 131-132), yet, semi-structured 
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ones appeared more suitable to the nature of the projects, as they would still allow 

for some flexibility (Bryman and Teevan 2005: 184).  

To gain an insight into the practical and intellectual processes leading to the 

production of the projects I explore, as well as into how visitors engaged and 

responded to them, purposeful sampling was favoured as ‘a strategy in which 

particular settings, persons, or activities are selected deliberately in order to 

provide information that can’t be gotten as well from other choices’ (Maxwell 2005: 

88). Overall, at each site I conducted interviews with 18 members of the public who 

engaged with the exhibitions (Appendix 1, Appendix 2), with six of them at 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery having been carried out through email 

correspondence28. Four interviews with staff members who participated in the 

production of Queering the Museum were conducted at Birmingham Museum and 

Art Gallery and four with people who had been involved with Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs at Sudley House. These involved individuals from the 

following positions: 

At Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery: 

• Exhibitions Manager, Andy Horn (Interview  was conducted on 11/02/2011) 

• External professional/artist, Matt Smith (Interview  was conducted on 

28/02/2011) 

• Head of Museum Operations, Simon Cane (Interview  was conducted on 

09/05/2011) 

• Head of Interpretation and Exhibitions, Toby Watley (Interview  was 

conducted on 09/05/2011) 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Visitor interviews at Sudley House were conducted during the following dates: 10-11 March 2011, 
2-3, 8-10 and 22-23 April 2011. Visitor interviews at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery were 
carried our during the following dates: 13-15 and 22-29 January 2011. 
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At Sudley House, National Museums of Liverpool: 

• Curator of Costume and Textiles at National Museums of Liverpool, Pauline 

Rushton (Interview  was conducted on 25/01/2011) 

• Senior Exhibition Officer for Art Galleries at National Museums of Liverpool, 

Myra Brown (Interview  was conducted on 18/05/2011) 

• Exhibition Officer at National Museums of Liverpool, Linda Pittwood 

(Interview was conducted on 25/01/2011) 

• Visitor Host at Sudley House, Simon Breedon (Interview was conducted on 

02/04/2011) 

Similarly to past studies, like feminist research (Byrne 2012: 209-210), interviews 

rather than other techniques such as questionnaires, tend to be welcomed as they 

are envisaged as a chance for previously disregarded minorities (in this case the 

LGBTQ community) to express themselves. Interviews hence were seen as 

promising in opening up discussions of gender and sexual identities and histories 

with museum staff, a significant section of which appears to be reluctant when 

similar topics are brought up as, for instance, the past studies, like the survey 

conducted by Proud Heritage in the UK in 2005 (Sandell and Frost 2010), reveal. 

From the audience’s perspective, reaching out for the general public held the 

possibility of interacting with people identified as LGBTQ or being LGBTQ friendly 

and consequently allowing their voice to be heard and to be valued. Similarly from 

the museum perspective, conducting a conversation with a range of practitioners 

who were very willing to share their experience during Queering the Museum and 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs had the potential to reinforce the side of 

museum practitioners and scholars’ call for increased and fairer inclusion of sexual 

minorities. Sharing their experiences for the purposes of the current thesis, among 

other similar studies, could further positively inform current debates in the museum 

sector and potentially foster a more encouraging museum practice on sexual 

minorities’ representation.  
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Moving on to the research protocols I used, influenced by the predisposition of the 

notion of subjective viewpoints’ (Flick 2009: 161) the questionnaire included a 

variety of questions, at times being the same but asked differently, to better 

capture interviewees’ feelings and thoughts. Both interview questionnaires 

attempted to open up the discussion moving from general themes to more specific 

ones.  

The interview protocol for the audience was divided into five sections: a) opening 

questions, b) reactions to the exhibition, c) messages, d) museums as ethical 

leaders, and e) visitor background (Appendix 3). The rationale behind this structure 

was to begin with some generic questions about their visit to the site and their 

reception of the exhibition, and gradually move towards their understanding of the 

messages of each project, their attitude towards the idea of the socially purposeful 

museum, particularly in terms of the inclusion of sexual difference, and finally, end 

the interview with some information about their personal background. The basic 

aim was to get a sense of the public’s view on the inclusiveness of each project 

towards sexual difference. For this to be achieved the first set of questions was 

about their general attitude towards the nature and content of the project while the 

second one was mainly directed towards the specific inclusion of sexual minorities 

and how people felt about it. This approach was considered suitable in order to get 

a sense of how people talk about inclusiveness generally and how they express 

themselves when inclusiveness is mentioned in reference to non-heteronormative 

sexual identities. Therefore, contrary to positivist criticism against the fact that one 

might use different language and expressions depending on the circumstances, the 

audience research part was developed in a way valuing such a variation, allowing 

me ‘to examine what voices people use, how they use them and with what 

consequences’ (Silverman, D. 2010: 226) when they engage with sexual difference 

in the selected contexts. 

The interview protocol for museum staff was split into three sections but for 

external professionals there was an additional set of questions: a) general 

questions about the exhibition, b) specific questions about the sexual minorities’ 
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inclusion in the exhibition, c) general questions about the sexual minorities’ 

inclusion in museums, and d) questions targeted at external professionals 

(Appendix 4). The design allowed the interview to move from questions considering 

several stages of the exhibition development to more focused ones exploring the 

rationale behind the inclusion of sexual minorities in less frequently encountered 

forms, and closing with some remarks on sexual minorities’ visibility in museums in 

general. Yet, the choice of surveying the key research themes through similar but 

differently asked questions as well as ensuring several representatives from the 

same site was deliberately made for the purpose of triangulation. Starting from the 

point Mason makes, triangulation is interpreted in this study as a technique that 

‘encourages the research to approach their research questions from different 

angles, and to explore their intellectual puzzles in a rounded and multi-faceted way’ 

and not as a method to ‘get an accurate reading or measurement of [the same 

phenomenon]’ (1996: 148-149). Consequently, the objective was to explore how 

different members of the staff involved in the project production talk, think and feel 

about the process, outcomes and impact of the unifying narratives they created in 

their museum space.  

The fieldwork transcription was taking place throughout in order to allow for 

analysis to begin at an early stage. Although the analytical process can take 

different formats, the suitable techniques for case studies suggested by Stake 

(1995) were adopted to fit into my overall research framework. On that account, 

presentation and interpretation of findings were based on the premise of: 

• the ‘description’ of each exhibition and museum context. 

• the ‘categorical aggregation’ of the points and themes raised in the data 

sources. 

• the establishment of ‘patterns’ across the issues discussed but also across 

the two cases, and 
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• the production of ‘generalizations’ with reference to the lessons learnt from 

the study for future museum practice. 

Rather than discussing each project separately, Chapters 4, 5 and 6 evolved in the 

form of what Creswell describes as ‘cross-case analysis’ (1998: 63). As a result, 

Chapters 4 and 5 explore the themes brought up in museum practitioners’ 

interviews while Chapter 6 examines the issues visitors were concerned with.  

During the stage of analysing data, NVivo7 computer software was used to 

facilitate the process and provide a level of consistency and rigour in the 

interpretation and discussion of findings (Bazeley 2007: 3). Thus all transcripts and 

official documents provided by museum staff members were imported and then 

analysed through a wide range of ‘trees’ and ‘codes’. Specifically, two main ‘trees’ 

were created, one for the museum and another for the visitor perspective. Then, 

each one had a maximum of three levels taking into account Bazeley’s (2007: 122) 

suggestion ‘that trees usually don’t go more than two or three layers deep; it just 

isn’t possible to subcategorize much more than that without starting to confuse 

what class of thing you are dealing with’. 

Coding of data from interviews with museum staff and audience was shaped 

partially and gradually as the analysis of interview transcriptions progressed. A 

certain level of freedom in this stage is expected and seen as valid as long as it is 

well justified (Coffey and Atkinson 1996: 32; Bazeley 2007: 124; Winsome and 

Johnson 2000: 394). Thus, interview protocols were organised in particular 

themes, which then formed the basis for the principal coding ‘organizational 

categories’ (Maxwell 2005: 97). Even so, the additional layers of coding were 

mainly informed by the interviewees’ answers and were thus created 

simultaneously with the analysis of the data. In the end, on top of the initial broader 

coding, a number of ‘substantive’ and ‘theoretical’ categories were created 

(Maxwell 2005: 97-98). The former referred to my interpretation of museum 

practitioners and visitors’ comments, feelings and thoughts whilst the latter were 
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shaped through theories originating from museum, cultural and sociological 

studies.  

 

Challenges encountered 

One of the barriers encountered at the early stages was that of access. 

Approaching museum professionals at two additional sites was part of the original 

research plan, involving four case studies recent and past, temporary and 

permanent. For different reasons, the permanent exhibition Every Object Tells a 

Story with its inclusion of a bowl with explicit visual and textual references to gay 

love at Nottingham Castle Museum and Art Gallery, and the past exhibition Family 

Album adopting a similar approach to Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs with 

the integration of the portrait of a same sex family at Sunderland Museum and 

Winter Gardens, Plymouth City Museum and Art Gallery and Graves Art Gallery in 

Sheffield could not be properly researched. At both cases I managed to secure an 

interview with one of the leading curators of each project. Simultaneously however, 

the idea of adding a visitors’ layer was gradually evolving as a way to deepen the 

understanding on the potential impact of the unifying narrative adopted by 

Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs. Therefore, a 

decision was made to reduce the case studies from four to two as a way to focus 

on the particular phenomenon of inclusive curatorial practices from multiple 

perspectives in more detail in two ongoing –at that time– projects that featured 

sexual difference to a substantial amount and would offer the chance to carry out 

an audience research. Due to the word and time limit conducting semi-structured 

interviews with members of the staff at different job levels as well as with members 

of the public engaging with the shows, was seen as a convincing technique to get a 

satisfactory amount as well as quality of data to unveil perceptions and attitudes 

towards the embraced inclusiveness of two, and not four, case studies. 

Furthermore, the tactic of approaching individuals to ask for their permission to be 

interviewed proved in practice problematic and as such had to be reviewed. The 
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initial plan was to approach every third visitor but this quickly turned out to be 

problematic in each site. Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs covered the main 

galleries on the second floor of Sudley House and due to its location (outside 

Liverpool city centre) visitor numbers were not at high levels. Accordingly, 

Queering the Museum was well spread across 19 galleries on the first floor of 

Birmangham Museum and Art Gallery, making it almost impossible to know who 

engaged with the project or not, starting and ending in the same space, the Round 

Room. Despite efforts during the first days on each site to remain consistent with 

the original plan, the outcome was to get only one or two interviews each day, as 

among the negative responses there were a few not interested in being interviewed 

for the exhibition they had just seen. On that account, I sought advice from Mark 

Harris and Simon Breedon, both working at Sudley House, to suggest dates or 

periods that the place might get busier, based on their experience. So, subsequent 

fieldwork visits took place on days when family workshops and public events were 

scheduled and resulted in asking every person who had spent time on the second 

floor looking at the exhibits of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs. In 

Birmingham, on the other hand, it was felt that observing people's interaction with 

the Carnation Cape, the first intervention of Queering the Museum in Round Room, 

and their choice of picking up or not the project's leaflet and map trail could 

increase chances of reaching out for individuals who might have engaged with it. 

 

Ethics and Risks 

The study, influenced by ‘a non-consequentialist approach’, as Wiles describes it 

(2013: 14-15), was undertaken within University of Leicester Ethics Guidelines, 

ensuring that all participants and the data drawn from them were treated 

responsively. Shaped by the widely accepted ethical standards (British Sociological 

Association 2002; Silverman 2006: 315-334; Wiles 2013), the fieldwork was driven 

by the voluntary participation of the interviewees without any financial or other form 

of incentive being offered, the protection of their names, affiliations, and any other 

personal information they disclosed (when advised so), and finally, the commitment 
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of causing no physical or (especially relevant to this research) emotional harm 

taking place as all were reminded at several instances of their right to withdraw at 

any point. 

On that account, prior to participants’ voluntary contribution to the thesis I handed 

two forms, the Information Sheet forms (Appendix 5, Appendix 6) which clearly 

stated my research topic, the significance of their participation and their right to 

withdraw at anytime and, the Informed Consent forms (Appendix 7, Appendix 8) on 

paper for interviews conducted on-site and via email communication for the 

questionnaires completed online (Appendix 9). Although museum staff members 

were fully briefed about the overarching theme and made fully aware of the exact 

title of the thesis, without however any mentions to my own perspective, informing 

the audience turned slightly problematic. The audience research part aimed at 

unveiling people’s views and attitudes regarding the content and format of each 

exhibition with no positive or negative predisposition. Receiving naturally occurring 

comments on the issues under study was perceived as an effective technique to 

get unbiased answers, at least in terms of participant-researcher relationship. 

Recognising on one hand that deception of participants is morally rejected and on 

the other that under certain circumstances information might be slightly 

paraphrased (Wiles 2013: 26), visitors were presented with the title of ‘Museums 

and social issues; exploring visitors’ responses’, compared to the one presented to 

museum professionals reading as ‘Subverting the (hetero)normative museum’. 

Anonymity (when required) and confidentiality were maintained throughout the 

project. All transcripts were saved with code-names in .doc and .pdf format and 

saved securely in my personal computer and in two back-up external disks, which 

were locked in a fireproof safety box. Visitors’ responses remained anonymous 

with the use of pseudonyms instead of their names, as explained in their Informed 

Consent form, whereas museum professionals’ answers would be anonymous only 

if the interviewee stated so in the Informed Consent form where there was an 

option between anonymity of them and their affiliation or not. Additionally, in the 

case of email interviews, potential contributors were not approached directly by 
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me, as this would constitute a violation of their confidential agreement with 

Birmingham’s LGBT centre’s database. For this reason, a personal communication 

with the manager of the database was initiated asking for the permission to 

distribute a call for participants in the research titled ‘Museums and social issues; 

exploring visitors’ responses’ within their email list. 

Finally, considering the potential risks and safety for both researcher and 

participants, a number of measures had been set up and contact details of the 

researcher and the School of Museum Studies Ethics Officer were added in the 

Information Sheet in case future concerns arise (Wiles 2013: 55-67). Interviews 

with museum staff took place in their work offices at each site and they were 

notified of their right to withdraw at any time for any reason that might occur. 

Interviews with visitors were conducted in a museum gallery where at least one on-

duty gallery assistant was present. Additionally, it was felt that references to 

sexuality and gender might cause some level of discomfort to audience members. 

On this ground, all contributors were reminded at the beginning and once during 

the interview of their right to withdraw anytime they wished. I was also ensured 

alertness to body language and expressions signifying tiredness, awkwardness or 

discomfort in order to judge when to skip a question or even stop the interview. 

Furthermore, the option of recording the conversation or not was another measure 

to reduce the possibility of causing emotional distress to an interviewee, as some 

may have felt anxious when being recorded. 
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Chapter 4: Disrupting normative museum discourses: 

Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs exhibitions 

This chapter will now turn the focus on the main theme of the current study, 

exploring the distinctive strategies museums might use to question the prevailing 

normative discourses in their collections.  

The first section briefly presents some background information on Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery and Sudley House, which will shed light on the case 

studies of Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

exhibitions. A substantial description of each project’s curatorial principles will be 

made with references to the content on display and the interpretive devices used. 

Then, in the second section the discussion starts the analysis of research findings 

from interviews with museum professionals. A critical analysis exploring the 

distinctiveness of the case studies will be unravelled, reflecting practitioners’ 

thoughts and partially mine too. Museum staff talked about their projects in ways 

that suggested two overarching significant features. The first part is about a sense 

of normalcy and subtlety, which were all understood as principles leading to what 

might be termed as ‘unexciting ways’ of including the life, art and histories of 

sexual minorities. The second feature concerns the use of stereotypes and their 

contribution in a positive portrayal of people identified as LGBTQ.  

In addition, the second part of Chapter 4 also discusses my own understanding of 

these initiatives as sites that managed to transgress hetero-normative barriers and 

preconceptions through the specific pre-mentioned elements of normalcy, subtlety 

and thoughtful use of conventional images. The normalisation of marginalised 

sexual identities through subtle spatial or thematic integration with what has always 

been perceived as ‘normal’ seems to symbolically break down the commonly 

imposed heteronormative dividing line between hetero vs. non-hetero. 

Furthermore, their portrayal symbolically appears to reject heteronormative 
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assumptions of the sexual ‘other’ as deviant or the negative extreme as opposed to 

the ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ heterosexual majority, due to its refraining from highly 

provocative images. Finally, staff placed emphasis on positive and more ordinary 

depictions of sexual difference at Sudley House and on a more rounded portrayal 

of sexual minorities seeking, to the extent it was possible, to be as representative 

of the diversity within the LGBTQ community at Birmingham Museum and Art 

Gallery. These decisions enabled a more thoughtful use of stereotypes which 

practically rejected popular prejudices and conventional heteronormative 

understandings of gender and sexual identities.  

Eventually, I would call for considering both projects, and similar future ones, as 

alternative examples of how the museum sector could contribute in the politics of 

recognition of sexual minorities as equally valid citizens, and, ultimately, in a 

gradual subversion of the heteronormative paradigm. Consequently, an analysis 

informed primarily from the research data and on a secondary scale from my 

personal judgement evolved. The chapter concludes with a short overview of the 

two case studies summarising their main features, themes and underlying patterns 

which highlight their exceptional nature.  

Having said that, Chapters 5 and 6 will follow, unveiling the majority of research 

findings on the process of exhibition production and on audience reception and 

engagement with inclusivity. The analysis of the principal qualities underpinning the 

inclusive curatorial approaches of Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs and eventually singling them out as disruptive museum 

paradigms had to take place early on. Structuring the discussion of my research 

findings in this way, allowed me to first critically introduce my case studies in depth 

through a detailed focus on the exhibitions’ interpretive devices and conceptual 

elements, and then move to aspects of exhibition planning and development as 

well as audience reception, through a consideration of the conditions for 

developing similar inclusive curatorial practices and the potential effect on 

museums, staff and, more importantly, on its audiences, new and future ones.  
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Two disruptive paradigms  

In search for cases studies as part of an ongoing trend in advocating museums’ 

social responsibility, especially with regards to previously invisible and excluded 

minority groups like sexual minorities, the selected projects for the current study 

were chosen, as previously explained, for their consistency with the overarching 

conceptual framework of heteronormativity underpinning my research. Certainly, 

timing played a significant role, yet, the basic criteria for focusing on Queering the 

Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs exhibitions were the fact of 

being displayed without an entrance fee at the publicly funded Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery and Sudley House respectively, and, more importantly, 

because of their uncommon contextualisation of sexual difference on equal footing 

with regular exhibits. Therefore, these case studies seemed as suitable examples 

of two distinctive and less often encountered representational strands: a) the 

adoption of a form of institutional critique through interventions created by an 

external artist and, b) the elaboration on a universal theme interpreted from 

multiple cultural viewpoints.  

 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs, Sudley House  

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs was the first to be chosen as it was very 

timely and representative of a relatively unusual aspect of museum practice, that of 

integrating a non-heteronormative narrative under an umbrella theme. It was a 

temporary exhibition, without admission fee, at Sudley House, in Liverpool, running 

from 23 July 2010 till 2 May 2011 (Figure 1, Figure 2). It was also part of the 

partnership between the National Museums of Liverpool and the North West 

Touring Exhibitions Group, which resulted in being presented for shorter periods at 

Astley Hall in Chorley (14 May - 10 July 2011), at Haworth Art Gallery in Accrington 

(18 September 2011) and at Ordsall Hall in Salford (23 October 2011 - 15 January 

2012), attracting 12,000 visitors (National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside 

2012 ).  
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Figure 1: Promotional leaflet of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs. 
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Figure 2: Promotional leaflet of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs. 
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The primary host museum of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs, Sudley 

House, is a historic house belonging to the National Museums of Liverpool (Figure 

3, Figure 4), located outside the city centre at Mossley Hill. Its main characteristic 

is being the place of ‘the few period homes decorated in a Victorian style that still 

has many of its original features [and] [i]t is also the only surviving Victorian 

merchant art collection in Britain still hanging in its original location’ (National 

Museums Liverpool 2013b). It was built at the beginning of the 19th century for 

Nicholas Robinson and at the end of the 19th century it became a property of 

George Holt. The floors present different types of collections. The ground floor 

consists of an entrance and garden halls, the library, the drawing, dining and 

morning rooms, whereas the second floor, primarily focused on temporary 

exhibitions, is slightly different with the childhood, small world and costume rooms. 

Thus, broadly speaking, Sudley House gives the impression of being a traditional 

Victorian historic house for people interested mainly in architecture and paintings of 

the Victorian era. 
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Figure 3: Exterior of Sudley House. Photo credit: © R. Towner RIBA architect. 
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Figure 4: Exterior of Sudley House (Entrance). Photo credit: © Green Lane. 

 

Nevertheless, as the Curator of Costumes and Textiles of National Museums of 

Liverpool, Pauline Rushton, disclosed, it was renovated in 2007 and since then a 

change of focus on costumes became a key objective to raise its visitor numbers. 

She then explained how beneficial the refurbishment was, since Sudley House 

used to attract approximately 17,000 people whereas after its redevelopment the 

figures increased significantly. As part of this attempt, in 2010, an unusual for the 

place exhibition unravelled on the first floor of Sudley House, which at the moment 

of the interview with her -25th January 2011- 38,000 people had visited the site 

since Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs went on display.   

The exhibition was structured under 12 themes explored through photographic 

images, text panels, costumes and garments (Table 1).  
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Stags and Hens Graphic panel, the rituals of the stag and hen night, 

including a loan of hen’s T-shirt with logo, and graphic  

Something Old, 

Something New 

Graphic panel, the main costume display, garments 

mounted on full mannequins 

With this Ring Graphic panel only, covering ideas of exchanging 

wedding rings and other love tokens 

Daisy, Daisy Graphic panel, cased display of wedding flowers and 

favours, bouquets, bouquet holders, and graphic 

I can’t afford a carriage Graphic panel only, variety of wedding transport 

Get me to the church on 

time 

Graphic panel only, variety of wedding venues 

 

‘Dearly Beloved...’ Graphic panel only, variety of wedding services 

A Family Affair Graphic panel only, the wedding group, roles played 

by participants, Best Man, bridesmaids etc 

‘What a Picture, What a 

Photograph’ 

Graphic panel, wedding photographs, historic and 

contemporary, mounted on panel 

A bit of a do Graphic panel only, variety of wedding receptions, the 

wedding cake  

Gratefully received Graphic panel only, variety of wedding gifts, historic 

and contemporary 

Mr and Mrs Graphic panel only, the honeymoon, going away 

outfits, honeymoon destinations then and now 

 

Table 1: Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs exhibition themes (Detail from the 

Exhibition Marketing Campaign). 
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This outline examined separately the various stages of a marital ceremony, 

beginning from the events taking place at the preparation stage and closing with 

the honeymoon. 

Across the three costume galleries of the first floor a historical overview of wedding 

traditions and costumes unravelled from the Victorian period to the present time. 

The exhibition consisted of photos, graphic panels and 20 outfits showing marital 

traditions across different local community groups: the white English (Figure 5), 

Jewish (Figure 6), Chinese (Figure 7), gay, Traveller (Figure 8) and Pagan. On that 

account, it was a social history exhibition on the topic of marriage, a concept with 

strong connotations of heteronormative perceptions on gender and sexuality.  

Nevertheless, the thematic integration of sexual difference under such a universal 

topic on equal footing with traditional views, allowed the exhibition to resist such 

limiting understandings and consequently, challenge the popular belief of weddings 

consisting only of a male and female pairing. More importantly, references to non-

heterosexual expressions were neither poor in quantity nor hidden away. On the 

contrary, the suits of the two grooms were among the four costumes which were 

singled out on a plinth in the central gallery space which could be accessed by 

three different entrances regardless of where one might start their visit (Figure 9, 

Figure 10). Next to the loans from the Traveller community, including a pink 

bridesmaid’s dress and a white wedding dress, the curator placed the two cotton 

and synthetic mix costumes, made by Sir Tom Baker, a London-based tailor, which 

were a loan from Michael Alter and Christopher McDermott who entered into a civil 

partnership in 2008. Additionally, photos during and after the civil partnership 

ceremony were on the introductory panel (IFigure 11) as well as on the one titled 

as ‘What a picture, what a photograph’ (Figure 12), suggesting how highly their 

inclusion was valued by the exhibition staff.  
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Figure 5: Wedding dress (1853), White silk taffeta, trimmed with floral silk brocade ribbon 

and silk Fringing. Photo credit: © National Museums Liverpool. 
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Figure 6: Jewish wedding dress (1935), Ivory silk crepe with applied gelatine sequins and 

glass beads. Photo credit: © National Museums Liverpool. 
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Figure 7: Chinese wedding dress (1966), Wedding dress, silk satin, embroidered with 

glass beads and sequin, made in Hong Kong. Photo credit: © National Museums 

Liverpool. 
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Figure 8: Traveller wedding dress (2010), Nylon and polyester, embroidered with crystal 

beads and sequins, bought in Wrexham, North Wales. Photo credit: © National Museums 

Liverpool. 
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Figure 9: The main gallery presenting the two civil partnership suits and two Traveller 

wedding dresses. Photo credit: © Author. 
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Figure 10: The main gallery presenting the two civil partnership suits and two Traveller 

wedding dresses. Photo credit: © Author. 
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Figure 11: Detail from the text panel ‘Christopher McDermott and Michael Atter at their civil 

partnership ceremony, 2008’. Photo credit: © Jim Viney. 
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Figure 12: Detail from the text panel ‘Christopher McDermott and Michael Atter after their 

civil partnership ceremony, 2008’. Photo credit: © Jim Viney. 
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Queering the Museum, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery  

Queering the Museum was equally timely and indicative of a newly developed 

trend, that of installing small-scale interventions across many museum galleries to 

subvert heteronormative narratives. It was a temporary exhibition, without 

admission fee, at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery in collaboration with the 

local SHOUT! Festival on queer arts and culture, originally set to be on display 

from 4 November 2010 till 27 February 2011.  

The museum with its classical exterior architecture and entrance (Figure 13, Figure 

14) opened in 1885 at Birmingham city centre and since then hosts a great variety 

of local, European and World art and historical collections. Nonetheless, it is 

especially well-known for its extensive Pre-Raphaelite collection and its 

Staffordshire Hoard. It forms part of Birmingham City Council, which partially funds 

it along with other funding agencies. 

Matt Smith, a ceramist craft artist, was funded by the Arts Council and 

commissioned by SHOUT! Festival to intervene in the museum collections (both on 

display and in storage) and identify ways of creating stories of LGBTQ relevance, 

as he initially suggested in his proposal to SHOUT! Festival (2009): 

This proposal takes on the idea of the gay gaze and repurposes everyday 

objects and reinterprets them, stripping them of their heterosexual readings 

and reclaiming them with new, gay identities. 
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Figure 13: Exterior of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Photo credit: © Elliott Brown. 
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Figure 14: Entrance of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Photo credit: © Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery. 
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His art, as he disclosed during our interview, has been highly influenced by the 

work of another contemporary artist, keen on museum interventions, Fred Wilson29. 

Wilson ‘attenuates a curatorial history, juxtaposing the expected with the 

unexpected, the ordinary with the unusual, in order to reveal its prejudices and 

omissions’ (Berger 2001:10). Similarly then to Wilson’s art, Smith shaped the 

project under study. The final outcome, co-curated by the artist himself and Andy 

Horn, the Exhibitions Manager, consisted of 19 display cases across ten different 

gallery rooms on the first floor (Figure 15), all signified by a green carnation graphic 

and a text label with a green vertical line on one side. After having looked at the 

museum storage and exhibitions, the artist proposed the creation of new ceramic 

artifacts or the removal, addition and re-interpretation of already existing ones to 

introduce LGBTQ narratives within the permanent galleries (Figure 16). Thus, 

Queering the Museum was an LGBTQ project, yet appealing to the general public 

as manifestations of sexual diversity were integrated spatially across regular 

exhibits and not within a confined gallery space. To strengthen this point, the 

exhibition opened with a highly visible starting point in the Round Room which is 

the first relatively small space one encounters as soon as they enter main galleries. 

This intervention made it almost impossible for museum visitors not to view at least 

this piece of the project and potentially pick up a leaflet of exhibition trail from a 

stand right next to the display. The permanent statue of Archangel Lucifer with a 

male body and female face, by Jacob Epstein, was decorated with green 

carnations, a typical signifier of homosexuality in the past among men (Figure 17, 

Figure 18).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Fred Wilson is a contemporary artist who has been working on race and the invisibility of racial 
minority groups through a range of projects, including ones of an interventional nature. One of his 
most well-known projects was Mining the Museum at the Maryland Historical Society in 1992-1993. 
One of the basic features of his work is very close to the work Matt Smith produced for Queering 
the Museum. Wilson, in an interview with Steven Dubin explained the philosophy of his art 
interventions, resembling to what Smith sought to achieve although from the different perspective of 
sexual diversity: 

I disrupt the standard way of looking at museums. . . . Museums pride themselves on being 
objective, and they don’t want you to believe that there’s a view that they’re producing. And 
so to sort of pierce that is what they’re all afraid of. It’s really [about] how it’s been done and 
how they want to keep it. 

(1999: 14) 
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Figure 15: Promotional leaflet of Queering the Museum exhibition 
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Figure 16: Queering the Museum map trail, included in the exhibition’s promotional leaflet. 
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Figure 17: Carnation Cape (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. 
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Figure 18: Accompanying label for Carnation Cape (2010). 
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Across the rest of the nine galleries a mix of interpretive devices was practiced to 

unsettle the prevalent heteronormative narratives of the site’s permanent 

collections. For instance, in Gallery 26, the artist identified one of the most typical 

implicit techniques reinforcing conventional views on socially accepted gender and 

sexual roles. One of the paintings on the walls of this gallery thus is surrounded by 

two statues, a male and a female figure. Matt Smith identified this case as one 

fitting exactly his scope to question curators’ unintentional assumptions on pairing 

two figures in a heteronormative way. Thus he replaced the female statue of Venus 

and Child with one from the museum collections depicting a man, titling it as 

Ulysses Bending the Bow (Figure 19).  
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Figure 19: Ulyssess Bending the Bow  (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and 

Art Gallery. 
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In addition, another form of critique was made against the lack of provision in social 

history collections for the stories of sexual minorities. Particularly the display case 

in Gallery 33 featuring as Why do we celebrate certain events in our lives? 

included a civil partnership card from a male same sex ceremony (Figure 20, 

Figure 21) throughout the duration of Queering the Museum whereas in Gallery 5 a 

newly made ceramic by white earthenware featuring two males as a couple, one in 

dress and one in trousers, replace the permanent exhibit of a male and female 

couple to enhance the portrayal of a more diverse picturing of marital ceremonies 

in contemporary society (Figure 22, Figure 23).  
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Figure 20: Civil Partnership Card (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art 

Gallery. 
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Figure 21: Accompanying label for Civil Partnership Card (2010). 
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Figure 22: Civil Partnership Figure Group (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum 

and Art Gallery. 

 

 

Figure 23: Accompanying label for Civil Partnership Figure Group (2010). 
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The project also attempted to shed light on two strands of the LGBTQ community 

usually disregarded even within the community itself. References to the 

experiences of lesbians and transexuals were made, however, it should be noted 

that the vast majority of Smith’s interventions had strong links to the male gay 

perspective. As a result, in Gallery 21 visitors would come across a stand-alone 

display case focusing on the hard times experienced by people who are at odds 

with the gender they were ascribed. Specifically, a ceramic white figure recoiling 

from her reflection in a white ceramic mirror from the museum collections was 

placed on a floating shelf along with several colourful ceramic figurines made by 

Smith at the bottom of the shelf (Figure 24, Figure 25).  

As for female same sex desire, the artist created two ceramic female figures on a 

small ceramic plinth base to make a short reference to Eleanor Butler and Sarah 

Ponsonby who lived together in Wales (Figure 26). Although, as so often with 

LGBT histories, no consensus has been reached regarding whether the two of 

them were in a sexual relationship or not (Dixon 2002; Carradice 2010), Smith 

included their story in the project, managing to overcome the typical complexity of 

labelling someone in the past with contemporary notions, stating that they ‘bonded 

by “something more tender still than friendship” and lived there together for 51 

years’ (accompanying label, Figure 27). Furthermore, a second item in the same 

gallery titled as The Orange Seller was installed as a tribute to the lesbian novelist 

Jeanette Winterson and particularly her award winning novel of Oranges are not 

the only fruit (Figure 28, Figure 29).  

Finally, the artist employed the use of humour in order to present specific 

stereotypes considering gay types. In Gallery 23, a display case with two levels 

presented on the top two salt-glazed ceramic bears whereas at the bottom a 

stuffed otter was placed along with a third salt-glazed ceramic bear (Figure 30, 

Figure 31, Figure 32). Otters and bears were intentionally brought together to 

illustrate two common male gay types: thin and fat hairy men respectively. 

Nonetheless, despite the crafty application of humour to portray a couple of gay 
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stereotypes, the general public, unfamiliar with such classifications, would probably 

need to read the label to grasp the underpinning humourous tone of the artist.  
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Figure 24: Reflection (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. 
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Figure 25: Accompanying label for Reflection (2010). 
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Figure 26: Ladies of Llangollen (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art 

Gallery. 

 

 

Figure 27: Accompanying label for Ladies of Llangollen (2010). 
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Figure 28: The Orange Seller (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art 

Gallery. 

 

 

Figure 29: Accompanying label for The Orange Seller (2010).	  
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Figure 30: Stereotypes (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. 
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Figure 31: Stereotypes (2010). Photo credit: © Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. 
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Figure 32: Accompanying label for Stereotypes (2010). 
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The transgression of normative barriers  

The previous descriptive introduction into the particularities of both cases under 

study and the background of the sites hosting them was the basis for the in-depth 

investigation on their underlying patterns and overarching ideas. The next 

discussion develops around two distinctive common threads, underpinning the two 

case studies, reflecting the way in which Queering the Museum and Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs were assessed as remarkable examples of sexual 

minorities’ cultural inclusion both by members of the exhibition teams and myself:  

a) a sense of normalcy in that sexual difference is part of ordinary life and as 

such was treated and subtle inclusions of non-heteronormative aspects of 

love and partnerships through the adoption of interventions spread across 

the galleries of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery; and use of an 

‘umbrella’ title like ‘hitched’ instead of words with more explicit 

heteronormative connotations such as ‘brides and grooms’ or ‘unveiled’30 

b) an intriguing manipulation of stereotypes for the benefit of the commonly 

distorted portrayal of individuals identified as LGBTQ, seeking to escape 

biased depictions and present sexual difference as a concept with diverse 

meanings and interpretations. 

The specific positive interpretation of these elements was mainly informed by 

theories considering the key role of genuine representation in the public perception 

and appraisal of disadvantaged and usually misrepresented community groups. In 

particular, the ideas of Nancy Fraser, an American critical theorist who has written 

a substantial amount of work regarding social justice, were regarded as a useful 

lens to consider the social value of similar projects. She, thus, proposes a very 

compelling understanding of a social group’s misrecognition by replacing the focus 

of the social struggles from reshaping a group identity to re-establishing its social 

status quo: 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 For example, a temporary exhibition at Western Australian Museum in Perth took place between 
8 December 2012-2 April 2013 with the title ‘Unveiled; 200 years of wedding glamour’.  
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[W]hat requires recognition is not group-specific identity but the status of 

individual group members as full partners in social interaction. 

Misrecognition, accordingly, does not mean the depreciation and 

deformation of group identity, but social subordination-in the sense of being 

prevented from participating as a peer in social life. To redress this injustice 

still requires a politics of recognition, but in the “status model” this is no 

longer reduced to a question of identity: rather, it means a politics aimed at 

overcoming subordination by establishing the misrecognized party as a full 

member of society, capable of participating on a par with the rest.  

     (Fraser 2000: 113) 

The application of Fraser’s proposition on the politics of recognition to the museum 

world could evoke an expectation from museums, as sites of visual culture, to take 

an active role in the politics of recognition of minorities experiencing discrimination 

and prejudice. Elsewhere, Crooke (2007: 91) reflects on Charles Taylor’s analysis 

of multiculturalism association with the politics of recognition (1994) and, 

influenced by his statements, reaches a similar conclusion, describing museums 

‘as places that can provide recognition of worth’. On that account, the particular 

combination of ordinariness, subtlety and unexpected use of stereotypes in sexual 

diversity portrayal might attest to a theoretical framework of museum practice 

within which both exhibition teams worked, resulting in an unconventional portrayal 

of sexual difference. Re-framing sexual otherness around such notions seems to 

me as a pivotal strategy to gradually object to and shake the foundations of 

heteronormativity in museums’ collections and programming. Its actual impact on 

visitors’ thinking, however, although considered in Chapter 6 at a small-scale, looks 

to be the next major research step to better investigate the level of influence on 

how people engaging with a project of this type might reflect on their own 

perceptions of the sexual ‘other’, especially in less open-minded contexts. That 

being the case, reviewing Queering the Museum, Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs and future similar exhibitions through the lens suggested by Fraser, it is 

argued that innovative, indirect and unprejudiced references to sexual minorities 
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within museum and gallery collections are promising contributing factors in the re-

establishment of non-heterosexual people’s status quo as equal and respectable 

members of the cultural sector, and society in general.  

 

‘A very unexciting way’ 

The title of this section is borrowed from a statement made by the artist and curator 

Matt Smith (BMAG) when he was asked about his expectations on how LGBTQ 

representation should look in the future: 

But I want to see LGBT incorporated with the rest of the population in most 

exhibitions in a very unexciting way.  

The way he imagines the future portrayal of sexual diversity in museum spaces 

was understood as applicable to both of my case studies. Normalisation and 

subtlety were qualities raised by staff members and were all interpreted as 

contributors in ‘a very unexciting’ depiction of sexual difference. What they also 

seem to signify is the shying away from the curatorial repertoire of exoticising 

sexual otherness. In his analysis of how museums construct the ‘other’, mainly on 

the grounds of ethnicity and race, Ivan Karp considers the exoticising and 

assimilating formation of the other, pointing out that: 

Exoticizing showcases the differences between the cultural group being 

displayed and the cultural group doing the viewing, while assimilating 

highlights the similarities. Whether we are describing a text or an exhibition, 

otherness is either made strange by exoticizing or made familiar by 

assimilating.  

      (1991b: 10) 

Interview responses thus suggest a predisposition towards the assimilationist 

strategy, probably reflecting their own view on sexual diversity and how it should 

be represented in museums (Karp 1991b: 11). The sexual other is exhibited on an 
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equal footing along with and not separately from the familiar, that is the 

heterosexual majority. Apparently, exhibition staff aimed, as their comments reveal, 

at publicly recognising the sexual and cultural diversity of contemporary society 

through a more inclusive means. These methods are thought to unite what is 

perceived as sexually normal and familiar (at least for the heterosexual majority of 

the public) with the sexual ‘other’ (sexual minorities), either under a shared 

exhibition title or in a shared space, without diminishing or over-valuing a single 

culture or social group, ‘to assert that the people of other cultures are no different 

in principle than the producers and consumers of their images’ (Karp 1991b: 11).  

 

Normalcy  

The first conceptual element shaping the curatorial strategy was the idea of 

‘normalising’ what is popularly perceived at odds with the social expected hetero-

norms. Usually museum exhibitions tend to challenge heteronormative narratives 

very ‘locally’ through the maintenance of spatial and conceptual distance between 

exhibits perceived as heteronormative and non-heteronormative. Contrary to this 

practice, Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs were 

viewed as opportunities to actually unsettle this persistence and through their 

distinctive techniques attempt to present a more conclusive suggestion of what is 

thought as the ‘norm’. In other words, rather than producing a special show on and 

for people identified as LGBTQ, both exhibition teams preferred a less ‘exciting’ 

design, therefore, in a way showing a preference towards the ordinary.  

During interviews with staff members a direct use of the word ‘normal’ and its 

derivatives ‘normalisation’ or ‘normalise’ were identified when describing 

institutional expectations for both projects. In brief, scepticism on practices 

favouring assimilation and commonly shared experiences rather than stressing 

differences between heterosexual identities and sexual minorities’ distinctiveness, 

often originates from queer and feminist theorists and scholars. Such positions 

lead them to express strongly oppositional views against legal advances, like same 
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sex marriage, which are deemed as attempts to prompt part of sexual minorities 

population – mainly gay and lesbian persons - to conform to ‘normal’ activities of 

heterosexuality (see, for example, Ingraham 2011; Conrad and Nair 2010; Reese 

2011). Basically, one of their main hesitation refers to the tendency of normalising 

practices to be primarily of relevance to lesbian and gay people, leaving other 

segments of sexual minorities outside of claims for respect and equality 

(Richardson and Monro 2012: 20). In other words, the pool of normalcy appears to 

open up for certain social groups at a time and not for everybody all at once.  

However, considering the utopian expectation of a total subversion once and for 

all, in the current thesis normalisation has positive implications, corresponding to 

the definition offered by Seidman, Meeks and Traschen: 

Normalization refers to a subjective condition in which homosexuality is 

described as natural or normal. Homosexuality is said to make the individual 

neither inherently inferior nor superior to those who identify as heterosexual. 

Normalizing homosexuality means that while individuals may still feel some 

shame or guilt, they describe such feelings as the residues of living in a 

normatively heterosexual society rather than as judgements about the 

inherently inferior status of homosexuality. Normalization makes 

interpersonal routinization possible. This concept refers to individual efforts 

to integrate homosexuality into the conventional social world.  

        (1999: 19) 

Personally, I view the last sentence of the above quote as standing for the whole 

point of normalcy in the representation of otherness in general, that is, full 

integration in contemporary society as an equally respectable (and respected) 

individual. Elsewhere, Japonica Brown-Saracino published a paper based on her 

ethnographic study on queer women moving to Ithaca, New York, in which she 

rejected ‘the literature's suggestion that queers seek either the safety of the 

“ghetto” or assimilation’ explaining that ‘many see residence in a place where they 

can be “out” about their sexuality while also living alongside both heterosexual and 
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queer individuals’ (2011: 370). She also reported on the findings of a similar study 

conducted by Wayne Brekhus, concluding that individuals identified as queer 

‘value integration over and above two alternate paths: assimilation and 

ghettoization’ (2011: 370). On that account, normalisation can also be 

acknowledged as a process of portraying non-heterosexual narratives as an 

integral and valid part of ordinary daily life on an equal footing with the rest of the 

population. 

From this point of view, thus, and with no intention to undermine the potential 

dangers lying behind the gradual visual legitimacy of certain marginalised sexual 

identities (male and female homosexuality), normalisation of difference, especially 

when it relates to marginalised and previously excluded or mis-represented 

communities, is regarded in this thesis as a positive attitude in the museum sector. 

Besides, elsewhere, Richard Parkinson, one of the main contributors of the British 

Museum’s trail on same sex desire, justified the museum’s decision to plan an 

initiative ‘embedded into the permanent displays’ to provide the chance for visitors 

who might otherwise not engage with a stand-alone exhibition on a gay topic, 

stating that ‘[b]y normalising it you stop people reacting badly to it’ (2013b). 

Likewise, a couple of interviewees took the same stance in favour of normalisation. 

Linda Pittwood (SH) designates ‘normalisation’ as potentially being ‘the strongest 

message’ to come through the presentation of a universal theme, like wedding, 

through multiple perspectives:  

I think just to normalise it and not exclude these stories, this is the strongest 

message. In a way, we don’t want to just sell an exhibition on a basis that 

might be these stories included, but we just want people to go away 

understanding that that’s part of the story, that’s part of the history of 

weddings or that’s part of the contemporary experience of life in the UK. 

This view is also supported by Simon Cane (BMAG) who confirms a similar 

aspiration hidden behind the spreading of artistic interventions across ten gallery 

spaces open to all visitors, mentioning, however, the possible dissatisfaction of a 

certain part of the public: 
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One of the strengths also I think is that it was mainstreamed into the main 

collections. . . and I think that maybe by representing LGBT issues in that 

way, it actually meant, it normalises it, it doesn’t make it different. It’s a 

normalisation process and some people might not think that’s a good thing, 

they may want to keep it separate, but that for me was one of the benefits . . 

. What I would say, I think, it’s that this approach with interventions has its 

benefits in terms of . . .  slipping into the mainstream, it’s normalising a 

discourse around people’s choices. So, I think that’s a positive thing . . . I 

wouldn’t say that’s the only way to do. 

The value of such an interventional character was defended by the artist and co-

curator Matt Smith (BMAG) at Museums Association conference in Brighton, 

stressing their strong preference for integrating his interventions in the mainstream 

collections: 

People could find a trail throughout the museum. It was very important that 

we didn’t have a gay exhibition off in a room to the side.  

      (Smith, quoted in Kendall 2011) 

Regardless of sharing the expectation of normalising sexual difference through 

integration with the rest of the collection, Linda and Simon’s understandings of this 

feature originated from different starting points and were obviously affected by the 

nature of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs and Queering the Museum. 

Linda, on one hand, conceptualises normalisation as the outcome of having 

included otherness as a significant aspect of the story to be told, as the product of 

a well-researched project offering an accurate presentation from multiple 

perspectives of the topic on display. On the other hand, Simon talked about 

normalisation as the direct result of otherness’ inclusion, likewise to Linda’s 

definition, but with an additional meaning attached, that of not displaying otherness 

as contrasting with the mainstream.  
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Furthermore, considering what Simona Bodo and her colleagues describe as ‘third 

spaces’ for intercultural dialogue, a comparison with the format of Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs in particular might sound worthwhile. In their study 

on intercultural dialogue they realised that museums tend to deal with intercultural 

awareness in certain ways, among which is a persistence of segregation and 

production of exhibitions on a minority's culture specifically promoted for members 

of it (Bodo 2009: 22). Their main proposition, as a direct result of their research, 

was a call for ‘third spaces, unfamiliar to both [sides], in which different groups can 

share a similar experience of discovery’ (Edgar, quoted in Bodo 2009: 23). 

Accordingly, the following statements of Myra Brown (SH) and Pauline Rushton 

(SH) for the exhibition they produced could be interpreted under the prism of Bodo 

and her colleagues’ suggestions:      

I mean it was presented in the way that it was presented respectfully . . . on 

equal platform with anything else, so . . .  you are not singling something out 

because it’s different and that’s what we didn’t want to do. We wanted 

obviously to address that there are different ways but they are all equally 

valid. 

      (Myra Brown, SH) 

Just that same sex people want to get married like everyone else and . . . 

that same sex couples are just like us but they are just same sex. 

          (Pauline Rushton, SH) 

Despite the lack of direct references to the view of Sudley House gallery spaces as 

third spaces, their expectation from Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

echoes some of the key features of intercultural dialogue raised in Bodo et al’s 

guidelines. Offering the upper floor galleries for exhibiting five community groups 

and their cultural traditions under thematic divisions, and not based on their cultural 

dissimilarity, was seen as a chance for the site to be equally respectful of each 

culture. More importantly, visitors from different backgrounds would inevitably 
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come across of all five of them due to the thematic division that bridged the 

distance and differences among these cultural groups.  

To conclude, normalising sexual minorities systematically is highly regarded as a 

positive feature of similar inclusive practices. The museum sector is a special site 

in terms of normativity, which has been served in museums and galleries since the 

cabinet of curiosities (Luepken 2011: 157). Especially in the case of the portrayal of 

the cultural ‘other’, museums cannot escape delving into normativity because, as 

Sandell concludes: 

Museums shape, concretise and legitimise normative understandings of 

difference. But museum practices are also, to varying degrees, reflective of 

and constrained by the normative consensus. The representation of 

difference in museums is socially determined and, at the same time, socially 

constitutive. 

      (2007: 184) 

It is possible then to hypothesise that this condition is more likely to occur in the 

future too, which would inevitably suggest that normality, in the sense that ‘sexual 

orientation was simply a normal and interesting part of a museum’s life and that 

people didn’t get scared that it was all about sex’ (Joanna Wade, quoted in Kendall 

2011), will be the sought-after element for previously invisible and disrespected 

social groups. As Timothy Luke concludes regarding the long-established 

museums’ association with normativity: 

We must focus museums as sites of finely structured normative argument 

and artfully staged cultural normalization. Art works, historical expositions, 

nature interpretations, and technological exhibits, as they are shown in 

museums, are products of an ongoing struggle by individuals and groups to 

establish what is real, to organize collective interests, and to gain command 

over what is regarded as having authority.  

     (2002: xxix) 
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Nevertheless, museum scholars and practitioners engaged with projects pertaining 

to discourses of normativity should be aware of the valid fears of queer and other 

scholars in that a gradual expansion of norms perpetuates the exclusion of sexual 

minorities’ divisions.  

 

Subtlety  

Subtle: 

1. so delicate or precise as to be difficult to analyse or describe 

2. making use of clever and indirect methods to achieve something 

Subtlety was a central element of the Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs formation, which, according to Oxford Dictionaries Online 

(2013), has a dual meaning as presented in its definition. Interestingly, interviews 

with museum staff placed the emphasis only on the second use of the notion of 

subtlety, explaining how implicit references to sexual diversity nicely blended in 

with the rest of the collections, minimising the risk of causing annoyance to visitors.  

In the past, a number of major specifically-themed LGBTQ exhibitions generated 

controversial feedback from the public and press. Negative comments and 

reactions often originate from conservative and religious circles. They tend to focus 

on sexually explicit images, that they find inappropriate especially for younger 

visitors, or on contemporary art items daring to challenge long-lasting traditional 

normative attitudes and institutions like the church or other ideas, sacred for a 

large percentage of the public. For instance, a huge dispute was caused due to the 

artwork A Fire in My Belly by artist David Wojnarowicz for Hide/Seek: Difference 

and Desire in American Portraiture at Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery (2010-

2011) resulting in the removal of this ‘anti-Christian’ video (Smithsonian National 

Portrait Gallery 2010) as the museum gave into the demands of the Catholic 

League (Manning 2011). Comparable criticism was targeted against another recent 
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project sh[OUT]: Contemporary art and human rights at Gallery of Modern Art 

(2009) where again not only media but also religious groups condemned sh[OUT] 

mainly because of a temporary exhibition Made in God’s Image by artist Anthony 

Schrag, the photograph Brian Ridley and Lyle Heeter by artist Robert 

Mapplethorpe and the Bible exhibit by artist Jane Clarke (Sandell, Dodd and Jones 

2010; Sandell 2012).  

Unavoidably then, museum professionals find themselves in an extremely 

perplexing situation. The fear of sparking substantial negative publicity has been 

one of the oldest excuses for the persistent rarity in quality and quantity of exhibits 

related to sexual minorities. In their article, Sandell and Frost (2010: 160) draw our 

attention to this partially true explanation usually offered by museums, stressing 

that: ‘[c]urators and managers sometimes invoke the reactions (both real and 

imagined) of audiences as reasons for not addressing issues that they believe may 

cause offence’. Their conclusion resembles the findings of Angela Vanegas, whose 

research in lesbian and gay representation in social history museums raised similar 

concerns, signifying many professionals’ reluctance only partially based on 

justifiable grounds:  

Some museums have excluded gay and lesbian material in response to real 

or imaginary local authority pressure. . . . Several [museum staff members] 

were afraid of complaints from their existing audiences and felt that sexuality 

was not a suitable topic for a family audience. And yet, social history 

museums have long been comfortable representing sexuality through 

objects relating directly to sex itself.  

                (2002: 105) 

Nevertheless, in support of the encouraging evidence recent studies have 

presented, re-affirming the imprecise perception of the majority of the general 

public as disapproving of ideas of a more progressive nature (Sandell 2007; 

Cameron 2010b), this study comes up with an alternative suggestion. Although 

from a different perspective, it further reinforces the fact that museum visitors are 
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more open-minded than has been generally thought, and therefore, museums 

should experiment with various interpretive strategies to promote social values, like 

respect for sexual difference. Curating sexual difference through subtlety might be 

the way to move forward for those still reluctant but willing to include non-

heteronormative stories in their gallery spaces.  

So, starting with Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs, the idea of creating an 

exhibition on wedding traditions from Victorian times to the present day with 

references to both heterosexual and homosexual couples was a deliberate choice 

to offer as wide a picture as possible on the topic. In other words, the inclusion of 

the same sex couple attending their civil partnership ceremony at several display 

cases, boards and text panels would eventually be characterised as subtle due to 

the simultaneous existence of other local community groups on display. Since the 

exhibition’s focus was not placed upon one but five communities (including local 

white English people), then, all the different sections would equally contribute to 

the final outcome, provisionally getting the same amount of visibility in two of the 

three gallery spaces (as the third one only addressed historic women’s wedding 

dresses). Though segments of the Sudley House core audience might find it 

offensive or inflammatory, particularly with regards to same sex and pagan 

ceremonies, from the museum perspective it was not regarded as such: 

I don’t think we wanted the exhibition to be especially inflammatory or 

challenging. But I think that people, that visitors would leave with a slightly 

broader definition of the wedding ceremony. 

           (Linda Pittwood, SH) 

A similar attitude emerged at Birmingham, despite its different format. Its 

conception by Matt Smith as a non-provocatory project (Kendall 2011), developed 

across the museum in the form of interventions, with the use of humour 

occasionally and the intention of provocation only in terms of encouraging the 

audience to question museums and their own thinking, offered a tone of subtlety in 

it: 
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The artist approach was a very subtle approach, had a mix of humour, of 

education. It was very visual and very playful and we felt that worked 

extremely well. 

 (Andy Horn, BMAG) 

There was a subtlety in his approach as well. 

         (Simon Cane, BMAG) 

This perception of the approaches adopted in both cases as subtle were further 

illustrated in two quotes, one from Simon Breedon (SH) and one from Toby Watley 

(BMAG), who pointed in another direction. In particular, implicitly and explicitly 

respectively, they compared their projects with specifically-themed exhibitions 

evolving strictly around sexual difference. Simon (SH), thus, thought of the 

multicultural framework as an element directing visitors’ attention on multiple 

communities and therefore avoiding the potential controversy in case an unfamiliar 

cultural practice had been singled out:  

But this isn’t concentrating on, it’s not bringing a massive amount of 

attention in one particular thing. It’s being broader, it’s being general and it’s 

covering everything which I think that’s the way to do. So, no. I don’t think 

there’s anything provocative. 

Toby (BMAG) made an analogous comment through his direct comparison with a 

recent portraiture exhibition Gay Icons at National Portrait Gallery, appreciating the 

subtlety of the project as a significant factor in promoting their project not as strictly 

an LGBT exhibition, explaining that: 

I never wanted it to be . . . ‘Oh, this is our LGBT exhibition’. I’ve never seen 

it like that . . . In terms of the museum, we never saw it like that. It was a 

contemporary arts intervention project, bringing contemporary issues into 

the museum installed collections. They happened to be gay issues and that 

was great, it was a bit more edgy and a bit more caught you by surprise . . . 
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But it wasn’t the LGBT exhibition in a way that Gay Icons in London was 

specifically branded . . . like that. So, I think . . . our approach is a bit more 

subtle, is a bit more considerable of the collections we’ve got and kind of 

maybe trying in such a way that it appeals to a wider audience.  

In short, both projects were created as two distinctive exhibitions with no intention 

to cause public controversy. Their overall scope was to visualise from different 

perspectives and aspects of the diversity among social groups without, however, 

drawing too much attention on the less conventional cultures. Although the value of 

such subtle framings of sexual difference rests in that they contribute to what Matt 

Smith championed as ‘unexciting ways’ of exhibiting sexual diversity, they might 

render sexual minorities invisible and hidden in the mainstream. For instance, a 

research that was conducted in the Netherlands in 2008 on the effect on the LGBT 

community of their growing formal recognition revealed the ambiguity integration 

might bring. In particular, the researcher, Brandon Andrew Robinson raised his 

concern, based on his study, that what he describes as assimilation can result in 

contradictory outcomes for the LGBT community, claiming that: 

The Dutch LGBT community may think that by assimilating they have 

achieved acceptance, but the community, through assimilation, has been 

required to become invisible in order to be recognized-a conundrum in itself 

and not genuine equality.  

      (2012: 332) 

Eventually, nonetheless, if the museum sector aspires to the inclusion of the 

history of sexual minorities on an equal footing with permanent collections ascribed 

the same value like any regular exhibit in display cases, then, Queering the 

Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs communicate two patterns 

for this achievement. 
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A critical approach to stereotyping 

The findings of the current study regarding the treatment of stereotypes on gender 

and sexuality are consistent with museums’ social purpose to work towards the 

promotion of positive representations of disadvantaged groups. This also accords 

with earlier observations, which showed that the decision to work within a unifying 

narrative in combination with the content of exhibits on display can actually 

contribute to the positive depiction of a community which often tends to draw 

negative or stereotypical publicity. It is interesting, then, to note that in both cases 

under study the principal scope was to challenge conventional perceptions on 

gender and sexuality attributes and roles, despite the distinctiveness of each 

implemented technique. In fact, their careful handling of stereotypical images might 

be recognised as two versions of how generalised stereotypes on those not 

abiding by the heteronorms can be thought-provoking for those people holding 

such views. Broadly speaking, there seems to be three general promising methods 

of tackling stereotypes, as Charles Stangor, a well-known professor of psychology 

with a significant amount of research on stereotypes, has been proposing (Stangor 

2000; Stangor, Sechrist and Jost 2001; Stangor and O’Brien 2010). For instance, 

Stangor elaborates:  

In general, there are three types of change in beliefs that can help reduce 

negative intergroup encounters. Perhaps the most obvious change involves 

creating more positive perceptions of the group as a whole. . . . If we change 

the perceptions of the variability of a group such that the individual no longer 

believes that all of the group members are the same, we have also reduced 

stereotyping . . .  Finally, we will have been successful if we have been able 

to reduce the tendency for an individual to use social categories when 

judging others, with the result that they are more likely to individuate others 

instead. 

                  (2000: 15) 
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Likewise, scholars from cultural studies suggest similar counter strategies for 

conventional generalisations about members of minority social groups. Stuart 

Hall’s examination of racial stereotyping, for example, explains how the positive 

reconsideration of widely held negative beliefs or the persistence on positive 

depictions instead of detrimental ones might contribute to the  unsettling of popular 

stereotypes (Hall 1997c: 270-274). 

Surprisingly, then, interview data with staff members detected evidence of two of 

the most common processes, that of focusing on positive portrayal and on 

unsettling the falsely applied one-dimensional ‘truth’ about all members of the 

LGBTQ community. Contrary to public expectations on what an exhibition on 

marriage traditions and costumes might cover, Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs sought to surprise its audience from the very first moment. The 

unconscious immediate male-to-female perception of forming a formal ceremony to 

publicly state a couple’s relationship is symbolically subverted before the exhibition 

even took its actual form. This finding is evident in the neutral title of the project 

avoiding the use of gender-based phrases, and instead, promoting as an exhibition 

about getting ‘Hitched’. This was justified by Pauline Rushton (SH) as follows: 

The last time we did an exhibition on wedding dresses here at Liverpool was 

in 1993 and I think it was called ‘Brides’. So, that tells you it’s just about 

traditional women, clothes for women in weddings. And it wasn’t even about 

grooms; it was just about brides. So, this time now I choose -and it was 

funny- I only chose it as a kind of joke ‘oh, we can’t use brides, we can’t use 

anything to do with the female side of things’, because I intended from the 

beginning to do gay weddings as well. So, I had to think of a title that 

covered everything without being specific to anyone . . . and that’s why I 

thought . . . about it ‘Oh I know, what about ‘Hitched’?’ because all five can 

get hitched. And they liked it and in the end the marketing department just 

told me ‘oh we like that title so let’s stick with it.  

The right choice of a title is a quite common technique for a museum to clearly set 

from the beginning, even implicitly, its overarching scope. For instance, as Nelia 
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Dias explained, the Musee du Quai Branly in Paris adopted a name based on its 

location, resembling the alternative naming of the Musee de l’Homme, in order to 

demonstrate its dedication to cultural diversity and refrain from public perception of 

it as just an ethnographic institution: 

Dedicated to the display of cultural diversity, this new museum explicitly 

aims to be distinct from an ethnographic museum-thus its name, reflecting 

its own geographical location and not any specific ethnographical focus-as 

well as from the embracing view of the study of man-incorporating physical 

anthropology, ethnology, and prehistoric archaeology-pioneered long ago by 

the Musee de l’Homme. 

        (Dias 2008: 125) 

But, an alternative title was not the only indicator of avoiding the inclination to think 

of marriages as an institution mostly appealing to women, and obviously to 

heterosexual ones. This message was further reinforced by the deliberate inclusion 

of a male same sex couple instead of a female one. The curator’s expectation was 

not about producing a one-dimensional show with the focus lying only on the 

female heterosexual perspective of a wedding or civil ceremony. Rather, she 

shared her ambition to challenge the conventional view of a wedding as a notion 

mainly appealing to women, in terms of gender, and to heterosexuals, in terms of 

sexual orientation. For this exact reason, as she explained, same sex civil 

partnership inclusion was about two men getting hitched instead of two women, 

because the latter might be perceived as a downside inhibiting gender diversity. 

Especially when this choice of a male same sex couple is examined together with 

the selection of an abstract term in the title, the main curatorial strategy seems very 

methodical in terms of meticulously attempting to reconfigure the heteronormative 

institution of marriage, at least to some extent: 

I didn’t want to have women really, so I didn’t want to do two lesbians 

because we already had a lot on women in the straight side if you like. So, 

there are a lot of dresses. I wanted to do suits to even up a bit more. So, I 
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didn’t look at gay women . . . I did toy with it for a short period and there 

were a couple of lesbians I could have their wedding outfits from, who are 

local but in the end I didn’t go with that. And they were friends of members 

of staff or relatives. It would have been easy to get them, but I wanted to 

persist with looking for gay men because I wanted two grooms, to even up 

the show because there were a lot of women represented in the show and 

not enough men. So, that was the first decision. 

                (Pauline Rushton, SH)  

Interestingly, data from several studies in the past have reported the slightly 

different attitude of heterosexual people towards male and female homosexuals, 

particularly when it comes down to civil rights and especially same-sex marriage 

(Madon 1997; Herek 2002). A good illustration of how the public perception of 

same sex marriage differs depending on the couple’s gender is the study carried 

out by Moskowitz, Rieger and Roloff (2010) whose recommendation for those 

fighting for gay rights was to be aware that ‘[t]he resistance is likely to be much 

greater for [gay male marriage] than [for lesbian marriage]’ (2010: 333). The 

curatorial preference for a male same sex civil partnership, thus, unintentionally 

engaged in redressing another negative widely held idea of gay men as 

‘inappropriate’ for entering granting an expansion of their civil rights, including 

entering the institution of marriage. Nevertheless, it seems that there was still room 

for a more radical consideration of how to balance the presence of female 

heterosexuality across the displays, without at the same time undermining the 

significance of this curatorial decision. For example, one could potentially use the 

outfits of two lesbians getting hitched in a less anticipated way, such as two women 

dressed up in male-like costumes and not in dresses. Such an inclusion might 

have offered a more radical questioning of the prevailing heteronorms concerning 

gender and sexual roles.  

Still, the implication of this finding is compelling as it provides some support for the 

conceptual premise that meticulous attention to cultural representations of sexual 

minorities can be positively influential at many levels. This is further reinforced by 
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the selection of male suits that would not have been ‘flamboyant’. Considering 

hence the curator’s view of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs as an 

inclusive, diverse and above all non-traditional approach to such a universal 

theme, this additional preference occurred naturally too. In other words, in order 

not to fall into the trap of commonly found negative stereotypes perpetuating gay 

men with certain traits, the exhibition followed an alternative path refraining from 

one of these regularly applied characteristics: 

I think the costumes we were able to secure were really nice because 

obviously the couple had put a lot of thought to their wedding outfits, like any 

couple would. But they weren’t a particularly flamboyant couple, so in that 

respect it worked out really well. Because I think if it had been that the case, 

a couple that we came in contact with were more like those stereotypes, 

were more like visitors’ expectations of a gay wedding,  then, perhaps it may 

not have worked so well. 

           (Linda Pittwood, SH) 

One issue that I did consider was, what I wanted to avoid, was doing a 

pastiche of what people think gay weddings are about . . . I was finding it 

difficult to track down anybody and I didn’t want anybody who would had 

overall a flamboyant wedding . . . because I didn’t want to reinforce 

stereotypes . . . about gay men and weddings generally. So, I think that’s an 

important issue for you to know, that I was aware from the beginning I 

wanted to do something that celebrated their partnership in the way they felt 

it was appropriate but without sort of adding to the negative publicity that 

had been around gay weddings and reinforcing stereotypes . . . So, I just 

thought they were a perfect couple they looked very good together and the 

suits were just right . . . but they didn’t . . . become a pastiche of what 

people think gay men are dressed like and so for me that was ideal to show. 

And they had the Liverpool link as well.    

        (Pauline Rushton, SH) 
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Not having indulged in ‘flamboyance’ could also be interpreted as an unexpected 

positive quality of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs. A recent survey 

conducted by the BBC concerning the depiction of LGB people in its programmes, 

revealed that LGB individuals felt that BBC shows promoted a ‘visual identity [that] 

was biased towards stereotypes, in particular camp or flamboyant gay men’ (BBC 

2010: 176). Although such an impression is based on the media sector, it should 

not go unnoticed how discontented parts of the LGB community are with the 

persistence of ‘flamboyance’ in their public portrayal. Thus, it could be safe to 

assume that even though interviews with staff did not bring out this perspective, 

their decision might have an impact not only on the general public but also on 

visitors identified as gay. At the same time, it should not go unnoticed the danger 

lying behind similar decisions on avoiding ‘extreme’ depictions.  

By the same token, a supportive but slightly modified pattern was applied to the 

case of Queering the Museum where stereotypes held a vital role in the general 

concept. That is, stereotypes were presented as part of a wider picture hoping to 

reveal a range of LGBT identities that even within the community do not carry the 

same meaning for everybody: 

I think my overall aim is to try and show that LGBT is very fragmented that 

for everybody is a different thing. That there isn‘t a right way or wrong way, 

there’s also different ways . . . My strategy I’d say, I guess would be that 

LGBT is very huge, very diverse very messy and it’s ok. It’s gonna mean 

different things to different people and I’m very pleased about it . . . I think 

the exhibition relied to a large extent on stereotypes. But I think it relied on . 

. . different stereotypes. So, already it’s breaking up there’s one stereotype 

being a gay woman or a trans. And it’s saying there are. We are all working 

on stereotypes to some extent but actually it’s a very fragmented world. So, 

I don’t think that it’s one size that fits all. 

 (Matt Smith, BMAG) 
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Presenting a ‘fragmented world’ was the principal objective at Birmingham holding 

onto certain well-known conventional understandings of LGBTQ culture and 

history, but at the same time acting as a stimulus for revisiting one’s own 

perceptions in a way ‘that the perceiver believes that the stereotypes although 

perhaps true of some group members, are far from true for every group member 

and thus not very diagnostic for use in social judgement’ (Stangor and O’Brien 

2010: 860). In other words, this deliberate choice, made primarily by the artist and 

co-curator Matt Smith, over which familiar and uncommon aspects of expressions 

of sexual difference would be included in the final display, was potentially an asset 

in the museum’s attempt not only to be inclusive of sexual diversity, but more 

importantly, to practically reject static and limited understandings of it. It is precisely 

this fixation on a reduced impression of a certain minority group, like the LGBTQ 

community, that leads to stereotyping and ultimately to prejudice. In Katz and 

Braly’s view ‘a stereotype is a fixed impression, which conforms very little to the 

fact that it pretends to represent, and results from our defining first and observing 

second’ (1935: 181). On that account, putting on display the histories and 

experiences of sexual minorities with respect on their variety (and always to the 

extent it is directed by the exhibition’s theme, gallery space, and so on) is a 

promising curatorial technique for museums mindful of their social role. This was 

also highly appreciated by staff, like Toby Watley (BMAG), who explained: 

Yes, at points [the exhibition was using stereotypical images of LGBT 

people], but I think that was on purpose. I think Matt would say ‘but isn’t that 

the whole point?’ . . . It’s kind of making you rethink that because it’s 

showing how absurd this imagining is. 

Moreover, another remarkable suggestion of dealing with stereotypes was that of 

inserting a humorous tone. A representative example of this was the intervention 

with the Otters and Bears, with clear references to homosexual men labelled as 

‘bears’. Despite the lack of consensus on whether visitors’ amusement is a valid 

interpretive device, the creators of Queering the museum defended their choice, 

stating that:  
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What it did do was presenting completely stereotypical images but with 

humour. 

 (Andy Horn, BMAG) 

Besides, Simon Cane (BMAG) praised the use of playfulness in some of Matt 

Smith’s interventions, a feature not welcomed by all in the museum sector. For 

instance Heumann-Gurian (1991: 183) talked about the institutional reluctance to 

instil a humorous tone in museum projects, whereas, on the other hand, work like 

Fred Wilson’s has been praised, among other reasons, for his humouristic 

approach (James 1998; Berger 2001) . However, in the case at Birmingham, 

humour was well-received: 

I think it’s the right way to do it, to work with the collection as to . . . very 

varied and very diverse content of material and also I think the way we did it 

with the light touch at some areas, it’s very humorous. So, I think humour is 

good but that doesn’t mean to demean the quality of the message or the 

seriousness of the message in a sense. So, it was quite playful and those 

interventions were quite playful but also I don’t think . . . it allowed to be 

quite daring in his approach so there was a subtlety in his approach as well. 

         (Simon Cane, BMAG) 

Perhaps from an outsider’s point of view one might ascribe to such a humorous 

tone an underlying irony of museum practice and its unfair treatment of sexual 

diversity through the particular handling of stereotypes in Smith’s exhibition. In a 

way, the discreet interventions and humorous references to a number of ‘gay 

stereotypes’ across a number of gallery spaces form a kind of ironic critique. 

Museums, on the one hand, tend to omit these stories or maintain a distance 

between them and the histories of the heterosexual majority; while on the other 

hand, a large percentage of the public still holds on biased preconceptions about 

the sexual ‘other’. It could be then argued that such a reading of Queering the 

Museum objective resembles Henrietta Riegel’s study (1996) on Fluffs and 
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Feathers; An Exhibit on the Symbols of Indianness exhibition back in 1992 and 

how it embraced irony to redress the distorted portrayal and public understanding 

of native Indians within ROM. Similarly to the attempt through Queering the 

Museum to question the heteronormative prevailing frame, Fluffs and Feathers 

aimed at challenging popular prejudices against native people in ROM and 

Western, white-class run institutions. Both projects were critical of the prevalence 

of hetero-norms and white-norms respectively through an indirect form of irony. 

The following comment by Riegel -that could also be applied to Queering the 

Museum - explains this exceptional mode of interpretation: 

The strategic use of irony makes the exhibition relational and dialogic. 

Instead of merely telling visitors that stereotypes are dangerous to those 

groups who are stereotyped, the exhibition invites visitors to enter into a 

dialogue with another identity in order to experience these messages on 

their own. In doing so, it does not revert to an essentialist position on 

identity. It does not construct native people and white people as polar 

opposites. 

        (1996: 98) 

And she goes on to talk about:  

[A] form of irony that juxtaposes, that arranges objects into disorder, that 

goes beyond what visitors expect from museums. It is thus able to establish 

a space that is more dialogical. This has to do with the use of an irony that 

does not critique directly; rather it mocks, and throws our representations 

back into our faces. We lose, in a sense, the stability of a fixed subject 

position. 

        (1996: 99) 

Yet, a number of important limitations need to be acknowledged. Firstly, a 

complexity considering the representation of difference, repeatedly faced by 

curators, could not have gone unnoticed during fieldwork. Complications and 
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difficult decisions are almost unavoidable when minority groups and marginalised 

identities are part of a museum project (Crooke 2007: 93). The lack of objectivity in 

the formation and understanding of identities causes confusion among 

professionals as they are forced to make choices on fluid concepts like sexual, 

gender, class or racial identity. Besides, staff usually have an additional task to 

complete in terms of the portrayal of ‘otherness’, as they must engage with what 

the ‘other’ shares in common with and what distances it from the so called norm 

(Karp 1991a: 374-375). Andy Horn (BMAG) emphasises these matters, arguing 

that the decisions on if and how one should recycle conventional images is a very 

challenging and demanding task for museums which is interwoven with the 

discussions of the previous section on normality and subtlety: 

A lot of references in this work were around stereotypes, so there were 

stereotypes represented and also one of those big messages about how do 

you represent difference, what the difference is, if most people were . . . 

very similar to everybody else . . . So the question comes down to what 

does make people distinct. And as one of the difficulties is that if your 

identity becomes completely integrated and completely normalised, what is 

there that’s different and how is that represented? . . .  Then is that all that 

you have? Whereas at the past when people were more oppressed, they 

had to work harder to make themselves more distinctive and . . . more 

strategies for doing that. And also what we did include in this exhibition were 

some of these strategies about dressing up, that language about those 

things. 

Secondly, an issue that was not addressed in the interviews conducted with staff 

was whether their authority influenced their choice of which conventional images 

would be selected and left out in the portrayal of sexual difference. This 

‘hegemonic’ role of those in charge of Others’ representation has been reported in 

literature several times. For instance, Michael Pickering (2001: 75) from 

communication and media studies, reflected on the complexities emerging from the 

fact that ‘[t]he Other is constructed in and for its subordination, in and for its 
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“inferiority” to the self-in-dominance who has produced it’. Likewise, Kitzinger and 

Wilkinson, from sociological psychology and women studies, dedicated a 

substantial compilation of articles concerning this topic in their Representing the 

Other in 1996, proclaiming the inevitability of avoiding this obstacle and stating that 

‘[c]laims to objectivity and universality of representation have been shown to be the 

alibis of the powerful’ (1996: 10). 

Correspondingly, Jan Nederveen Pieterse, from sociological and global studies, in 

one of his articles criticises Ivan Karp distinction between ‘assimilating and 

exoticizing strategies’ as separate techniques for displaying otherness but with a 

single major commonality, affecting either strategy: 

Upon closer consideration, the two exhibiting strategies outlined by Ivan 

Karp, the assimilating and exoticizing strategies, are both hegemonic 

strategies, both defined from the point of the view of the centre: both are 

instances of “discourse about the other”. 

                (2005: 185) 

Therefore, even though both case studies handled stereotypes around sexual 

minorities in a sympathetic and constructive manner, contributing to the much 

needed positive cultural representation of them, caution must be applied. 

Especially when these findings are examined along with the notion of normality 

applied at sexual difference in both projects, one should not forget that despite all 

the good will to visualise sexual difference in positive ways, either by someone 

supportive of celebrating society’s diversity (that was the case in Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs) or by someone who is a member of the represented 

minority (that was the case in Queering the Museum), an all-embracing image of 

sexual and any other minority groups would remain incomplete.  
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Conclusions from Chapter 4 

This chapter gave an account of the two case studies under research, informed 

both by a literature review and interviews with museum staff. In conclusion, both 

case studies were two recent UK-based ambitious projects introducing rarely 

encountered approaches to sexual difference which both embraced what Matt 

Smith expected from his own project, ‘that there are queer histories everywhere - 

you just need to look for them’ (Moss 2010). In other words, the interventional 

character of Queering the Museum and the umbrella theme of Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs were selected as two exceptional case studies of an under-

researched museum trend, an empirical study of which could contribute to ongoing 

debates of museum theory and practice in relation to the cultural representation 

and inclusion of sexual, but not limited to, otherness. Furthermore, each site 

managed to portray aspects of the LGBTQ community through a less controversial 

and provocative way.  

Morever, comparable museum initiatives emerged in the past and as Sandell and 

Frost observed ‘a more inclusive approach of minorities does not always require a 

large number of objects or a separate, specifically-themed exhibition’ (2010: 169). 

Nonetheless, the analysis of my two case studies results in a more extensive 

research into this type of exhibition and adds substantially to our understanding of 

how museums and galleries might review their tactics towards the inclusion, 

representation and interpretation of sexual difference in their collections and 

programming. Two distinctive curatorial schemes were then presented and closely 

looked at:  

• the use of a unifying interpretive framework and of a generic title, avoiding 

direct connotations to gender and sexual hetero-norms, 

• the use of institutional critique in the form of artistic interventions through 

juxtaposition, re-interpretation, addition of new exhibits, created through a 

close partnership between museum staff, external artists and a well-

established festival. 
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These ideas about alternative inclusions of sexual otherness corroborate the 

findings of other studies, exploring attitudes towards a range of forms of prejudice, 

like Richard Sandell’s on St Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art (2007), 

further stressing the possible positive effect of inclusive curatorial practices 

organised around notions of interest for diverse social groups: 

[T]he use of universalising, thematic narratives is one interpretive strategy 

which museums might purposively pursue in order to explore cross-cultural 

differences in ways which enable and support non-prejudiced text and talk. 

                  (2007: 86) 

But, as was also brought up by Andy Horn, staff involved in projects related to 

minorities and marginalised social groups will always face the problem of how to 

handle difference regardless of the curatorial approaches they follow. For instance, 

Ivan Karp in 1991 drew our attention to the complexities of difference, which is still 

an issue as this research showed: 

No genre of museum is able to escape the problems of representation 

inherent in exhibiting other cultures. The two perils of exoticizing and 

assimilating can be found in the exhibitions of virtually every museum that 

devotes any part of itself to exhibiting culture. Nor are museums that restrict 

themselves to examining diversity within their own societies able to escape 

the difficulties described above. 

              (1991a: 378) 

In addition, as a number of scholars worldwide might argue, as previously 

discussed in Chapter 2 and this chapter too, when gender and sexual difference is 

the subject of representations, the decision of presenting them in a way that 

integrates the sexual ‘other’ in the public domain as ordinary, is potentially risky. 

Such inclusions, promoted from most LGBTQ organisations concerned with the 

human and civil rights of the LGBTQ community, are understood by these scholars 

as initiatives resulting in full assimilation of sexual minorities in heteronormative 
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practices, minimising the chances for a radical subversion of the prevalence and 

regulative force of heteronormativity.  

Bearing that in mind, dominant institutionalised paradigms affecting the 

representation of under- or mis- represented communities, like heteronormativity, 

should then be questioned by various means as there is not, and probably never 

will be, one way of offering a truthful account for any kind of difference, and more 

importantly, pleasing everybody. Heteronormativity, the centre of interest in this 

thesis, is based on the essentialist belief in gender and sexual binarisms, setting 

the heterosexual majority as the norm and leaving sexual minorities as the 

unfamiliar or negative ‘other’. Museums, as part of society’s cultural sector, could 

not have avoided the trap of the white, male, heterosexual, middle-class norm. 

They have, however, been managing to gradually subvert this situation, although 

largely in local and temporary ways. 

The two interpretive modes adopted at the particular projects examined at 

Birmingham and Liverpool carried on museums’ attempt to provide positive 

depictions of people identified as LGBTQ from a less frequent standpoint. As 

Chapter 4 showed, a combination of certain qualities distinguished them from the 

majority of past projects on LGBTQ culture. These features were appreciated as 

compelling elements working together for a more thorough subversion of the 

prevalent heteronormative thinking in exhibition making, at least symbolically. 

Unexciting ways of portrayal with an emphasis on normalcy and subtlety and clever 

use of stereotypes were understood as two principles for questioning the very core 

of heteronormativity: the inexplicable fixation on binarisms rendering the so-called 

two oppositional sides as conflicting areas between right=heteronorms and 

wrong=non-heteronorms. Thematic or spatial integration literally appears to break 

down the commonly placed dividing line between the norm and sexual ‘others’ by 

bringing them together on an equal footing.  

In conclusion, a tone of normality and ordinariness in making references to sexual 

diversity is one way to question heteronormativity. The tendency of presenting 

sexual otherness as deviant and extreme in opposition to the normal and natural 
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hetero-norms is rejected and is replaced by depictions of ordinary people’s 

experiences that happen to simply be different, not dangerous or immoral. This is 

further reinforced by a second type of opposition to normative standards through a 

focus on intelligent uses of stereotypes in order to unveil positive depictions but 

also those that will manage to reflect the widest possible diversity within the 

LGBTQ minority. Moreover, contextualising sexual difference among permanent 

and mainstream collections or in projects on themes of a broader nature with no 

immediate associations to non-heteronormative sexualities is acknowledged as a 

third form of resistance. Due to the predisposition of museums to present exhibits 

on LGBTQ histories traditionally within confined spaces separately from the 

mainstream displays, it seems like one of the core elements of heteronormativity’s 

foundation remains intact. Heteronormativity is based first and foremost on the 

strict binary distinction between heterosexuality and every other expression of 

one’s sexuality not conforming to the hetero-norms. Consequently, the subtle 

integrative approach exercised at Birmingham and Liverpool, although from 

different starting points, is valued in the current study as the third level of unsettling 

the heteronormative paradigm through its clear rejection of rigid dividing lines 

between diverse social groups.  

The next two chapters will delve further into the particularities of the two case 

studies. Chapter 5 discusses the motivations and expectations held by staff 

involved in the production of the two main exhibitions this research focuses on. 

Chapter 6 analyses the findings from a small scale audience research at both sites 

to get a sense of public reception of those interpretive repertoires, distinctive for 

the history of sexual diversity’s representation in museum galleries.  
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Chapter 5: Contextualising sexual difference: The 

preconditions and the anticipated impact  

Having analysed the principal contributing intellectual factors appearing to unsettle 

the commonly found heteronormative framework in museums and galleries, the 

focus is now turned to the practical side of my case studies. Chapter 5 unravels the 

specifications of the process adopted by the curators at Birmingham Museum and 

Art Gallery and Sudley House to develop a temporary exhibition which would 

encompass sexual diversity through spatial and thematic integration respectively.  

Therefore, this chapter is split into three parts by drawing upon the findings 

revealing the prerequisites of enabling the inclusion of sexual difference in these 

two distinctive formats to take place, the expected effect on museums’ 

sustainability (that is, on the museum itself and on its staff) and finally, the 

anticipated impact on museum audiences. The findings I collected primarily from 

interviews with members of staff and secondly from the museums’ website and 

official records/reports, revealed three major themes, presented separately in three 

sections. 

The first part of this chapter highlights the vital role of the two leading curators in 

initiating and developing these projects as well as the centrality to each project’s 

development of having secured internal and external support. Firstly, professional 

integrity and determination, mainly from the leading curators, was understood as 

another essential ingredient. Particularly, Pauline Rushton (SH) and Andy Horn 

(BMAG) clearly explained what role their own motivation played in initiating, 

managing and ultimately making these projects happen that would address the 

usually omitted stories concerning sexual difference. Secondly, internal and 

external support was mentioned significantly by several interviewees. It was then 

concluded that unless they had secured support from the staff involved directly or 

indirectly with the projects and established credible partnerships, Queering the 

Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs might not have been 

accomplished, at least in the final shape they got.  
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The second major theme emerging from the research I conducted was that of 

institutional sustainability. This was understood in the present study as both a 

precondition and an anticipated outcome, resulting in being discussed separately 

from the rest of the ideas analysed in this chapter. Both exhibitions then were 

perceived by a number of respondents as opportunities for their institutions to raise 

their public profile through key partnerships, to expand their target audiences 

without, however, overlooking their existing ones, and, to strengthen their socially 

responsive agenda.  

Finally, the last part, concerns the anticipated impact of these exhibitions in relation 

to the expected learning, emotional and attitudinal outcomes on audiences. 

Museum professionals revealed their expectation that visitors at both sites might 

end up with a meaningful and insightful experience. Obviously, learning outcomes 

were an understandable objective. But, it seems that they were not simply a social 

history and a contemporary arts exhibition. Consequently, the main objectives at 

both cases were not limited to learning, as staff had certain social values in their 

minds as well. Eventually, the particular treatment of sexual diversity through 

spatial or conceptual integration with regular exhibits might have triggered some 

visitors to rethink their own value system and attitude towards sexual minorities.  

Overall, Chapter 5 will shed light on the motivations, aims and  ambitions at each 

site – as well as the conditions which helped or hindered each project’s 

development - which, most of the time, were discussed by interviewees with 

reference to the deliberate use of integrating sexual difference within their regular 

normative narratives.  

 

The essential elements: The role of the curator and the significance of a 
supportive working environment 

Nowadays the cultural sector, including museums and galleries, faces considerable 

financial challenges affecting some of the core educational and social aspects of 
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their work, and at times forcing them to prioritise the securing of income and 

funding over their educational and social role (Newman and Tourle  2011; Evans 

2012). Besides, the introduction and maintenance of a socially responsive agenda 

aiming at increasing visual representation and cultural inclusion of disadvantaged 

and previously excluded social groups becomes problematic especially if one 

considers the lack of relevant tangible objects from certain minorities, such as the 

LGBTQ community. Nevertheless, highly motivated leading curators and innovative 

thinking in exhibition planning and development signify one direction museums 

could move towards. This urge becomes imperative notably in working 

environments where there has been a significant record of internal and local 

support for socially driven initiatives. Certainly, additional parameters must be put 

in place to overcome the frequent lack of funding and artifacts. But, the 

combination of current findings provide some extra support for the conceptual 

premise that museums might need to think ‘outside the box’ with determination and 

creativity at multiple levels, instead of merely undermining their social and 

educational programming.  

 

The personal factor 

To begin with, interviews with staff members evidenced very clearly that if it were 

not for the leading curators’ determination, then the projects might not have taken 

place at that time. This finding has important implications for museum practice, 

particularly with reference to LGBTQ inclusions in gallery spaces, and apparently is 

consistent with previous studies on sexual minorities’ representation in museum 

displays. Institutional homophobia is widely regarded as a negative determinant in 

museums’ reluctance to initiate a project in their spaces related to sexual diversity 

(Vanegas 2002; Petry 2010; Sandell and Frost 2010).  

As a result, the straightforward confession that both exhibitions were the direct 

outcome of Pauline Rushton (SH) and Andy Horn’s (BMAG) motivated work was 

interpreted as a sign of LGBTQ inclusion still being a matter of ‘the initiative, drive 
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and commitment of determined and resilient individuals’ (Sandell and Frost 2010: 

160).  

At Liverpool, the exhibition was a personal suggestion of Pauline Rushton, the 

Curator of Costume and Textiles at the National Museums of Liverpool. 

Specifically, the inclusive approach towards the changing traditions and 

perceptions of marriage was the product of her personal insistence on a depiction 

of an all-encompassing as well as on the creation of an imaginative picture of the 

topic that would eventually act, in her view, as a success factor. Her academic 

background in Social history in combination with her dynamic understanding of her 

work corroborates the ideas of Mark Liddiard, who stressed how one’s academic 

qualifications and personal attitudes act as two of the potential factors influencing a 

museum practitioner’s job, especially in terms of exhibiting sensitive topics like 

sexuality (Liddiard 1996). As Pauline Rushton hence highlighted:  

My approach is also to look at the broader social background things, 

because I was trained as a historian originally . . . and always looking at the 

historical background of things . . . I like to place them within the broader 

socio-historical overview which is what we’ve done with this one, at this 

particular show. 

This was similar to the situation at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, despite 

the fact that the original suggestion came from outside the museum. Queering the 

Museum was presented as part of the local SHOUT! Festival in spite of previous 

unsuccessful attempts in the past to bring this cultural event inside the museum. 

Rather, on this occasion Andy Horn, the museum’s Exhibitions Manager and 

member of the Visual Arts Steering Group of SHOUT! Festival at the time, 

facilitated this long sought partnership. Furthermore, his Museum studies training 

and academic background and his disclosure during the interview of his sexual 

identity accord with the earlier observation on Pauline Rushton’s (SH) drive and 

Mark Liddiard’s research findings, acting as an additional explanation of his 

commitment to the project. In Andy Horn’s (BMAG) words then:  
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The idea originated from the artist, but he approached us through the 

SHOUT! Festival, which is the LGBTQ culture festival in Birmingham, and I 

was already in the visual arts steering group of the SHOUT! Festival. So, 

there was somebody from the museum . . . which probably made [it] easier 

for somebody coming through the SHOUT! Festival to work with us. 

Because when they previously contacted members of staff, [it] hadn’t 

necessarily led anywhere, and we need somebody within an organisation in 

order to champion it. 

His critical contribution was further supported by the artist and co-curator Matt 

Smith (BMAG), who stressed how Andy Horn worked so effectively within the 

museum to make this partnership work and bring SHOUT! Festival inside the 

museum space for the very first time:  

I couldn’t make that happen without Andy backing it. So, Andy managed it 

inside the museum and made that happen. 

Nonetheless, contrary to expectations, personal morality was brought up once as a 

determinant by Linda Pittwood (SH), when she was asked to comment on the 

same sex civil partnership costumes and photographs. She confided that unless 

this cultural tradition had been included, she would not have consented to display 

her own photographic memories from her wedding day:  

Exclude any mention of civil partnerships would have gone against my 

personal moral codes. Because, I think, that’s one of the most important 

issues of the recent times around marriage, really, and the redefined 

contemporary ideas about marriage . . . I wouldn’t have wanted to be 

personally involved in such a way, if I’d felt that this exhibition wasn’t telling 

the full story of marriage . . . If we hadn’t any reference in the interpretation 

of same sex marriage / civil partnership, I don’t think it would have been an 

accurate representation of the modern experiences of wedding and 

marriage. 
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It is interesting to note that such an encouraging comment was received by a 

person identified as heterosexual, and, despite being only one such response, its 

value is striking in the current research. Firstly, this finding corroborates Sanders’ 

proposition regarding one of the facilitating factors for museums which strive to 

become genuinely inclusive of sexual minorities, calling for ‘cooperation and 

collaboration across queer and straight communities if progress is to be made’ 

(2008: 25). It also demonstrates how morality might be used in favour of increased 

representation of sexual minorities in museum collections resisting prejudicial 

understandings of morality as the monopoly of heteronormative attitudes. Actually, 

it could be also argued that Linda Pittwood’s (SH) explanation on how her own 

morality influenced her decision to participate in the production of Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs, as a lender and exhibition planner, reflects in 

practice the growing concern in museum studies literature exploring the complex 

role of museums in mirroring in their programming and shaping social moralities 

through their projects (Sullivan 2004; Cameron 2007; Sandell 2011). 

To sum up, the findings provided a set of significant triggers inspiring professionals 

to get involved in a socially inclusive exhibition with clear links to the potentially 

contentious topic of sexual diversity, involving professional development, personal 

morality and personal background. 

 

The precondition of external and internal support 

Under the circumstances presented in the previous subsection, Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery and Sudley House had to overcome budget constraints 

and the frequent lack of material within existing collections that could be used to 

represent diverse experiences, two of the most typified reasons for a cultural 

institution to seek for external partners (Kavanagh 1996: 126). Undoubtedly, the 

leading curators’ contribution was considerable in initiating both exhibitions, but, as 

findings showed, their actual impact was extended on a communicative level too. 



168	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Their role unravels as two-fold: managing external support through partnerships 

and nurturing internal support from all staff involved.   

 

External support 

Regarding the first point, the careful selection of the right partners and the 

establishment of strong foundations for future collaborations were basically a 

personal success of Pauline Rushton for Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

and Andy Horn for Queering the Museum. In the end, the loans of costumes and 

other wedding materials from individuals of various local communities enabled 

Sudley House to develop a multi-cultural depiction of traditional and contemporary 

marital ceremonies, whereas at Birmingham the artist and co-curator Matt Smith 

had been granted the appropriate funding by the Arts Council to develop Queering 

the Museum, and SHOUT! Festival was in charge of advertising the project.  

In Birmingham, Andy Horn, a member of the visual arts steering group of SHOUT! 

Festival, was approached about the possibility of having one of Matt Smith’s 

artworks in the museum galleries. The process, therefore, was easy to progress as 

two of the three parts of that partnership were already familiar with each other’s 

work. When Matt Smith was asked to elaborate on the first stages of the project, he 

explained:  

It happened quite organically. So, SHOUT! Festival . . . advertised . . . 

commissions for artist to apply. I applied for [and I was] given the 

commission. They asked me where I’d like to show my work in Birmingham 

and I said I’d like to show it in the museum. And so, SHOUT! Festival talked 

to Andy at BMAG and Andy agreed to meet with me and then, later on, it 

grew into doing cases throughout the museum. So, it’s a really slow process 

and it grew as time went on.  

After all, the idea of one single intervention turned out to become a much larger 

exhibition of 19 display cases across the museum. SHOUT! Festival agreed to 
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cover the marketing budget while the artist received an Arts Council grant to 

generate his project, ensuring that the financial hurdle would be overcome. As a 

result, the institution, through its Exhibitions Manager, expressed their interest in 

developing new collaborations both with a local well-established festival and with 

an external professional, in order to open up new possibilities for their 

programming, which otherwise would be impossible due to budget shortage: 

[We] really [had] two partnerships . . . the part with the artist Matt and that 

enabled the exhibition to go ahead, like being funded, because Matt got 

funded from the Arts Council . . . We couldn’t fund it from our own funds and 

also Matt came as an artist and curator in that process and he also helped 

lead the project, because he drove it through his own needs . . . And then, 

the SHOUT! Festival partnership gave us . . . a framework in marketing the 

exhibition, it gave us another reason for why we would do it at this time of 

the year . . . So, I think through the SHOUT! Festival we did a lot of things 

for us and also enabled us to reach out to or at least be promoted to LGBT 

audiences in a way that we don’t have that. And If we didn’t have the 

marketing budget, we wouldn’t be able to do anything at all. 

             (Andy Horn, BMAG) 

A final but equally significant strength of having secured a local festival’s support 

was the reassurance staff members, like Toby Watley (BMAG), got in reducing the 

risk of the exhibition being perceived as a provocative. As previously stressed, 

practitioners’ reluctance to portray stories related to sexual minorities is partially 

based on their fear of the public criticism. Yet, the recent example of the long 

standing partnership between the Gallery of Modern Art and Amnesty International 

in Glasgow, shows in practice how museums and galleries might benefit when they 

choose to collaborate with organisations positively viewed by the public (Sandell 

2012). Accordingly then, collaborating with an already established and popular 

local festival promoting LGBTQ culture, might ease such fears since the project 

would be part of a broader cultural event according to Toby Watley (BMAG):   
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But again, I don’t think there’s any controversy in the exhibition . . . because 

it was part of the well-established SHOUT! Festival. It’s been going on for 

many years, [it has] got a strong reputation. 

Nonetheless, despite the undisputable positive impact such partnerships might 

have on multiple levels (which will be discussed extensively later), LGBTQ themes 

still belong to potentially contentious topics. Some visitors were indeed annoyed by 

the content of the exhibition regardless of forming part of a local festival and not 

being a regular temporary exhibition (Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 2011). 

Perhaps museum collaborations with a festival (as in the case at Birmingham) or 

with an organisation not solely focussed on LGBTQ issues (as in the case of the 

Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow) might be beneficial in the way Toby Watley 

(BMAG) suggests. Nonetheless, it is my impression that reducing the risk of the 

public perception of an exhibition on sexual difference as controversial, requires a 

number of elements, ranging from the decision on external partnerships to the 

content, format and overall framework of the project.  

Regarding Sudley House, the situation was slightly different in terms of the external 

support required. Here, unless costumes, marital items and photos of members of 

the local communities had been secured, the inclusion of a same sex narrative 

would have been rendered impossible and, more importantly, the multicultural 

perspective on wedding traditions would have remained highly heteronormative. 

Staff members knew that the process of identifying potential partners to lend the 

museum their outfits would probably be challenging and in the worst case scenario, 

end up with no available costumes from a same sex civil partnership. Linda 

Pittwood (SH) commented on the process of reaching out to the communities and 

searching for the material that would fit into the exhibition: 

We were shaped by the loans that we could secure. So, if we have been 

approached with other costumes that they represented other groups in the 

North West, but we haven’t be able to source a good example of a costume 

of a same sex couple, then, there may be nothing that we could do. But we 

were really happy to include them . . . But at the end of the day, the content 
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of the exhibition was shaped by what was out there in the community and 

who was willing to lend us and be involved in the exhibition. So, I think in 

that respect we were letting that dictate to us rather than us going out there 

to try and find a thing which represented an idea that we already had about 

how a civil couple, a same sex couple conducted their wedding ceremony. 

In the same way, Myra Brown (SH) further expanded on some of the specific 

communities they approached and focused on the sensitivity the curator, Pauline 

Rushton, maintained at all times to make things work with those individuals: 

I think the few challenges probably were to identify where we could borrow 

material. I have to say Pauline is very proactive in that . . . The challenges 

that you’ve got to work with people . . . more sensitively when dealing with 

these issues, if people lending things putting their personal things on display 

in your venue. So, things had to be handled sensitively because you want 

people to feel comfortable, happy about doing that . . . You can’t just 

suddenly go in oh we want to borrow a dress, you’ve got to handle it in the 

right way. 

The issue emerging here in respect to the high levels of sensitivity and 

communication skills when collaboration with communities is being sought, accords 

with museum scholars and practitioners’ call for establishing ‘mutual 

understanding’ among collaborators as ‘a genuine aim from the outset’ (Kavanagh 

1996: 133). Furthermore, the leading curator stressed how demanding her task 

was in identifying a suitable same sex couple who would also agree in actively 

participating in the production of a museum exhibition. Consequently, Pauline 

Rushton (SH) had to identify ways to approach potential lenders with a certain 

concept in mind: a male same sex couple who would definitely not reinforce 

stereotypical images but at the same time would not seem too ordinary. For this 

challenge she noted that: 

Initially, the only issue I had was finding somebody suitable to use . . . from 

the gay community who was actually married . . . One issue that I did 
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consider was that I wanted to avoid . . . a pastiche of what people think gay 

weddings are about . . . I didn’t want anybody who had an overall 

flamboyant wedding . . . That was the issue for me, to find somebody who 

was suitable . . . At the end . . . through a member of the staff who is gay, a 

friend of his was one of the grooms . . . that’s how we’ve managed to track 

down the two suits. 

 

Internal support 

The findings of this study stressed the positive impact of institutional support too for 

developing an exhibition with a socially inclusive agenda, especially with its focus 

on a potentially contentious subject. At both sites employees made references to 

the underpinning philosophy of their organisation, with its foundations on social 

inclusion and respect for society’s diversity, and expressed their thoughts on how 

this inclusive environment facilitated the positive reception by the rest of the staff. 

Both institutions are shaped by policies advocating support for equality, diversity 

and inclusivity, and as such, their projects are meant to reflect these ideals too. 

Thus such findings provide additional evidence with respect to the critical role of 

clear and well-communicated policies on equality and diversity in advancing 

museums’ social agendas (Janes and Sandell 2007; Fleming 2012a). 

National Museums of Liverpool are among the most proactive cultural institutions in 

the UK in terms of the high volume of social programming that they continuously 

produce. Very illustrative examples of their bold socially purposeful philosophy are, 

among others, the International Slavery Museum being a site for the active 

promotion of human rights and the coordination of the Federation of International 

Human Rights Museums since 2010. Obviously, their social agenda is not limited 

to human rights campaigns but is extended at every single part of the National 

Museums of Liverpool with a range of projects and events, all targeting at the 

organisational overarching mission ‘to change lives by enabling millions of people, 

from all backgrounds, to engage with world-class museums’ (National Museums 
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Liverpool 2013a). On that account all three staff members working on exhibition 

development talked about the inclusion of a same sex couple at Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs as a direct outcome of the broader organisational policies. 

Myra Brown (SH) made a very significant point, applicable to museum practice in 

general, stressing the comfort and reassurance of the aforementioned policies 

bring to staff members, especially at times when novel ideas and practices like in 

the specific exhibition under examination are being considered: 

Because we’ve got a very strong inside policy of being diverse and 

inclusive, that has pushed things through . . . to back you up. It’s maybe 

hard for some organisations to do that but we’ve got a really strong base 

where the Director, the trustees, the staff, are all signed up for that, in a 

sense and that gives you that sort of back up to try to do something new and 

not feel afraid. 

Along the same lines, Linda Pittwood (SH) emphasised the inconsistency in the  

aims and objectives of the National Museums of Liverpool that would have been 

caused if same sex civil partnerships were excluded from an exhibition on past and 

contemporary wedding traditions: 

Well, NML is committed to diverse representation in everything that we do. 

So, we think to omit the discussion of civil partnerships, the representation 

of same-sex marriage would have been misleading and against our odds of 

what we are trying to achieve as a museums service. So, when Pauline said 

that she wanted to include the representation of a same sex couple’s civil 

partnership in the exhibition, the project team was really supportive. 

A similar opinion is echoed in Pauline Rushton’s (SH) comment, raising the issue 

of appealing to diverse visitor groups as one of the principal objectives for Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs but also for all the work produced in other sites of 

the organisation. For this reason, specific focus groups, including an LGBT one, 

are coordinated by the National Museums of Liverpool as programming 
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consultants, establishing links with the relevant community. She also situated 

institutional ambitions within the broader climate museums in the UK have been 

working in the last decade: 

So, in everything we do, is always . . . looking at ‘are we making this offer as 

broad as we possibly can to bring in the broadest possible audience and 

include as many parts of the community that we can?’. So, I think that’s the 

driver, that’s the general thing in museums in the UK, I think, certainly in the 

last 10 years, and also there are more focused staff groups that deal with 

those different areas. So, we have our own LGBT focus group within our 

house who pick up the issues. They weren’t involved in this exhibition in SH 

but they do pick up at issues about what’s going on in the programme and 

they can give advice or they can put you in contact with other people. 

Birmingham, on the other hand, as a multicultural city with approximately 30% of its 

population being non-white non-British, values the promotion of equality of 

diversity. Its city council is bound by the Equality Act 2010 (Birmingham City 

Council n.d.2) and regarding the LGBT community has been very productive. 

Birmingham City Council’s proactive role in LGBT rights is manifested, for instance, 

in their active participation since 2006 in Stonewall Workplace Equality Index  

(Birmingham City Council n.d.1) or their enlightened decision in April 2010 to 

commission Birmingham LGBT (Community Trust) to carry out a research on the 

well-being of people identifying themselves as LGBT and the daily issues they 

might encounter (Birmingham LGBT (Community Trust) 2011). Therefore, it comes 

naturally to listen to Simon Cane (BMAG) explaining how being governed by the 

social objectives of Birmingham City Council facilitated the production of an 

exhibition on LGBT topics: 

The issue for BMAG is that it is part of the city council. Birmingham City 

Council has very clear policies in place in relation to LGBT issues and its 

policy is absolutely an issue of equality: equality of opportunities, equality of 

employment. So, there shouldn’t be really an issue. 
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Interestingly, Andy Horn (BMAG) highlighted how the welcoming reception of other 

staff members actually affected the format of Queering the Museum itself for the 

better, as their supportiveness allowed for transforming the original concept from 

one single intervention to 19: 

Probably [there] would be a varied reaction to it across the museum 

depending on whether people’s area of work is familiar with issues around 

outreach and exhibitions, and also people’s familiarity with LGBT issues. But 

my colleagues on my level were really supportive of this exhibition and . . . 

we [found it a] great idea which is why we wanted to pursuit and also why [it] 

grew from being something that might be one or two cases across the 

museum.  

This level of confidence in both projects also derived from the influence exerted by 

two charismatic individuals who managed to communicate each exhibition concept 

effectively to staff, reinforcing the possibilities of securing their approval. At Sudley 

House the leading curator Pauline Rushton had this ‘inspirational’ role according to 

her colleague Myra Brown (SH):  

I have to say Pauline was very inspirational . . . She really was keen . . . to 

get assigned the whole team to work towards all that we want and it’s been 

a really positive experience.  

While at Birmingham this task was mainly undertaken by the artist whose 

‘engaging character’ transmitted the value of producing an exhibition like Queering 

the Museum according to Simon Cane (BMAG):  

I thought [Queering the Museum] was quite critical. It was in terms of the 

staff connection done in a very loci way, engaging people along the way, 

bringing them on board . . . So, it wasn’t an issue, I really don’t think it was 

an issue for most of the work. I think there are people who may have found 

it amusing, other people . . . maybe looked why we are doing this and how 

it’s gonna work. So, there it was about selling it to the staff from the first 
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instance and I think that that was done in a very clever way. Matt is [a] very 

engaging character, so people saw that he was very nice guy, very serious 

about what he was doing . . . [with] humour. He respected the work that 

other people did. So, he kind gained support from the process. 

However, such encouraging feedback on the internal support both projects 

received should be interpreted with caution. One comment made by Andy Horn 

(BMAG) confirms that sexuality and particularly non-normative sexualities are still 

associated, in people’s minds, with fearful reactions. A sense of uncertainty 

manifests itself in his words when he talks about having ‘a lot of people on board in 

the organisation’ as his primary concern with respect to the project development: 

There are a number of challenges. I think one was to ensure that we had a 

lot people on board in the organisation who would support it. There are 

everyday challenges: we took the project in a relatively short notice, six 

months, it was on top of our existing commitments which are already very 

thorough and very stretched. So it put pressure into resources that we 

already have. I was then uncertain how it would be received in the museum, 

so I made sure that the liaison with the staff would move quite quickly and 

so that I could indicate the level of support which showed that it was 

integrated into, it was strategically valuable as a project. 

Similarly at Liverpool, briefing sessions took place before the final plans of Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs, which is a common measure the National 

Museums of Liverpool are adopting, at least when issues of sexuality are on 

display (Tibbles 2012: 168). The scope of this move was to ensure that staff from 

various posts engaged with the exhibition would be on board and fully equipped in 

order to be able to interact with visitors and particularly with those who might 

complain: 

I think we are quite lucky here because the curator of the particular 

exhibitions is very proactive and [she is] coming to the venue here on a 

regular basis and she very much keeps people informed verbally. For 
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instance, [for] the next exhibition, she informed myself and the manager, 

probably 6 to 8 months ago, what the idea was and then kept us updated. 

That was the same [with] Hitched exhibition. She told us a long time in 

advance verbally and as it was getting closer she gave us more information. 

We then got involved with some of the initial meetings. . . . We know a lot of 

time in advance, which I think it’s [the] best . . . At least we’ve got an idea to 

tell people. 

           (Simon Breedon, SH) 

A similar response was received by Linda Pittwood (SH) too, commenting: 

We could have complaints, we could have had publicity, so I guess, part of 

mitigating these potential problems is to make sure that all in NML staff are 

kind of signed up to the same agenda really, that . . . we are debriefed in 

how to deal with any complaints that would presenting a unified front. If we 

are choosing to put on these exhibits it would undermine us if our press 

team was saying something different.  

 

Museum sustainability 

Museum sustainability is currently becoming acknowledged as one of the fields 

museum practitioners and scholars should pay attention to. Although there have 

been numerous attempts to define it, a concise account offered by Ambrose and 

Paine is used for this study: 

Museums, as public institutions concerned with change and continuity in the 

cultural and natural world, are well placed to promote the principles of 

sustainability or ‘resilience’ - namely balance, diversity and long-term 

thinking. 

       (2012:18) 
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The data drawn from interviews with staff members at both sites indicate, though 

indirectly as no straightforward references to the concept of sustainability were 

made, the belief among museum staff in the potential of Queering the Museum and 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs respectively to contribute to their 

museums’ sustainability to a certain degree. This was identified under three 

thematic schemes: 

a) Raising the museum profile and changing public perceptions of these 

particular cultural institutions mainly through initiating new partnerships and 

strengthening old ones with external organisations as well as individuals 

b) Diversifying the target groups and simultaneously maintaining the core 

audiences 

c) Establishing new approaches to museum work 

Needless to say that the desired impact on the institutions themselves in the long 

run does not refer to all three dimensions of what is commonly perceived as 

museum sustainability. The Museums Association in the UK advances the concept 

of sustainability in the museum sector as three-dimensional: environmental, 

economic and social (Davies and Wilkinson 2008). They even suggested a list, 

although not conclusive yet, of more specific forms of action that need to be 

followed by these institutions caring for their future sustainability (Davies and 

Wilkinson 2008: 6). From this list of eleven different steps, a number of them were 

viewed as projections of related ideas articulated by several interviewees during 

my fieldwork: 

• Strive for excellence, building deep long-term relationships with a range of 

audiences 

• Consider responsibly to the social, cultural and economic vitality of the local 

area and the wider world 
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• Respond to changing political, social, environmental and economic contexts 

and have a clear long-term purpose that reflects society’s expectations of 

museums 

• Plan long-term, take full account of sustainable development in all their 

activities and policies and work within available resources 

• Join with other museums, and other organisations, in partnerships and 

mergers, where it is the best way of meeting their purpose in the long 

term                                                            

       (Davies and Wilkinson 2008: 6) 

 

Raising the museum profile through well-thought partnerships 

A noteworthy finding emerging from the data on both projects was the expectation 

to challenge a monolithic public view of each institution and replace it with a more 

diverse one. Broadly speaking, Queering the Museum and the partnership with the 

local SHOUT! Festival might have helped Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery to 

raise its contemporary art and socially inclusive profile while Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs and the loans secured through its network with several local 

communities might have strengthened the socially inclusive profile of Sudley 

House and the National Museums of Liverpool. Even though such remarks were 

only made by a couple of interviewees, it was, nonetheless, intriguing to see how 

much value was placed by some professionals on the impact of these external 

partnerships upon the final outcome and success of both projects.  

At Birmingham, Andy Horn and Toby Watley raised an interesting point about the 

nature of their exhibition and the role of the partnership with the local SHOUT! 

Festival. Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery is considered to be a place primarily 

famous for its Pre-Raphaelite art works due to the substantial amount of its 

collections related to the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (Pre-Raphaelite Online 
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Resource n.d.). Nevertheless, the two interviewees revealed an institutionalised 

hope of promoting the museum as a more diverse place. Having noted the regular 

link in local people’s minds between the site and Pre-Raphaelites or other forms of 

traditional art, they both valued the change that might occur due to the radical craft 

interventions created by a contemporary artist and, more importantly, in 

partnership with a contemporary arts festival. Hence, Toby Watley (BMAG) 

recognised the effect of the interventional and contemporary tone prevalent in 

Queering the Museum:  

[It] certainly helped to raise the profile . . . Partnership working within the city 

and others is raising our contemporary art profile which is definitely … a big 

significance of the project . . . One of our initiatives is to raise our 

contemporary art profile at local level rather than at national level . . . Locally 

there’s the perception we are the place that has Pre-Raphaelites and 

nothing else. And so, asking working with contemporary art organisations in 

the city and around the city is a brilliant way of bringing to the people’s 

attention that there is a lot of contemporary practice that goes on within this 

museum, even though we look really old from outside. 

Likewise, Andy Horn (BMAG) confirmed Toby Watley’s words in that the links with 

the world of contemporary art might raise the institutional profile as a site for lovers 

of both old masters and contemporary artists’ pieces of work: 

It also enabled the museum to have a profile within the city in reference to 

other art organisations and cultural organisations. We would be seen to be 

doing something different than we might normally do. 

On top of that, the distinctive ‘queer’ character of a partner like SHOUT! Festival 

was praised too. The museum was introduced with the prospect of establishing a 

long term partnership with a local festival on queer arts and culture through Matt 

Smith’s exhibition. Such a possibility was welcomed as a chance for raising the 

museum profile in the eyes of a section of the local community, that of the LGBT 

audience. In other words, Queering the Museum, and potentially future similar 
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attempts, could open up museum spaces as of relevance to the audiences of 

already well-established cultural events and organisations. If one considers studies 

showing a typical negative perception of museums as highly heteronormative sites 

among sexual minorities (Sanders 2007; Levin 2010; Steorn 2012), then, it could 

be argued that people’s views might change for the better if a museum displays an 

exhibition not only related to sexual difference but also in collaboration with a 

popular queer arts festival highly appreciated by the local LGBTQ community. 

According to Toby Watley (BMAG), the contribution of SHOUT! Festival as an 

official partner was absolutely essential for the promotion and success of their 

project:  

[It] most definitely helped bring the project to the attention of a very specific 

audience. So, lesbian, gay, bisexual audience. It was a festival specifically 

for that, so, it helped in that way. I think, if we’ve been doing it without 

SHOUT! Festival’s involvement, it might pass a lot of people, [it might have] 

passed by lots of people attention. So, got the attention it deserved really.  

In fact, the partnership did continue the year after, confirming one of the primary 

institutional objectives as stated in their Audience Development Strategy 2009-

2013 (Birmingham City Council 2009: 24):  

We will seek to maintain existing partnerships and build new ones to support 

relationships with a broader range of communities. We recognise that 

partnerships require a lot of time and care, ensuring effective 

communication, trust, commitment and mutual benefit.  

With a similar event in terms of its concept, Queering the Portrait with David Hoyle 

on 19 November 2011, the enthusiasm and determination of staff was manifested 

by both organisations to maintain their collaboration in order to allow for the usually 

forgotten stories and voices of sexual minorities to be heard in the museum space.  

But, at Liverpool too, an analogous expectation for widening public view of the 

National Museums of Liverpool as ‘an inclusive organisation’ was manifested by 
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Myra Brown (SH). The curator’s desire was to display wedding traditions and 

costumes from four local communities of Liverpool, including people identifying 

themselves as homosexual. Due to the usual lack of relevant material in museums’ 

collections, the curator had to seek for alternative sources for the same sex civil 

partnership she wanted to present. For this reason, she contacted a local same 

sex male couple who had already done their civil partnership ceremony to ask for a 

loan of their suits and pictures of their ‘wedding’ day. Luckily for the museum 

organisation, the curator established a very successful contact with the lenders, but 

also with the lesbian and gay community in general, which could potentially lead to 

a future collaboration again. Thus, the conclusive and up-to-date representation of 

wedding traditions in addition to the civil partnerships, developed and sustained 

across several local communities, were presented in her view as encouraging for 

further participation of local groups through loans in the production of future 

exhibitions:  

I think it made a better exhibition and I think it also gave Pauline the 

opportunity to build contacts with different people who may potentially lend 

material in the future or feel that NML is an inclusive organisation. So, I think 

it helps change perceptions of the organisation but also, you don’t really 

know what the impact [is]. But I think it was a very important thing to do and 

it was great she got [these suits] and hopefully, that relationship that Pauline 

got [with] the lenders . . .  carry that through in future exhibitions in terms of 

building up those contacts. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that establishing external partnerships with 

local communities and festivals run by culturally under-represented social groups is 

promising in a number of ways. Yet, a plan of sustaining these relationships is 

encouraged and regarded as vital. Awareness is raised about the museum 

amongst members of these communities, as institutional openness and 

responsiveness to a diverse audience group is shown practically not only in terms 

of cultural representation but also of a more direct involvement in exhibition 

development. In other words, building long lasting and trustful connections to 
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communities or organisations is perceived as one way of rejecting a view shared 

among several people that museums are for the few. 

 

Diversifying target groups 

The results of this study show that the core audiences at both places under study 

were essentially the target groups of their projects. It is somewhat surprising that, 

throughout their interviews, the staff emphasised the importance of appealing to 

the regular visitor primarily and secondly, to the minority groups represented in the 

exhibits. A safe hypothesis about who is most likely to visit exhibitions specifically 

developed on the notion, e.g. of homosexuality, is that people identifying 

themselves as such or ‘gay-friendly’ individuals will probably form the vast majority 

of the audience. Well-known scholars in the museum field have been involved in 

surveys explaining how one’s personal background has an impact on whether or 

not to visit a museum and on which exhibits they will engage with. For example, 

Lynda Kelly, the Manager Online, Editing and Audience Research at the Australian 

Museum concluded from her research that:  

People wanted information from exhibitions that was relevant to them, 

enabled them to feel connected to the world around them, in order to 

become more knowledgeable about issues that will impact on them 

personally.  

          (2001: 5) 

In addition to this, two of the most influential scholars in museum learning, Falk and 

Dierking, insist on the viewing museum visitors as individuals whose choices are 

affected by a wide range of determinants:  

Visitors to museums do not come as blank slates. They come with a wealth 

of previously acquired knowledge, interests, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and 

experiences, all of which combine to affect not only what and how they 
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interact with educational experiences but also what meaning, if any, they 

make of such experiences.  

        (2000: 87) 

Both case studies resisted common practice and contextualised gender and sexual 

difference within a framework that could appeal to a wider mixture of people as the 

format and content of each project were developed to match this objective. The 

potential gains of engaging visitors consciously or not with the implicit social issues 

evident in Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

seem to have been highly appreciated internally. Contrary to expectations for an 

exhibition focusing on LGBTQ life and arts, interviews with staff in Birmingham 

indicated the priority given to the general museum visitors over the target group of 

sexual minorities. Even though the obvious focus was on a specific cultural group’s 

histories, getting to the regular visitor was the key objective: 

Actually the target groups as far as I am aware was really the general public 

. . . because of . . . bringing these issues of sexuality . . . out to a more 

general audience. 

           (Simon Cane, BMAG) 

You could say one of the target audiences most definitely would have been 

the gay community. But I think just say it was the primary audience may be 

misleading. I don’t think it was really 

           (Toby Watley, BMAG) 

Due to the nature of the topic at Sudley House perhaps exhibition makers had in 

mind the background of their regular visitors, which is people in their middle or 

advanced adulthood, and particularly women because of the widely accepted 

assumption that an exhibition on wedding might be more appealing to females, as 

Pauline Rushton (SH) admits: 
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First and foremost the target audience is the core audience at SH which is 

the older age groups because Sudley House tends to attract the older age 

groups. It is orientated towards females rather than males I think.  

Furthermore, in their Exhibition Marketing Campaign document (Flenley 2010) the 

theme is clearly described as an asset as it could captivate the interest of the 

majority of their regular visitors:  

A hugely popular topic incorporating both historic costume and weddings – 

this should appeal to our existing core audience of whom over 66% are 

female who stereotypically are more likely to make a decision to visit Sudley 

and particularly a wedding themes exhibition. 

Ultimately, several interviewees praised the conceptual integration of various local 

groups under the common thread of ‘getting hitched’ at Liverpool and the spatial 

integration of LGBTQ voices across permanent collections in Birmingham. From 

their perspective, their projects empowered both places to cope convincingly with 

the limitations posed when a special social group is targeted, such as the genuine 

risk for museums and galleries of overlooking a percentage of visitors’ population 

as opposed to another, during the process of identifying their target audiences 

(Reeve 2006: 57). This finding was thus confirmed by staff at Liverpool, further 

stressing that ideally their project would manage to strengthen their relationship 

with existing audiences and simultaneously open up to new audiences, such as the 

communities on display. Although staff did not hold any data of whether members 

of these local communities actually visited the site, the overarching intention of 

intelligibly displaying some aspects of Liverpool’s diversity in order to avoid the 

limiting focus on one single cultural tradition is noteworthy: 
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We always do define our target audiences that we are looking for when 

planning for exhibition. So, in this case we wanted to appeal to our 

traditional Sudley House audience . . . We hoped it would attract our core 

audience and also a new diverse audience. 

             (Linda Pittwood, SH) 

Myra Brown (SH) further stressed the value they tend to place on producing 

inclusive and promising projects, like Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs, 

based on novel ideas without having to conform to their regular curatorial 

approaches: 

We are looking to developing new audiences . . . Obviously, we want to 

keep those people who are interested but we wanted to develop new 

audiences and . . . I think to make it more relevant to perhaps the younger 

audience. It’s good to do that. . . . Just not going on the same route all the 

time. We are able to think more broadly and [we] want actually [to] address 

all these issues and make people feel more inclusive in that venues. 

Moreover, this particular case was perceived as an opportunity to actually raise 

visitor figures of site due to the popularity of the subject among their core 

audiences but also through the window it opened to under-represented social 

groups. In other words, the popularity of an umbrella theme emerges as an 

appropriate element for future similar attempts aiming at promoting certain social 

messages with respect to disadvantaged communities through a subtle 

contextualisation of difference. As Pauline Rushton (SH) and Simon Breedon (SH) 

pointed out: 

We also try to appeal to a broader audience than we have done before by 

addressing some of the smaller cultural groups in Liverpool. . . . So, it’s 

doing what we wanted it to do, bringing people through the door and that 

was the reason for choosing that subject matter. But equally, it was to do 

with bringing in new audiences to a degree as well, so what we chose was 
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the Jewish community, the Chinese community, which is one of the oldest in 

Liverpool, the Traveller and Gypsy community and then, something about 

the gay community. So that’s how we decided we were going to broaden out 

the visitor sample. 

          (Pauline Rushton, SH) 

So, in terms of getting visitors here, you think that’s the kind of exhibition 

people want regardless of whether it is about same sex, Traveller dresses. 

[It] doesn’t matter. It’s weddings. We all have experiences of weddings and 

we all like to see this kind of things. So, I think it’s a positive one because 

you know that visitors are gonna come in. 

           (Simon Breedon, SH) 

Speaking along the same lines, Toby Watley (BMAG) commented on the potential 

of Queering the Museum, as a project integrated within the permanent collections, 

to create the chance of core and non-regular visitors to come together in the 

gallery spaces, where Matt Smith’s interventions were spread: 

It’s bringing current and new audiences together . . . I think the issues raised 

were more of a general nature than it would just be about gay issues and I 

think, it’s bringing together current non-represented audiences into the 

museum setting. It’s a big thing.  

Nevertheless, his most intriguing comment was centred around the difference 

between the interventional style of an LGBTQ exhibition and a stand-alone project 

like Gay Icons at the National Portrait Gallery. In particular, he raised a number of 

persuasive points considering the likelihood of a topic like sexual difference to be 

appealing to a wide audience. Hence he elaborated on the potential gains of an 

approach like Matt Smith’s as compared to that utilised in Gay Icons. In his view, 

which reflects one of the basic arguments of the current study, an exhibition on 

LGBTQ issues might get the attention of a wider range of individuals if its main 

objective is not simply to raise these stories. Alternatively, an approach like Matt 
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Smith’s interventions has additional distinctive features other than the focus on 

sexual minorities as several single-focused museum initiatives adopt, such as the 

fact that it is about contemporary art and it is a form of institutional critique 

unsettling the museum’s ways of collecting, displaying and interpreting. Therefore, 

as Toby Watley (BMAG) suggests, the potential people who might have been 

interested in the show would include persons self-identified as LGBTQ, 

contemporary art lovers, people fascinated by art shows featuring a form of 

institutional critique and individuals interested in historical collections: 

I mean the Gay Icons show . . . you are badging [it] up specifically for a 

certain audience. I think [Gay Icons is] different from this . . . In a way that 

now would appeal to a wider audience . . . [In] this kind of projects there are 

people coming who weren’t interested in the gay issue but would be very 

interested in Matt as a contemporary maker and how, what kind of stories 

he . . . pulled out from these historical collections. There will be people 

coming who love our historic collections and just interested to see how an 

artist has responded to them and there will be others coming specifically 

because he has got LGBT issues there, contemporary gay culture as a 

theme. So, I think this kind of approach is of interest to a much wider and 

more diverse audience . . . I never wanted . . . ‘Oh, this is our lgbt 

exhibition’, I’ve never seen it like that. 

In other words, the integration of diverse cultures under a universal theme or within 

the permanent exhibits, was perceived as an opportunity to boost an institution’s 

audience development through the provision for the visitors already holding a 

relationship of trust with the sites and simultaneously catering for people who have 

not been previously given a compelling motive to engage with the programming 

offered either at Sudley House or Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery.   

Still, the expectation of reaching out for the general public also emerged from 

another angle. Due to the spreading of ‘queer’ interventions across ten gallery 

spaces, Matt Smith’s artworks could be noticed both from individuals following the 

trail but most importantly from people coming for a general museum visit, enabling 
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members of the audience to engage at least to some level with them. Interestingly 

enough, the displays were located across different thematic galleries, which in the 

view of the co-curator might have resulted in more people noticing the project, at 

least in the gallery of their personal interest. However, Andy Horn (BMAG) drew 

the attention to the danger of having more visitors engaging with the exhibition but 

at the expense of their experience value, explaining: 

It gave a very strong trail through the museum galleries that enabled 

audiences at different points in the museum, depended on what they do to 

come across that kind of work, rather than in one gallery space. They could 

talk to people in different ways . . . If  it’s integrated in a setting . . . where a 

range of people would be going through whatever happens, you are going to 

get a wider range of response, [a wider] type of visitors connected to it but 

possibly in the price of the depth of engagement to it. 

Further, Simon Cane (BMAG) brought up the idea of ‘tricking’ their audiences into 

prompting them indirectly to engage with part or parts of the Queering the Museum 

trail. Certainly, interventions on any sensitive topic like any form of sexuality non-

conforming to social hetero-norms, among permanent collections and without any 

signposting other than a green line on the labels of the exhibits would still irritate 

some people due to their religious or personal beliefs against such acts. 

Nonetheless, in combination with the qualities of subtlety and normalcy discussed 

in the previous chapter, the lack of substantial attention on the topic might have 

encouraged a more modest reaction to those uncomfortable with it: 

 

 

 

 



190	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

If you have put it in a gallery space, then people have a choice whether they 

are going in to this gallery space and they may look and go ‘oh what’s this 

about? It’s about, sexuality it’s about lesbian, gay, queer, whatever, I don’t 

wanna get involved with that’. So, they can make a conscious choice to 

avoid that gallery whereas an intervention in this way creep in up to people 

to some degree and again that was really good about Matt’s interventions 

out there, because there is somebody who may not agree with it but 

because it softens, it makes it easier to take him on board.  

           (Simon Cane, BMAG) 

Finally, a similar aspiration was evidenced in Myra Brown’s (SH) feedback as, in 

her view, the creation of unifying and inclusive narratives could attract people 

unfamiliar or unwilling to engage with part or parts of the themes on display if 

presented separately:  

There’s room for both [stand-alone and integrationist exhibitions] because I 

think if it’s just separate all the time, that can actually act as a barrier but if 

it’s interwoven as part of the bigger picture, I think that’s kind of beneficial 

thing because people who may just go to more traditional exhibition, they 

wouldn’t go to something ‘oh, I wouldn’t want to go on that, but actually I 

want to go to this one’.so in a way it provides a routine for people . . . So I 

think both are valid when it’s finding a subject matter [that] works within 

each properly.  

However, these kinds of projects where people might unconsciously come across 

exhibits related to a topic that is still perceived as sensitive and controversial, 

should be prepared with caution and good planning. It is very likely that such 

inclusions might cause discomfort to some visitors and consequently, have a 

negative impact on future visitation and appreciation of the site (Sandell, Dodd and 

Jones 2010). Further, the role of media publicity was also discussed as another 

potentially influential factor affecting public reception of an exhibition touching on 

sexual identities. It is true how controlling mass media can be, especially when 
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homosexuality or other marginalised sexual identities are on display in publicly 

funded museums and galleries, hence, the manifested anxiety of media reception 

being an anticipated finding. For instance, in 2009 the sh[OUT] project at the 

Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow received a substantial amount of biased 

opposing articles, mainly written for the Daily Mail, which actually shaped a lot of 

people’s reception of the project, even if they had never visited GoMA themselves 

(Sandell 2012: 206-207).  

Thus, at Sudley House, due to the lack of previous references to sexuality, the 

leading curator sought advice from a local women's group consisting of elderly 

women (typically the site’s core audience) to try out her ideas for Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs and as it proved, all but one was supportive to the selected 

approach to wedding traditions: 

In the beginning . . . I was giving a talk to a local women’s group . . . They 

were an older group. They were absolutely the target visitors audience for 

Sudley House. They were completely that age group and socioeconomic 

background . . . They came in to look at where I was doing the preparing for 

the exhibition . . . I gave them a talk about the wedding dress collection in 

particular and then I talked them in more detail about what I’m intending to 

do in this exhibition and I showed them the four examples . . . from the four 

communities and the overall response was very very positive. One lady 

recoiled and was horrified ‘I just can’t abide treating gay people as though 

they are really married and not, it’s not real marriage’ and this sparked a 

debate in the group. I just sort of stood back and let them debate . . . So, it 

was interesting for me to see how they reacted to the idea, before we’ve 

even done it. The vast majority of people said ‘no, we haven’t got an issue 

with that, that’s not a problem for us, we think it’s good that you’re including 

it’ and this one person was kind of on her own terms of views that she had. 

So, that was encouraging to me. 

          (Pauline Rushton, SH) 
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Still, at another point in the interview, Pauline Rushton (SH) admitted that despite 

their attempt to consult a sample of their regular visitors, there would be people 

objecting to the content, which seems to be true for any kind of exhibition as it is 

almost impossible to please everybody: 

I know people will not agree with that necessarily, especially people with a 

traditional background who have an issue. They would be possibly disturbed 

by that but I wanted to show that as another option to marriage. 

Linda Pittwood (SH), on the other hand, referred to their initial discussions on ways 

of dealing with dissatisfied visitors, highlighting, however, that according to their 

previous experience with Hello Sailor exhibition, the main source of negative 

publicity was derived by certain newspapers, which consequently reassured the 

low possibility of getting disapproving visitors’ feedback: 

I don’t know about challenges but we did have a conversation about what to 

do if people . . . if visitors did object to the inclusion in the exhibition . . . But 

we actually haven’t had any issues and again, although we are sort of 

prepared for them, we discussed what we might do if we had any issues. 

And for Hello Sailor, we’ve only nearly had good publicity, although when 

the exhibition toured in Scotland there was a really inflammatory article in 

the Scottish Daily Mail about it . . . It’s been difficult for me to anticipate 

challenges that we didn’t face with this exhibition and as I say, we had a 

very good response on what we have done this kind of program in the past.  

Likewise, in Birmingham, initial fears of upsetting people emerged solely through 

the interview with Simon Cane (BMAG). He particularly elaborated on the 

controversy laying behind the topic of LGBTQ culture and how it might be picked 

up by media or individuals as an inappropriate project presented in a publicly 

funded institution:  

My thoughts were ‘what will the media response be to  . . . an exhibition 

about sexualities’ . . . . Sexuality potentially is always going to be 
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[provocative] . . . particularly for the more right wing and even the 

mainstream press. We’ve seen all that before. So, there was a definite 

possibility that there will be a negative response.  Alongside that there was 

also the possibility for a negative political response . . . In the past we had 

interventions from politicians that relate to even issues such as nudity or 

looking particularly contemporary art issues where artists may be more 

aggressive or . . . in our interpretations. So, there was a real danger, not 

dangers. . . . There was a possibility that it would be picked up in a negative 

way by the press and that could have fed out the public response. That was 

one of the things I was expecting, the higher level of public comment, 

negative public comment simply because of the subject matter. 

He even drew attention to the risk of causing controversy due to the spreading of 

Matt Smith’s interventions across multiple galleries, as their availability all around 

the museum space might become visible by school groups visiting the site: 

I hope . . . that the idea is [that] it would make [the] museum . . . cause 

debate, which I think museums . . . should be doing. . . .So, entering into a 

discourse about . . . choices around their sexuality is potentially contentious 

because . . . we have a lot of school children coming through other things, 

so it can be contentious.  

Yet, the potential gains of gradually integrating sexual otherness (but also other 

forms of disadvantaged identities) among a museum’s regular permanent 

collections cannot be dismissed because of the likelihood of displeasing part of the 

audience. Developing an exhibition with a more diversified target audience in mind 

will eventually bring people in both from core and new audiences. However, 

appealing to a wider range of people is not enough by its own to attract the desired 

communities, as other factors, like quality of the exhibition, charging fee, and so 

on, affect one’s decision to make a visit. In fact, as it will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 6, some of the visitors who were uncomfortable with such topics 

actually appeared more open to this subtle inclusion of sexual diversity as 

compared to more noticeable and explicit displays, which was certainly a positive 
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outcome originating from the museums’ intention to appeal to a more diverse 

crowd.  

 

Establishing new approaches to museum work 

An encouraging outcome of this study was the boost in museum personnel’s 

confidence in pursuing projects of such nature and format in the future. The idea of 

gaining more confidence was mainly apparent in all three interviews with staff 

members of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, as it was the first time they 

developed an exhibition on sexual minorities and in the format of artistic 

interventions across several gallery spaces. In a way it was felt that Queering the 

Museum was perceived as a learning experience informing their skills and 

expertise especially with respect on working with sexuality and its portrayal: 

It’s been very good for [the] museum because it’s given the confidence in 

doing projects like this and it’s been seen as . . . a way of working in a 

museum. 

   (Andy Horn, BMAG) 

But I hope that it gives us the [chance] to . . . comfortably tackling those 

issues in museum future and being prepared . . . to engage with these 

issues. 

           (Simon Cane, BMAG) 

It has been usually admitted within the sector that one of the excuses for not 

dealing with sexual minorities is the fear of the negative response, a fear that might 

be enlarged if an institution has never touched on such a sensitive topic before. 

Yet, the approach taken for Matt Smith’s project appears to have had the potential 

to influence positively the museum staff encouraging them to deal with such issues 

in future as the first time seemed to have been successful and not having attracted 

negative publicity or response. Moreover, this opportunity to tackle, for the very first 
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time, the issue of lives and stories non-conformed to social hetero-norms through 

questioning traditional practices of museum collecting and displaying, might have 

been influential on another aspect of museum work too. Toby Watley (BMAG) 

shared his expectation of eventually adopting more frequently in the near future the 

basic technique employed for Queering the Museum, that of challenging the 

orthodox collections and narratives on display, as their current attempt was very 

comforting in his view:  

It’s early to say, but I think this definitely has to say something about 

confidence. Not that we would be feeling uncomfortable doing this in 

anyway, but when you do something and you get so much press and 

publicity, it’s very reassuring and it makes you think how we should do more 

of that, not the same. But we shouldn’t be afraid to do [it] really, [to] tackle 

the collections in quite unconventional ways and not feel too apprehensive 

about going with that in that way. I think confidence is definitely a big thing 

[gained] . . . from this process.  

Along the same lines, Andy Horn (BMAG) designated this initiative as a starting 

point for rethinking the museum historical narratives in the broadest sense and 

delve into the absence of LGBT voices in them. He also pointed out the specific 

example of Gallery 33, a gallery on cultural differences, as a place where nobody 

else before had realised the now seemingly glaring  exclusion of LGBT 

experiences: 

Because it’s something that hasn’t been for me considered and the Gallery 

33 is a case of point because it’s a gallery around difference and identities 

and yet LGBT identities would never [be] considered in that absent in its 

representation . . . I think [this] is also true in the history galleries . . . One of 

the things we did change was . . . rethinking about the representation within 

the history galleries. So, it made the museum . . . think . . . We need to tell 

LGBT histories and represent them within the new history gallery 

exhibitions. 
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At the same time, projects of an interventional nature, based partially on existing 

collections and on craft or other kind of works produced by external artists, were 

praised as an attractive alternative route for museums affected by the general 

economic recession but also as projects whose exhibits are in harmony with the 

permanent ones without causing any negative disturbance:  

I mean the fact that we kept it going for as long as we could -it’s still some 

up on display- I mean, we didn’t want to take it down because there was no 

need to take it down as quickly as we thought. It did fit in and I don’t think it 

was getting in any way off our work displays and for me, it signifies a lot of 

the way I want to see museum’s service moving forward in terms of our 

programming. We’ve got . . . less funds than . . . these big blockbusters 

exhibitions with big spaces. So, to focus more attention on maybe smaller 

budgets, more artists interventions and projects using our pre-existing 

collections in new ways for us, it’s definitely a way ahead and definitely I 

want to do more in the future. 

           (Toby Watley, BMAG) 

Bringing external professionals into the museum could also be an asset to the 

museum programming as it may set the foundations for a fresh use of the existing 

collections in combination with temporary displays: 

And also [Queering the Museum] paves the way for bringing more artists 

work into the galleries and creating that connection between permanent 

displays and temporary displays. 

   (Andy Horn, BMAG) 

Such a strategy nonetheless despite being highly promising, it does require high 

levels of institutional self-awareness and the desire to encounter and overcome 

long-held inaccuracies and shortcomings of a museum’s curatorial practice, as 

Fred Wilson reveals based on his extended experience with several museums 

(Berger and Wilson 2001: 34). 
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In addition, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery had another direct gain: the 

acquisition of two pieces for its permanent collection. These pieces will carry on 

what they were initially designed for, to disrupt the heteronormative narratives in 

the gallery spaces, and eventually, allow the collections to become more 

representative of the different fragments of society. According to Toby Watley 

(BMAG), the partnership with Matt Smith was not solely confined within the limits of 

co-curatorship and craft production, but it was further extended. Regardless of the 

small number, the museum now has added two new pieces of contemporary craft 

art, managing to contribute not only to its audience development strategy, but also 

to its collection policy: 

The strong links he made between . . . the museum and art gallery collection 

and his work. It wasn’t any of the collection, it was our collection he was 

making specific links to and the fact that the legacy of the project isn’t just 

the change of the perceptions of the museum and the press and PR it 

attracted, but also the acquired work from that which is going to collection. 

So, it’s also about expanding our collections for the future and . . . one of our 

key strategic aims is about diversifying our collection in terms of 

representation and to acquire work by an artist who happens to be gay, 

whose work will draw up gay issues, is really important. So, I think that was 

another really strong aspect of the project, beyond just being an exhibition. 

The artist received this quest very positively as well. Even at such a small scale, 

the addition of new LGBT material in the museum collection was highly 

appreciated as a significant step for filling in the existing gap in LGBTQ related 

items:  

If nothing else there, hopefully, there are two pieces of work in their 

collection labelled as LGBT, which hopefully will help in the future. 

                                                                                                  (Matt Smith, BMAG)   
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Nevertheless, the interview with the artist released a level of awkwardness in 

respect to his identity as an openly gay artist. Contrary to the subtlety of the project 

overall, the artist found himself in an exposing and vulnerable situation, which is 

quite an alarming finding. Despite being an openly gay man and artist, being the 

sole artist of this specific ehxibition led him to unease. The implications of such a 

confession are significant because it implies that society is still regarded by LGBTQ 

people as unprepared for a full acceptance and recognition of non-heterosexual 

lives:   

I thought . . . my name is on a big gay show and I’ve done a civil 

partnership, everybody knows, family and friends but it’s still something very 

exposing about saying Matt Smith is a big old gay boy and it’s his exhibition. 

And . . . I thought, I was having my address on my website but I had to take 

it off for the exhibition. I don’t know if that’s the right thing or the wrong 

thing, but I’m just very aware [in] the exhibition you are offering a lot of 

personal information at completely strangers and that isn’t always a 

comfortable thing to be doing. It feels very exposing, being the only artist. 

But in terms of a way of working I’m really happy with the museums’ 

collections compared to working with an art gallery. 

At Liverpool, however, the case was slightly different from Birmingham. The idea of 

continuance in providing for the sexual minorities was manifested at Sudley House 

as part of the National Museums of Liverpool planning. The organisation had 

presented in the past aspects of this minority group, like for example in Hello 

Sailor; Gay life on the ocean wave at Merseyside Maritime Museum, but it had 

never exhibited the subject before neither at Sudley House nor under a universal 

theme like marriages. Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs was one more 

reassuring moment to continue working towards the inclusion of society’s diversity 

through a systematic and varying programming. Particularly, from Myra Brown’s 

(SH) point of view, costume collections proved to be a very promising source for 

progressing in their socially responsive programming. In fact, she disclosed their 

next project related to sexual identities on the persona Lilly Savage, justifying the 
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importance of continuity of similar initiatives and the pursuit for constantly fulfilling 

the institutional diversity action planning:  

We are looking further ahead in future costume exhibitions . . . and we will 

certainly look at how we can include that sort of diversity issues within. We 

are planning to do later this year . . . a costume [exhibition] of Lilly Savage . . 

. at the Walker [Art Gallery]. So, again contacts have [been] made. It’s just 

keeping that sort of trend going, it’s not just one off. You are actually 

building these diversity issues, including lesbian, gay issue at tour 

programme. We do have a diversity action plan and exhibitions are relevant 

to . . . that plan. So, it has to be constant . . . It’s something you need to built 

in that in the future and I think [it] . . . has been successful . . . So, I think the 

impact is we carry on, looking at our program at diversity issues again using 

costume collections in different ways because . . . [it’s] a great vehicle for 

talking about cultural changes really.  

 

Developing a meaningful museum experience 

Broadly speaking, cultural institutions like museums and galleries are envisioned 

as sites of high educational and social value, expanding people’s horizons. As it 

has been previously discussed in Chapter 2, scholars, practitioners and museum 

associations are increasingly calling for a more intensified socially responsive, or 

even activist, practice from a wide spectrum of starting points. In addition, an 

increasing number of projects are continuously being carried out to further explore 

the effects of museum work on individuals’ lives, attitudes and knowledge (Hooper-

Greenhill et al 2000; National Museums Liverpool 2011; Museums Association 

2013) but there is still a lack of a substantial amount of studies considering the 

long-term ones. Besides, when ‘hot topics’ are exhibited in gallery spaces, 

including the portrayal of homosexuality or any other non-heteronormative sexual 

identity, then, all these conversations on the expected social impact of museums 

become of paramount significance.  
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Not surprisingly, hence, the data collected from interviews with museum staff at 

both sites attested to an analogous excitement of having an effect on their 

audiences at multiple levels: emotional, conceptual and attitudinal. The themes 

deriving from the findings are being discussed under two sub-sections. The first 

one sheds light on museum staff expectation for Queering the Museum and 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs to act as a stimulus for evoking a sense of 

cultural ownership and a sense of belonging among people not conforming to the 

social hetero-norms. The second part explores the potential impact on visitors’ 

attitudes towards sexual diversity. 

 

Evoking a sense of cultural ownership and belonging 

The plan to provide a motive for under-represented groups, such as those 

identifying themselves outside the heteronormative world, and to construct an 

environment where they would feel welcomed and appreciated seems to have 

played a significant role in how both projects were shaped. Research shows that 

minority groups often lack appropriate cultural representation and cannot relate 

their personal experiences to the exhibits on display, resulting in rare or no 

visitation at all (Dodd and Sandell 1998; Research Centre for Museums and 

Galleries 2004) and in a feeling of discontent due to the inability to personally 

connect with some displays (Desai and Thomas 1998; Heimlich and Koke 2008). 

Apparently then they tend to value attempts offering cultural validations of their 

identity and community history (Luckenbill 2002; Sandell, Dodd and Jones 2010a). 

They may even feel being excluded by the mainstream, motivating an increasing 

number of museums to address the challenge of their inclusion through stand-

alone exhibitions, outreach programmes, and so on, which is the exact opposite of 

what Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs aimed at, according to its curator 

Pauline Rushton (SH):  

Generally I prefer to integrate because I think it’s more instructive to the 

audience and it’s less likely to ghettoise people in the eyes of the audience 
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as well . . . If you integrate them into the wider broader exhibitions, it’s more 

inclusive. So, you are not making them [a] separate, ghettoised community 

which if we did them as a separate things, they might be perceived as such. 

But . . . if I say for example I did a show on cross-dressing, well, I would 

include aspects of straight people dressed in opposite gender clothing who 

are not gay. 

Further, as previously raised, both case studies managed to overcome the hurdles 

caused by the lack of relevant collections and included these culturally 

disadvantaged voices. The analysis of the relevant feedback from several 

interviewees seems to corroborate Mark O’Neill’s discussion about the impact of 

social exclusion on one’s perception of their role in the society they live in: 

The analysis underlying social inclusion is that exclusion from the 

opportunities society has to offer is a deeply sustained culture reinforced by 

attitudes of excluded and included alike. For the excluded, whether they be 

so for reasons of poverty, ethnicity, gender or sexual orientation, or most 

often, some combination of these, their situation can generate a lack of 

confidence, a sense of not belonging, which make supposed opportunities 

seem unattainable.   

        (2002: 34) 

Accordingly, interview findings revealed staff expectations to evoke a sense of 

cultural ownership and a sense of belonging among sexual minorities through the 

inclusion of their experiences in their display narratives. In Birmingham, the 

principal contributor to the exhibition wished for LGBTQ visitors to understand their 

significant part in British cultural history: 
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I would like gay people to feel they have more of an ownership over [the] 

culture of this country. I’d like them to feel they have the right to be in 

cultural institutions, and whatever, wherever they are on the lesbian and gay 

spectrum, that’s great and that’s ok. 

             (Matt Smith, BMAG) 

Equally, the co-curator highlighted their intention to raise public visibility of the 

previously disregarded LGBTQ community in order to create a context that would 

be more representative of their experiences, thus more pleasant: 

Queering the museum was . . . an exhibition that gives visibility to . . . the 

lives and identities of LGBT people, which are not visible within the museum 

displays . . . I think the reason for doing the show is that we have never 

done anything before for LGBT audiences and that’s partly because we 

don’t have collections but also because of opportunities . . . It has brought 

some LGBT people in but not as many as we would like, which has probably 

to do with the marketing. But we know from some of the responses on 

twitter and from giving a talk that all people thought it was very positive and 

felt very comfortable in a museum environment. 

   (Andy Horn, BMAG) 

At Sudley House, the idea of creating spaces of more relevance to contemporary 

society was also stressed as an effective strategy to reduce exclusion: 

We are able to think more broadly and we want actually address all these 

issues and make people feel more inclusive in that venues. . . . Well, I think 

it would just be a less relevant exhibition, I think it would be seen more 

historically . . . But she made it a more rounded exhibition. It was more 

representative of people today . . . It was a real chance to not just go down 

the traditional route, and just go and do a nice costume exhibition. We are 

actually trying these other things because it makes it more contemporary. I 

think it’s more relevant to society as a whole, and as organisation we really 
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are keen on diversity and we are really keen on trying, where appropriate 

and possible, to address . . . [such] issues as well . . . It was more 

representative of people today. 

      (Myra Brown, SH) 

Therefore, a shared expectation was to promote each site as being truly inclusive 

of sexual minorities, which as other studies have shown is not only stimulating a 

sense of cultural ownership and belonging, but it also sets the basis for 

establishing a credible relationship with a previously disregarded community. It is 

felt that following this kind of strategy opportunities for future collaboration in terms 

of loans, consultancy, and so on, might open up (Tibbles 2012: 166). 

 

Prompting reflection 

Museum theory and practice has a quite long history of advancing the museums as 

social forum acting as places bringing together people from diverse backgrounds, 

stimulating public debates on emerging social issues, and promoting the notion of 

human rights. In other words, museums are viewed as a ‘frontier’, as Golding 

proposes, that is ‘a zone where learning is created, new identities are forged; new 

connections are made between disparate groups and their own histories’ (2007: 

358). Furthermore, a shared expectation of causing some form of social change 

seems to lie beneath this admirable standpoint. Otherwise, there would be no 

actual justification of transforming museums into a cultural, educational and 

socially responsible institution.  

Yet, as previously explained, such statements must be considered with caution, 

avoiding over-generalised and romantic assumptions. This is often stressed by 

museum professionals with a great record of involvement with the social role of 

museums, such as Mark O’Neill, the Director of Museums and Galleries, Culture 

and Sport in Glasgow, who stated about their social justice biennial project at the 

Gallery of Modern Art that (Sandell, Dodd and Jones 2010: 14): 
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We want to challenge people to think and feel differently, but we are not 

about trying to outrage people . . . It is not serious politics if you alienate 

most of your audience, you do not generate a dialogue . . . discussion . . . 

thinking . . . We want to raise issues - but responsibly.  

On that account, as data showed, interviewees talked very sensibly about their 

projects, rendering them as examples of this social model of museum practice but 

simultaneously recognising the limitations of their attempt. For instance, the curator 

of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs elaborated on their realistic ambition of 

having the capacity to affect those individuals more receptive to new and less 

conventional ideas. In her way, she actually confirmed how visitors’ openness and 

motivation for acquiring new knowledge work as two of the basic prerequisites for 

museum learning (Falk and Dierking 2000). Thus, her answer was:  

You can’t change people’s attitudes if they are ingrained. And if there are 

prejudiced attitudes, you are not gonna change that over. But . . . we hope 

by doing this kind of approach [to] contribute to people being broadminded 

about it, more broadminded and not thinking ‘oh God, that shouldn’t be 

allowed’ or ‘only men and women should get married’. It’s more of an 

inclusive thing then, so I’m hoping that will encourage people to think more 

or to be more open minded . . . So we are not trying to, it’s not crusading to 

get a view over. But, we are just giving a view and saying ‘look, this is what 

some people do in the gay community and that’s fine’. It fits into this trend of 

changing customs, the law changes about how you can get married. 

          (Pauline Rushton, SH) 

In Birmingham, nonetheless, Matt Smith (BMAG) expressed his hope that his 

interventions might have acted as alternative informative sources on top of others, 

like media for instance, advocating a set of social values with respect to equality, 

understanding and respect of difference. Regardless of no direct mention to the 

constraints restricting a museum project to fully communicate its social messages, 

his comment was still perceived as an indirect suggestion towards this end. For 
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instance, Sandell and Dodd in their article point out the contribution of the social 

image of museums as trustful institutions in the promotion of learning and social 

values, stating that:  

Museums . . . might most appropriately be understood not as sites of moral 

coercion but rather as learning environments in which infinitely diverse 

meanings can be constructed; but meanings which are generated out of 

engagement with a set of credible, authentic and ethically informed 

interpretive resources. 

          (Sandell and Dodd 2010: 20) 

Likewise, Matt Smith (BMAG) through his comparison of media’s conventional 

portrayal of sexuality and his own attempt to depict it differently with a humorous 

tone, attests to this view admitting that the social impact of his project Queering the 

Museum can also manifest itself implicitly, through offering an alternative and well-

informed viewpoint on sensitive issues that often contrasts with those in popular 

media: 

I’d like straight people to take away that talking about sexuality can be 

funny. It doesn’t have to be confrontational . . . It’s not that big a deal and I 

think the ways that the media are treating it, it’s like a big deal.  

This validity of the museum voice especially in respect to invisible and often 

marginalised social groups was raised by Andy Horn (BMAG), stressing how the 

fact that museums are regarded as truthful organisations can actually prompt 

people to transform their previously held negative perceptions:  

Well, I think . . . to make our regular audiences aware of [the] LGBT identity 

in an overt way rather than people saying ‘I have never met a gay person’, 

even [though] they have actually met in daily lives. They probably transact 

with people in a bank, in a shop, who are gay without realising it. And it 

gives institutional authority . . . by being in the museum. People trust the 



206	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

authority that the museum has and as a consequence of that, I think that 

gives out a very positive image.  

In addition, the deliberate choice of contextualising sexual diversity within exhibits 

appealing to the general public should be considered as interlinked with the 

museum’s intention to communicate such social messages. Considering that both 

projects were open for the general audiences and sexual diversity was not a stand-

alone portrayal in a confined space, then, it is my understanding that the 

encouragement of sympathetic and tolerant attitudes towards sexual minorities is 

more relevant to the general public as compared to the enhancing of a sense of 

cultural ownership and belonging which might be more applicable to visitors falling 

into the LGBTQ community. Consequently, although such references were found 

only in staff responses at Liverpool, it could be argued that the same case applied 

to the project in Birmingham too. Thus, Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

digs into the range of wedding traditions communicating the message of equal 

appraisal of each single tradition regardless of gender, ethnicity or any other 

cultural background one might have. Eventually, some individuals’ thoughts might 

have been triggered on the subject of their perception and appreciation of diverse 

formal partnership ceremonies: 

I mean, it was presented in the way that it was presented respectfully and I 

think that [the same sex civil partnership] was presented . . . on equal 

platform with anything else. So . . . you are not singling something out 

because it’s different and that’s what we didn’t want to do. We wanted 

obviously address these are different ways but they are all equally valid. 

      (Myra Brown, SH) 

Pauline Rushton (SH) commented along the same lines:  

In the modern world, we have to accept that these things happen, so we 

need to reflect them back to people as we do with other aspects of the 

modern world. And one of the jobs that museums have, is to make people 



207	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

examine what they think of as traditional or accepted ideas and debate them 

and think ‘where does that come from?’, ‘what is it look like today as an 

idea?’, ‘what do we think of that?’, ‘how do you think it will develop in the 

future?’. So, those are ideas that I think it’s a legitimate thing to ask in a 

museum exhibition and to include it in there. 

Correspondingly, Matt Smith’s (BMAG) interventions and juxtapositions unveiled 

LGBTQ stories within a highly heteronormative environment with almost no 

permanent references to sexual minorities. On that account, Andy Horn (BMAG) 

wished those engaging with the exhibition to further familiarise themselves with 

some of the issues affecting this marginalised community and eventually 

appreciate their role in contemporary society as full members of it:   

I would hope that they might have more understanding of LGBT identities 

really and to recognise that they have their importance in the society and 

[that they are] not something that should be marginalised. 

Moreover, the overarching social objective was also transmitted through taking 

visitors by surprise and stimulating their empathy as an alternative route to trigger 

people’s attitudes. To begin with, regular audiences at Sudley House and 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery anticipated an unforeseen cultural inclusion 

among the gallery spaces. Logically the majority of visitors would not expect to find 

so many references to sexual minorities across ten different galleries in 

Birmingham or pictures and costumes of a same sex civil partnership under the 

theme of ‘hitched’ in the traditional setting of Sudley House: 
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I mean from my point of view, the exciting thing was re-interpreting 

collections and being new ideas [and] new stories into pre-existing 

collections and pre-existing displays. And then, representing collections in 

new ways made people stop, thinking ‘oh, what’s going in here’, ‘oh, this is 

different’. So, there’s an element of surprise for the visitors walking around 

the museum. 

           (Toby Watley, BMAG) 

I think that there are probably some surprises there to people. I think that 

visitors, and probably a lot did, just came to see the historic wedding 

costumes. 

             (Linda Pittwood, SH) 

Additionally, it was felt that sexual minorities’ public image may benefit from the 

way they were integrated in Queering the Museum, as visitors may have built up 

more empathy towards them as a result of their engagement with its displays. The 

stimulation of such a feeling is more likely to be found in LGBT related exhibitions 

as usually they are developed to increase visibility and awareness of LGBT issues, 

and accordingly, inform people and hopefully reinforce positive attitudes. It is, in 

other words, an expected objective for projects touching on minorities in any way, 

and, thus, it came very naturally to hear it from the project artist and co-curator: 

If on some level, it brings some sense of empathy . . . for me it would be 

exciting that. 

   (Matt Smith, BMAG) 

 

Conclusions from Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 was based on the findings drawn from interviews with staff and unveiled 

four major themes emerging from them. Hence, I attempted to offer an insight into 
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the preconditions leading to the development of my two case studies and the 

approach they employed, as well as into the anticipated impact of the inclusive 

character of both projects on the museum profile, work, staff, core and new 

audiences.  

Overall, the current findings add to a growing body of literature on how the 

museum sector within an economically difficult climate can still proceed in creating 

projects focusing on conventionally disregarded aspects of their social agenda. 

Institutional and external support was described as a vital precondition for the 

smoothest development of such inclusive projects. The implications for museum 

practice and especially with reference to collecting, interpreting and exhibiting 

material related to sexual minorities are serious. A well-written strong social policy 

and agenda which all museum personnel is fully aware of and ascribed to, is the 

basic foundation upon which any kind of socially informed project can be based. 

Along with charismatic ‘leaders’ it could enhance the level of institutional support in 

favour of socially inclusive exhibitions, verifying Karp and Levine’s belief in the 

influence of the staff’s character and belief system on the exhibition they produce 

(1991: 1). Nonetheless, the existence of policies on equality and diversity is not 

essential for the development of a social agenda for all museums. Yet, although 

there are examples of museums, like The Horniman Museum in London, having 

achieved their social objectives without placing a lot of emphasis on bureaucracy, if 

policies like the ones prevailing at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery and 

National Museums of Liverpool are thoughtfully developed, explained and regularly 

practiced, then, they should be regarded as among the core contributing factors in 

advancing equality and diversity through socially inclusive projects (Nightingale 

and Mahal 2012).   

Moreover, key partnerships with external professionals, organisations from the 

cultural sector like arts festivals, and collaboration through temporary loans with 

representatives from local communities might raise the chances of overcoming 

practical hurdles, like budget and collectable material, and soothe the production of 

new initiatives for the museum social programming. Thus, the foundations for 
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generating a socially responsible programming become too solid to be overlooked. 

Therefore, if a socially responsible museum philosophy is in place along with 

significant external partners willing to contribute, then, persisting on disregarding 

certain parts of the society becomes further unjustifiable. Yet, some interviewees 

disclosed, explicitly or implicitly, their anxiety about the rest of the staff’s reaction, 

which might be understood as a sign that sexual diversity is still a controversial 

topic among some museum professionals. So, taking all these findings into 

consideration, it could be argued that even if the practical problematic aspects of 

LGBTQ inclusions are taken care of (funding and collectable artifacts), there is still 

a battle to overcome within the museum itself. I would then suggest that unless 

museums pay further attention to effectively communicating their social values, 

mission and responsibility to all the diverse communities they serve and to staff at 

all levels in order to ensure that everyone joining the museum is fully ascribed to 

this agenda, an increasing and eventually permanent integration of sexual 

minorities in collections might remain a highly demanding and incomplete task. 

Also, the personal motivation and determination of the leading curators at both 

sites launched such a contextualisation of sexual difference among regular exhibits 

for the very first time at Sudley House and Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. 

Their role was crucial and recognised by other members of staff in establishing a 

promising working network of external partners, in overcoming the lack of 

appropriate exhibits in their museum collections, and in effectively promoting the 

overarching idea behind the projects under study among personnel to secure the 

necessary internal support. However, this finding should be treated with caution as 

it implies that sexuality and particularly non-heterosexuality still frequently remains 

a matter of personal agenda and initiative.  

Furthermore, the anticipated positive effect on institutions’ sustainability plans is 

another point that requires careful interpretation. Both projects under study were 

regarded as an asset to the institutional programming owing to their multiple 

contributions to their hosting site’s sustainability. In her article, Claudia Ocello, 

President and CEO of Museum Partners Consulting, LLC, concludes with a 
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noteworthy remark on the close relationship between the museum social role and 

its sustainability: 

In the current economic climate, I argue that museums - if they are willing to 

accept this challenge and are poised for change - should embrace this 

expanded vision to become more responsive and relevant to society, 

consequently encouraging sustainability - both as a way to keep the doors 

open as well as fulfil their mission. 

    (Ocello 2011: 188) 

Her observation applies to the focus of this research as both examples were 

recognised as an opportunity to work towards each institution’s sustainability. 

Critical external working networks, wise promotion of social messages to the 

widest possible audience and not solely to the communities involved, and 

confidence in diversifying institutional ways of working on exhibition planning and 

development were all highly praised. Specifically, they were all acknowledged, 

explicitly or not, as direct outcomes of having adopted certain approaches to 

include a usually disregarded social group, that could potentially have a positive 

effect on each institution’s future, in terms of their audiences, collections and 

ultimately, of the museums’ principal mission. 

Thus the production of temporary exhibitions seeking to diversify audiences, to 

provide a richer and more reflective of contemporary society agenda and, to create 

new partnerships with local organisations or communities and artists, should be 

certainly welcomed in the museum sector. And they should be following such a 

direction as it is a demonstrable sign of a socially responsible and purposeful 

museum thinking for its future, since ‘being responsive is the most responsible way 

to stay relevant, sustainable and to demonstrate the worth of the museum to 

communities and society at large.’ (Ocello 2011: 199). But, raising a museum 

profile in order to become more socially responsive to cultural diversity, especially 

through partnerships with minority groups, is an ongoing process. Besides it is very 

unfortunate how frequently cultural institutions tend to appear inclusive on one 
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occasion only, lacking a plan of sustaining and further developing their social work 

and partnerships with minorities (Reeve 2006: 54; Tibbles 2012: 171). The 

inclusion of sexual minorities’ voice in my case studies with the help of prominent 

collaborations, nevertheless, was not an one-off gesture neither at Birmingham nor 

at Liverpool, placing them at odds with other cultural institutions’ practice. Both 

sites placed these particular exhibitions within a wider socially inclusive 

programming followed with consistency at least during the time of writing this 

thesis. 

National Museums of Liverpool have a dedicated service and a Head of Museum 

Partnerships with the task of developing and sustaining a wide range of 

partnerships with Higher Education, Art Council Collection, International 

internships, North West Touring Exhibitions Group, etc (National Museums 

Liverpool 2013c). Besides, the leading curator of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs, produced in 2011 the exhibition on a persona performed by Paul 

O’Grady, at the Walker Art Gallery, titled as Savage Style: Costumes from Lilly’s 

Wardrobe, showing seven costumes, while four additional ones were on display at 

the Museum of Liverpool. More importantly, all these inclusions were presented 

with free access as part of the local queer arts and culture festival Homotopia, 

proclaiming once more in practice a continuous plan to develop exhibitions on a 

number of aspects concerning sexual diversity.  

Likewise, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery carried on their collaboration with 

SHOUT! Festival with an event very similar to the concept of Queering the 

Museum. In November 2011, David Hoyle, a performance artist, was invited to 

conduct a tour across the museum galleries with the intention to queer some of the 

exhibits on display to take over ‘from the successful Queering the Museum at 

Birmingham Museum and Art gallery in SHOUT 2010’ as stated in their website 

(SHOUT 2011).  

Finally, an interesting set of socially informed objectives manifested in interviews 

with staff, ranging from triggering a sense of cultural belonging for people whose 

sexual identities were previously ignored, to prompting reflection on one’s thinking 
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and value system. Nevertheless, their anticipation was not too optimistic in that 

several interviewees explained the impossibility of pleasing and affecting 

everybody. Once again, signs of careful planning were evident in their responses 

with reference to briefing sessions they organised to discuss potential complaints 

and how to deal with them. Interviews with staff members unravelled a number of 

realistic objectives with reference to potential social impact on sexual minorities 

and on the general audiences engaging with each case study. By being more 

representative and responsive to social heterogeneity, they intended to produce a 

museum experience of relevance to a more diverse audience, which, according to 

museum literature, has been deemed as an essential precondition for tackling 

social exclusion (Newman and McLean 2002: 65) and as an opportunity to affect 

communities’ sense of belonging and cultural ownership (Hooper-Greenhill et al 

2000). Further, at both sites museum staff created these projects not as exhibitions 

with a plain aesthetic or historical learning value, but more importantly as a 

stimulus for reconsideration of traditional attitudes towards sexual difference. 

To conclude, data drawn from interviews with the professionals involved in the 

development of the two case studies seem to suggest that potentially contentious 

topics, like sexual diversity, are confidently managed if thoughtful planning and 

proper arrangements are made in time. This finding reflects the ideas of the co-

curator of the recent controversial exhibition that took place in the US Hide/Seek: 

Difference and Desire in American Portraiture, Jonathan David Katz, who 

explained during an interview with Avram Finkelstein that ‘because you can’t 

account for how an audience will respond to you, then you come to recognize that 

meaning is the result of an interpretive move, an interactive move, over which you 

have no control’ (2011). On another note, Janes and Sandell elaborate on the 

complexities of museums’ social work for those involved in management positions, 

mirroring most of the key themes that interviews with exhibition teams at both sites 

raised with regards to their organisation’s social agenda: 

[M]useums also need to ensure that there is a sense of shared purpose, and 

that a commitment to socially responsible work is enshrined in the 
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museum’s mission. In addition, there is an ongoing need for active 

experimentation and risk taking . . . Socially responsible work is also a 

shared responsibility, and museums must be prepared to reach out to their 

communities to acquire the expertise and experience they themselves lack. 

        (2007: 11)   

Thus, the only remaining task for museums truly involved in equality and diversity 

issues is to ensure greater consistency in their future programming.  

Having analysed the aims and objectives as set by exhibition development teams, 

the focus is now turned on the findings from the audience research I carried out at 

both sites. Chapter 6, then, discusses audience reception and engagement with 

the inclusive curatorial approaches adopted for the two projects this study 

explores, followed by the final and concluding Chapter 7 where the contributions of 

the current study on museum practice and sexual minorities’ representation as well 

as suggestions for future research will be analysed.  
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Chapter 6: Audience reception and engagement with 

inclusivity 

This chapter is now turning the focus to the findings from the audience research 

undertaken for each case study. Eighteen interviewees were asked about their 

views on the exhibitions through semi-structured interviews at each site, raising a 

number of questions ranging from general ones about the exhibition to more 

specific ones regarding the inclusion of contemporary understandings of gender 

and sexual roles in the display content. The main scope was to spontaneously get 

an insight into people’s reception and appreciation of the inclusive reframing of 

gender and sexual difference.  

On this account, the interview protocol was divided into five different sections, four 

of which included questions of a more exploratory nature and only one was 

specifically targeted at the portrayal of sexual difference (Appendix 3). Thus 

answers were sought to five sets of questions classified as (a) opening questions, 

(b) reactions to the exhibition, (c) messages, (d) museums as ethical leaders and 

their social roles, and, (e) visitor background. Following this approach, respondents 

were given several opportunities to comment positively or negatively on any part(s) 

of the exhibitions on display, without being led to comment on the particular 

themes my research is interested in. Only at the very end of the interview, the 

fourth set of questions, were members of the public directly prompted to share their 

thoughts on the embodied expressions of gender and sexual diversity. 

Broadly speaking, individuals tend to respond differently to exhibitions. It has been 

known for long how one’s personal background and motivations influence 

significantly their focus on special exhibits and the readings they might make 

(MacDonald 1992; Dierking 1996). The analysis of visitors’ feedback therefore 

revealed a range of ways in which people engaged with the content and modes of 

interpretation. Their discussions designated a rich pool of findings which were then 

grouped under three major modes of understanding the projects: as a learning 

stimulus, as an advocacy of social morals and eventually as a moment for 
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reflection of themselves and others, and, finally, as a chance for reviewing the 

social responsibility of museums. The first category refers to the historical 

knowledge visitors appeared to have gained on wedding fashion history and 

traditions at Liverpool and on LGBT history at Birmingham. The second and most 

intriguing theme consists of audiences’ readings of both exhibitions as socially 

purposeful projects because of their attempt to promote positive visibility for sexual 

minorities, act as projectors of contemporary social values of equality and respect 

for cultural and sexual difference, and consequently, evoke, if possible, change in 

peoples’ attitudes. Finally, the third section considers audiences’ reflections on the 

role museums should adopt and develop with respect to minorities and more 

specifically the LGBTQ community.  

In a way, nonetheless, these forms of interaction are usually interlinked since the 

reception of new or more insightful piece of information may well trigger one’s 

belief and moral system to be revised: 

The learner may demonstrate that he or she knows or has insight into 

something that he or she did not know or could not do before; the learner 

may reflect new skills that have been acquired; the learner’s attitudes, 

values or behaviour may change as a result of learning experiences. 

       (Black 2005: 129) 

Accordingly, the majority of testimonies attest to this idea revealing that learning 

and enriched understandings of the implicit and explicit themes of both exhibitions 

emerged, fostering an impact on visitors’ values, emotions and attitudes as a result 

of the projects. Nevertheless, in few instances the overall reception of the 

inclusiveness of gender and sexual difference seemed to have been blurred in 

some people’s mind, and modest reactions towards such depictions were 

evidenced among a few interviewees.  

 

 



217	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

A learning stimulus 

A usual expectation from a museum visit is about filling knowledge gaps and 

coming across previously unknown ideas or facts, as audience surveys repeatedly 

reveal (McManus 1996; National Museums Directors’ Council 2004). Thus, data 

generated from visitor interviews gave the impression that learning occurred in 

various forms and at different levels. Not every single person felt that they had 

learnt something new nor did they reach the same conclusions on what each 

exhibition had intended. Following the principles of constructivist learning theory, 

such an assumption is expected because of the impact of one’s ideology and 

expertise on their learning experience: 

As constructivist learning theory confirms, the construction of meaning 

depends on prior knowledge, and on beliefs and values. We see according 

to what we know, and we make sense or meaning according to what we 

perceive. In contrast to those who hold that knowledge is a body of objective 

facts, external to the knower, constructivism asserts that knowledge exists 

only through the process of knowing, and that meanings are constructed by 

individuals, and not found ‘ready-made.  

          (Hooper-Greenhill 1999b: 47) 

That being the case, the majority of the recorded responses suggest that both 

exhibitions were regarded as an opportunity to engage with and learn something 

new. A better understanding of wedding traditions and LGBT past was the principal 

intended learning outcome and according to visitor testimonies it was well-received 

by many of them. Due to the different subject focus, audience members at 

Liverpool admitted to having enriched their historical knowledge on English 

marriage traditions’ development throughout the ages and on how other local 

communities perform their wedding ceremonies. Whereas, as expected, several of 

those engaged with Matt Smith’s interventions referred to LGBT historical facts or 

personalities they were not aware of before entering the site. Additionally, a small 

number of visitors interpreted the exhibition’s message as a report on the social 
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change that has unfolded in recent years in terms of public and legal recognition of 

sexual minorities.  

 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

According to the promotional leaflet, the exhibition would be ‘[a] costume exhibition 

exploring the history of marriage, and the customs surrounding it, from Victorian 

times to the present day’ (Figure 2). That being the case, several respondents 

referred to the project as an effort to display the changes in wedding fashion and 

costumes throughout the ages. A historical overview since Victorian times of 

marriage was the main objective in the opinion of four persons. Dipti reflected on 

‘how fashions have changed and [how] customs [have changed], although many 

are still the same as they’ve been all through the years’. But some elaborated 

further on the broader theme of the show. Angelina made a comparison between 

the customs and cost of past weddings, especially within a declining economic 

climate, with the particularities of contemporary ceremonies, sharing that ‘it’s nice 

to see the fashions throughout the ages and the period of austerity and how that 

affected the fashions and the war time weddings’. Barbara, on the other hand, 

highlighted though implicitly the advantage of a museum space to act as a 

historical learning environment, explaining that: 

Also, as I’ve said earlier, we’ve learnt some new things about traditions that 

we are aware of but didn’t actually understand where it actually came from. 

That was very interesting really. We’ve learnt in a sort of context that it’s not 

like history lesson. It’s been interesting just to walk around and see things. 

Kate found herself recollecting photographic memories of her mother’s wedding 

day, explaining that seeing matrimonial pictures of the English past prompted her 

to realise how outdated her own wedding dress would look in the future: 

[It is] sort of realising how fashions have changed really. It’s like looking at 

your mum’s photos, and that was only back to the 50s, and then, how 
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compared to today sort of my wedding photos would look out fashioned. It’s 

just sort of interesting to realising it in your own lifetime but it doesn’t seem 

like a long time . . . How in a very short of time these things in fashion have 

changed.  

However, interpretations of the exhibition as a project on marriage and its traditions 

were more than expected. A prominent finding emerged from five responses in 

which interviewees acknowledged the multicultural focus on diverse communities’ 

costumes and traditions as an opportunity to expose themselves to different 

cultural perspectives. Without knowing whether these individuals previously had 

any direct connection with pagans, gypsies and Travellers, or gays, the merit of 

formally picturing minority cultures cannot be overlooked. A key virtue of museums 

is to act as the only facility for a certain percentage of audiences to get in touch 

with non-mainstream cultures, as very interestingly Suina puts it:  

For many visitors both young and old, the museum may be the only 

'educational' contact they have had with another culture. The impression 

they get from the museum will persist in future encounters, be they casual 

conversation about the culture or face-to-face associations with the people 

and their descendants.  

      (1999: 107) 

Thereby, a good mix of references emerged in light of raising awareness about 

peripheral communities as a direct result of the inclusive thematic approach. 

Christine explicitly described the all-inclusive mode of marriage portrayal as her 

motivation for visiting with her company, stressing the learning benefit she could 

have as an outsider about local traditions:  

We knew there was an exhibition about marriages of different communities 

and, as we are foreigners, we both thought it was a good idea to learn 

something about the different customs of communities of the Liverpool area. 
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Moreover, positive views were aired about local populations’ embodiment. The 

pagan/handfasting (Christopher, Christine, Angelina), the same sex ceremony 

(Christopher) as well as the gypsy and Travellers (Kate, Dipti) and the Jewish 

weddings (Dipti) were all addressed as an interesting new piece of information. 

The museum thematic-community approach to the history of marital traditions 

proved to be enlightening for almost a third of the interviewees and effective in 

terms of giving visual representations of cultural customs of which is difficult to get 

a firsthand experience.  

The idea of familiarising several persons more deeply with undiscovered areas of a 

certain issue, like LGBT history, was also discussed regarding alternative forms of 

holding a civil or religious wedding ceremony. Three interviewees referred to the 

same sex civil partnership inclusion as a chance for advancing and visualising their 

historical and social knowledge. 

In particular, Maria found herself enriching her academic work as her MA 

dissertation was focusing on homosexuality. This finding was in accordance with 

one of the key strengths and opportunities described in Sudley House’s Exhibition 

Marketing Campaign (Flenley 2010) which was to be ‘of interest to textile and 

decorative art specialists and academics and students based across the region’.  

Christopher was able to visualise the uncommon experience for heterosexual 

people of a same sex civil partnership and for non-pagans of a pagan ceremony 

‘as you don’t get to see every day unless you are pagan or gay’, stressing in that 

way the role of museums in bringing visitors in touch with a range of different 

customs.  

Moreover, Kate grasped a slightly broader social intend, that of the change in 

political and public reception of same sex love which did not allow for same sex 

representations up until recently. In her view, thanks to the portrayal of the most 

recent progress in what defines a marital ceremony, the exhibition managed to 

show ‘how things have progressed and how very much more liberal we are, how 

the wedding things and civil ceremonies situation is’. Perhaps the visualisation of 
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the evolution of wedding in time, the expansion of its definition and the 

development of new forms like civil partnerships, can act as a visual learning 

experience in that it might nurture deeper thought on the subject through the 

rejection of a static definition for marriage.  

 

Queering the Museum 

Equally at Birmingham, visitors’ feedback resulted in similar learning outcomes, 

ranging from absorbing historical details from the past and present of LGBTQ 

history. Notably, however, an intriguing assumption could be made at this stage 

with regard to how both projects were publicised. Contrary to the exhibition in 

Liverpool, the promotion of Queering the Museum seemed fairly more ambitious. 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs was advertised as a costume-based 

exhibition on the historical overview of marriage since the Victorian era, but, 

nonetheless, it inspired a high percentage of attendees to reflect on a much wider 

array of themes (social change and values like equality and respect for diversity as 

discussion in previous and later sub-chapters reveals). Whereas Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery clearly stated in its leaflets and web page that Queering 

the Museum was not only about LGBTQ art and histories, but more importantly 

designed to challenge public perception of museums and galleries: 

Museums use and group objects to tell stories. Through omission and 

careful arrangement of facts it is easy to assume that the objects held in 

museums have nothing to do with the lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender community. . . . In a bold new project, Birmingham Museum 

and Art Gallery, in conjunction with ShOUT! Festival, has allowed artist and 

curator Matt Smith access to their collections and galleries to tell the stories 

that museums usually omit. Sometimes serious, sometimes humorous, this 

exhibition will change how you look at museums and question what you see. 

                               (Promotional leaflet of Queering the Museum, Figure 15) 
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To begin with, there were some visitors praising Matt Smith’s interventions across 

the museum as an effective conclusive presentation of important aspects of LGBT 

past. Gabrielle, friend of gay people as manifested in her response, disclosed her 

knowledge gap in her friends’ culture and how the unintended engagement with the 

exhibits filled it, at least partially: 

I came in touch with a process of familiarisation with gay culture and art . . . 

Some of my best friends are gay and now I know something more about gay 

culture.  

Two participants, despite their distinctive way of expression, seemed to have 

grasped the broader, and perhaps more critical message, of the unreasonable 

absence of sexual difference in museum collections: 

It can only be a good thing and [it] helps the public understand that LGBT 

people have always existed and are not just a modern fad.  

                      (David) 

I felt the exhibition was giving all audiences a historical perspective about 

the lack of inclusion and understanding of the LGBT communities.  

                   (Graham) 

Moreover, the 19 artistic interventions publicly launched a couple of historical facts 

usually unknown to the wider public and even to the individuals with a special 

interest in LGBT history. Among the interviews, four of the respondents made 

specific references to having got an insight into previously unheard stories or facts. 

As a result, the most popular reference was to the Polari language and the green 

carnations, which were a kind of a secret language and sign code, respectively, 

among homosexual people, for four interviewees:  
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I have learnt some things I didn’t know about, such as information about the 

gay slang of the past.  

       (Gabrielle) 

There was a lot more going on than I was aware of. I learnt sort of 

underground culture. So, I learnt quite a lot of what [was] going on 

underground, identity expressions, and the way they were communicating 

with each other.  

             (Janet) 

And some other [parts were] educating, such as the Polari. 

          (Sandra) 

The Epstein Sculpture as [I] didn’t know about green carnations.  

                    (George) 

Additionally, for a small number of attendants their historical memory was 

freshened through reading about well-known historical figures of the past and how 

their environment and themselves coped with their non-conformity to social norms: 

It was very interesting to find [out] about historical personalities and some 

information about how people used to think about homosexuality and how 

gay used to express it or not express it.  

          (Sandra) 

The bit about Simeon Solomon and the difference between him and 

Frederic Leyton. . . . The suggestion of their inclination and what went on 

with Frederic to rise and be successful and the other one ended up in a 

workhouse. I think it highlighted the difference between them. 

             (Peter) 
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Finally, Helen appreciated the visualised synopsis of the social and political 

change, highlighting how she was inspired to rethink the significant progressive 

steps for LGBT rights, as:  

It was insightful and a big reminder that in my lifetime we have gained more 

rights, had the first lesbian kiss on TV, which for me as a young lesbian was 

a huge issue at the time. “Equality” with civic partnership and legislation is 

there but still has got long way to go. Matt’s work was a great reminder of 

that and also how much more we have to do.  

 

A socially purposeful project 

Museum scholars along with professionals from other sectors, like broadcasting 

media for instance, tend to call for more relevance to contemporary society through 

the programmes museums or media develop, particularly after consultation with 

their audiences. Despite the multiple forms such a practice could take, broadly 

speaking it means that cultural and media organisations need to promote through 

explicit or implicit patterns a better understanding of the coexisting diverse 

communities and promote respect and tolerance among them. Considering sexual 

minorities, in 2010 for example, BBC’s report Portrayal of Lesbian, Gay and 

Bisexual People on the BBC surprisingly revealed that both LGB and the majority 

of heterosexual participants demanded an improved representation of LGB voices 

in BBC programming, in terms of quantity, modes of depiction and avoidance of 

prejudicial perceptions (BBC 2010: 7-8).  

Moreover the evaluation of museum programmes focusing on non-heterosexual 

material further reinforces arguments towards a more inclusive practice 

representative of cultural diversity. For instance, the evaluation of sh[OUT]: 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex art and culture exhibition at the 

Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow carried out by Sandell, Dodd and Jones in 2010, 
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indicated a number of interesting points raised by visitors, one of which was the 

social value several individuals placed on this project, highlighting that: 

Generally visitors saw the message of the exhibition as a positive one, 

promoting tolerance and acceptance for LGBTI human rights and equality 

specifically and, more generally, promoting acceptance of difference.  

                             (2010: 27) 

Further, the report on Warren Cup exhibition at the British Museum, conducted by 

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre in 2006, revealed the majority of visitors’ warm 

approval of drawing attention on sexuality, stating as one of the main conclusions 

that: 

The majority of visitors were pleasantly surprised by the exhibition, and 

many thought the subject matter was entirely appropriate for the British 

Museum as it reflects modern society and the interests of visitors. If 

anything, visitors wanted to be more shocked and challenged by exhibitions! 

                  (2006: 29) 

Such examples, published online and available for the public, though limited in 

number, they are very encouraging in that a significant percentage of audiences 

regards the inclusion of sexual diversity as a positive and potentially influential 

element for public attitudes. The data drawn from this thesis are therefore 

consistent with previous research as according to the majority of interviewees 

these kinds of social objectives were evident in their responses. Hopefully, the 

current audience research, parts of which have already been published and 

publicly discussed at international and local conferences, further extends our 

understanding of the range of visitors’ responses to such references to marginal 

gender and sexual identities. Besides, they offer additional empirical justification 

from a relatively rarely encountered perspective in support of growing museum 

literature on the need of increased cultural representation of sexual and other 
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minority groups experiencing high levels of prejudice and discrimination in their 

daily lives.  

 

Readings of social values 

A significant percentage of the audience at both sites read the exhibitions as 

proponents of positive visibility and, consequently, as projectors of contemporary 

societal values of equality and respect of cultural and sexual difference.  

 

Interpretations of visibility 

In response mainly to the question ‘Do you feel that this exhibition is trying to 

communicate any particular message?’ one person at Sudley House and one third 

of those at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery felt that visibility of sexual 

minorities was one of the underlying patterns. Considering the fact that almost any 

cultural event involving depictions and references to disadvantaged communities is 

primarily thought of as a means for publicly addressing their histories, it is striking 

how few visitors raised the issue of visibility: 

I guess just that it gave a higher degree of visibility to LGBT people.  

       (Graham, BMAG) 

Visibility. That’s all.  

                                (Nick, BMAG)   

The message was that LGBT people are everywhere and always have 

been. 

           (David, BMAG) 
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Moreover, Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs was an attempt that could 

actually help in boosting LGBT visibility, according to Christine (SH) who, as a 

person identifying herself as a lesbian, strongly held that such positive depictions 

are the prerequisite for achieving greater levels of public understanding. Still, 

making one’s identity visible is not enough unless attention is paid to the 

techniques employed for the representation of identities. The significance of a well-

thought cultural portrayal of homosexuality, highlighting the naturalness of same 

sex love and desire was underscored by this female visitor, stating that: 

It will make us more visible. I think visibility is very important when you want 

to show the visitors that there is nothing wrong or unnatural with gays and 

lesbians and our special culture, if there is such a thing as special culture. 

Visibility is a step closer to understanding.  

           (Christine, SH) 

Following up on the last statement, a similar reading emerged from Janet (BMAG) 

at Birmingham who perceived Queering the Museum as an opportunity for the non-

heterosexual community to become visible and reveal aspects of itself, previously 

unknown to the general public: 

Here [there] does seem to be quite a tension going on over there. Because 

on one hand, you’ve got all these expressions and you’ve got the language 

Polari, and they've got this very strong identity but it’s shared only within 

themselves. An identity is usually something, from a psychological point of 

view, that you share and that you express out there . . . and you are having 

to do it: encode because of the social pressure. So, this is kind of fighting 

back and saying ‘hey, here we are. Let’s decode it all for you’.  

A very interesting response was given by Joe (BMAG) who identified LGBT 

visibility opened up to the general public as one of the exhibition’s strengths. His 

appraisal of SHOUT! Festival’s partnership with the museum was founded on the 

premise of their collaboration in order to get SHOUT! Festival and sexual diversity 
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in a public spot easily accessed by any person regardless of gender and sexual 

identity: 

I think it’s picked up very successfully the theme of visibility and it was 

interesting watching the general public’s reaction. Sometimes they looked at 

what we were looking at and they scurried away. I’d say this exhibition here 

. . . it’s one of the few cases that SHOUT! as a festival can reach out for the 

general public. So, I think it’s important because the festival should be for 

everyone, not just for the LGBT community.  

Moreover, without underestimating the necessity of raising public awareness 

(through any possible form, including media, culture, daily life, and so on) for a 

minority’s struggle for equality and civil rights, the overarching scope for societal 

and official recognition will not have been fulfilled until further gains have been 

achieved. In their review of the notion of the closet and coming out, through 

interviews with Americans identified as homosexuals, Seidman, Meeks and 

Traschen (1999: 10) point out the need for recognising the realistic potential of 

making homosexuality visible, as ‘by making the closet into the key focus of gay 

oppression, coming out and affirming a gay identity is often viewed as the supreme 

political act - as if mere gay visibility undermines heterosexism’. Therefore, in 

contrast to earlier findings, Alexandra (BMAG) shared her scepticism on the 

potential impact that visualisation of sexual difference in Queering the Museum 

might have upon people. Despite her understanding of the initiative as an 

exhibition showing off homosexuality, she felt slightly critical on whether the final 

product could actually achieve more than just having brought ‘issues about gay 

people’ in front of visitors’ eyes: 

I think it seems to me that it plays down issues about gay people. Although 

throughout the museum, I feel the message is just “we are here” rather than 

provoking people to think a little harder.  
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Interpretations of equality 

National Museums of Liverpool through Sudley House on one hand and 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery on the other, do not disappoint the widely 

accepted idea of museums as social agents; rather, through the selected 

interpretation and display of the topic of weddings and queer culture respectively, 

visitors appreciated them as advocators of the value of treating with equal terms 

the existing heterogeneity among cultural social groups. When interviewees were 

asked about what message they felt that each exhibition conveyed, the notion of 

equality was picked up in a range of ways. The distinctive readings these 

individuals made about equality unfolded naturally, given that this concept often 

takes various forms in official or scholarly talks and papers and therefore one 

single definition cannot be reached. For example, in his study on racism and 

equality in European Union law and policy, Mark Bell, Head of the School of Law at 

University of Leicester, reported that: 

In documentation and academic literature, ‘equality’ is used alongside other 

terms, such as ‘equal opportunities’, ‘non-discrimination’, ‘equal treatment’, 

and ‘diversity’. The precise meaning of these terms is difficult to pin down, 

especially in the context of European research where different jurisdictions 

(and languages) have adopted their own forms of equality-speak.  

        (2009: 27) 

Two male visitors, one from the general public and one identified as gay, 

considered Matt Smith’s interventions to be indicative of the equal rights and 

opportunities LGBT people face:  

There’s a good mix with the Matt Smith’s stuff, the sexuality along with 

bears and things there and it’s good to see a good mix of that sort of stuff. 

So, I suppose you don’t often see that in more traditional exhibitions. So, 

that’s good. So more equality in lot of it. 

            (Mark, BMAG) 
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On top of that, David (BMAG) senses that social justice for sexual minorities is not 

only depicted as a temporary fact but, at least in his eyes, it is presented as a 

permanent situation, expecting from visitors to understand ‘that equality for LGBT 

people is here to stay and isn’t just a transitory phenomenon’. The more interesting 

correlation, nonetheless, was offered by Christine (SH) who made a link between 

the notions of equality and sameness. In her feedback she shared her 

understanding of the museum choice to put on display in the same gallery space 

how diverse community groups formally celebrate their love and devotion to their 

partner, as an implicit technique to highlight the similarities between phenomenally 

distant identities. Such an inclusive approach to cultural difference is expected, in 

her view, to ease communication between people from the moment that the things 

they share in common come at front: 

If we say there is a message is that people might be different in some 

aspects of their lives, but overall we are all the same. It doesn’t matter if we 

all have different wedding ceremonies and different clothes. It doesn’t matter 

if we are getting married to men or women because, after all, we all get 

married one way or another . . . The message is that we are all equal and 

we should start communicating more effectively.  

Yet, one of the limitations of the above testimony is whether or not similar 

assumptions of equality among cultural groups are enough. It seems possible that 

expressing support for a society that will embrace its communities as equally valid 

may still hide an implicit attachment to the prevailing social norms. Some authors 

have commented on the inadequate public perception of these values as, through 

empirical research, they traced evidence of normative thinking. Even individuals 

who are honest about their liberal, anti-racist and open-minded views, may slip into 

this ambivalence. Although having its origin in race, the study of Bell and Hartmann 

through in-depth interviews on Americans’ views on diversity sheds light on this 

complexity. One of their key conclusions then was that ‘by appearing to recognize 

difference, yet failing to appreciate white normativity and systemic inequality, 

current diversity discourse makes it difficult to construct a meaningful 
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multiculturalism or genuinely progressive politics of race.’ (2007: 896). On these 

grounds consequently Christine (SH) appears, on the one hand, sympathetic to 

sexual minorities and their right to formally get ‘hitched’, but her words reveal an 

underlying heteronormative conviction that every person ends up in a 

monogamous relationship, regardless of whether such a relationship is called 

marriage or civil partnership or sharing a household as a couple.  

Finally, as mentioned in the introduction of this section, interpretations of the 

initiatives under study as having treated the experiences of sexual minorities fairly 

can emerge through anti-discriminatory and anti-racist attitudes and language. Two 

young female interviewees stressed the moral choice of each museum exhibition 

teams to practically avoid discrimination against sexual minorities which is usually 

practised through their exclusion from cultural projects. In other words, it could be 

argued that their understanding of practicing equality is the neglect of exclusionary 

and consequently discriminatory or racist attitudes against sexual difference in 

museum programming: 

We talked a lot about the gay marriage and how it is represented in a 

museum and there is no racism against gay people or social exclusion.  

           (Christine, SH) 

Perhaps something related to equality and gay people, or putting the public 

in touch with gay culture . . . I think that in the name of equality, gay and 

lesbian culture should be represented in museums, otherwise there is 

racism and exclusion and we don’t want or need our society to be racist. It is 

dangerous and will lead us to darker times.  

     (Gabrielle, BMAG) 

Reflections of societal changing attitudes 

An additional layer of the interpretation that visitors deployed was the promotion of 

contemporary cultural diversity on the grounds of ethnic background or sexual 
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orientation. Questions about what messages each project might communicate to 

the audience produced a significant amount of data that were interpreted as 

reflections on the changing attitudes towards multiculturalism in UK society on the 

grounds of race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation and so on. A notable 

percentage of respondents picked up themes like the inclusiveness, openness and 

tolerance towards the ‘other’, the progress that has taken place especially with 

regard to sexual minorities, and, the changed meaning of gender and sexuality as 

well as the assigned roles attached to them. 

Undoubtedly during the last decades, and especially in the first half of the last 

decade, remarkable progress has taken place regarding LGBT civil rights. The 

repeal of Section 28 in 2003, the legalisation of same sex civil partnerships in 

2005, the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act in 2008 and the current bill on 

legalising same sex marriage are only a few from the big gains of the LGBT 

movement. Beyond question such legal reforms did have a strong impact on 

various sectors in the UK and on citizens’ daily life.  

Broadly speaking museums could not have remained intact, and the exhibitions 

under study are examples of museums’ reflection of the social change taking place 

outside their walls. Kate (SH) thought of Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs 

as such an example thanks to the visualisation of how the official union of a couple 

has evolved through time: 

It shows how things have progressed and how very much more liberal [we 

are], how wedding things and civil ceremonies situation is . . . It may make 

people realise that this is how things are today.  

Likewise, Barbara (SH) stressed the inevitability of including contemporary 

versions of marital ceremonies: 

Since it’s an exhibition about . . . getting married, it’s about the ages and 

how that has changed . . .  So, you would have to include it really because 

it’s part of what’s happening. 
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Along the same lines, though with a dissatisfaction with the aesthetic outcome, was 

the comment by Olivia (SH), explaining that ‘for an exhibition on weddings, I 

thought it was an appropriate thing to do, but the suits are horrible’. Alexandra 

(BMAG), on the other hand, recollected her memories of the gay movement in 

Britain as a result of seeing Smith’s interventions, explaining that: 

I thought about the law and how it has changed perceptions. Changes in the 

law have changed perceptions of gay people in Britain but I hadn’t really 

thought about how civil partnerships photographs might have changed 

images. I just haven’t thought about that before, so it’s provoking to think a 

bit harder.  

A couple of interviewees shared their approval for the inclusive and multiculturalist 

approach employed at Liverpool for the representation of wedding costumes and 

traditions. Their analysis of the final outcome was an encouragement to engage 

with unfamiliar life aspects of communities with which they co-exist in their local 

and wider environment, and eventually help them learn and even understand what 

makes a community group distinctive and what they share in common with the 

majority: 

Well, I hope so. Because I hope people would see it as another type of 

wedding to think about, that’s a kind of [weddings]. Because it’s quite a 

varied exhibition. 

    (Claire, SH) 

It brings different communities and customs together. I think it is a perfect 

opportunity to come in touch with different cultures because it promotes 

understanding within various communities of a city and that leads to a 

peaceful co-existence . . . I see this exhibition as an attempt to bring the 

different cultures of the people of this city togethe. . . [It might have] 

definitely a positive impact. Representation without any prejudice against 
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gays will have a positive impact to the public because it will make more 

people to come in touch and better understand gay people.  

(Christine, SH) 

I can imagine some of the aspects of . . . the Gypsy wedding or the civil 

ceremonies might be [controversial] to some people, but I hope not. I hope 

they’ll see it as [an] inclusive and affectionate society.  

        (Lilly, SH) 

Although a multiculturalist approach was not the case for Queering the Museum, 

equivalent appraisal of positive visual and textual information on diverse ways of 

living was documented by two male visitors at Birmingham: 

 [To be] more exposed to things makes people more accustomed to it. Very 

good, very important. Make people aware of what else is there and people’s 

opinions on it. Educate people a bit more.  

            (Mark, BMAG) 

It shows that there are alternative lifestyles. Even that I stayed for 15-20 

minutes, I got the sense that there is something different. So, I think that it 

was well-thought.  

                     (Steve, BMAG) 

Among these readings, an underlying fear that same sex portrayal might still annoy 

the audience was documented in one statement. When asked whether there was 

anything provocative in Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs, Dorothy (SH) 

described the exhibition as a reflection of contemporary society, expecting that 

others would see it as such and will not get irritated: 

But obviously [it is] not trying to provoke a reaction like to offend or upset 

anyone. But just to show that’s what happens.  
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Other responses to the question on the exhibitions’ messages reported a sense of 

acceptance of sexual diversity. Three female visitors, one at Liverpool and two in 

Birmingham, decoded a message of tolerance towards individuals who fall outside 

social gender and sexual norms: 

Maybe make [the audience] think more that society accepts it and . . . It’s 

being important for an exhibition and it’s accepted.  

     (Maria, SH) 

I didn’t feel that there was any specific message. The exhibition attempted 

to represent LGBTQ culture in a nice way and that’s all I see. If we assume 

there is a message, I would say that it is a message of acceptance and 

diversity. 

                  (Sandra, BMAG) 

Yes, I think it’s telling us that we are really stupid people. To accept people 

as they are.  

             (Josephina, BMAG) 

 

A reflective experience 

Another important conceptual category of visitors’ comments was in relation to how 

Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs evoked a 

boost on individuals’ self-esteem and pride as members of a previously 

disrespected cultural group, but more importantly, how these projects motivated 

the general public to revise their attitudes towards the sexual ‘other’. 
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Self-esteem and pride 

A commonly documented type of exclusion of certain populations is the intellectual 

barrier to access. People, especially those from under-represented communities, 

are more likely to experience a sense of being excluded from a museum collection 

due to lack of their voice and existence in it (Black 2005: 59-60; Crooke 2007: 91). 

The consequence of this form of exclusion is commonly then deemed as one of the 

principal barriers to cultural access (Dodd and Sandell 1998; Resource: 2001), 

which in turn further perpertuates the exclusion these communities face in their 

daily life: 

[T]he museum that fails to tell the stories of minority groups, not only denies 

access to its services for that group but also exacerbates their position of 

exclusion by broadcasting an exclusive image reinforcing the prejudices and 

discriminatory practices of museum users and the wider society. 

              (Sandell 1998: 408) 

More importantly, according to Elaine Heumann Gurian (1991: 176-177), not only 

decisions on the broader thematic framework, but also modes of portrayal are to 

blame for the social unresponsiveness of museums. The eagerness for depicting 

sexual diversity is not hence enough unless considerable attention is paid on what 

is to be displayed and how to abstain from negative connotations’ reinforcement.  

As might then be expected, responses emerged validating Gurian’s position on the 

impact of what and how a subject is publicly treated. Individuals, who directly or 

indirectly disclosed their sexual preference, could potentially suggest a link 

between disclosure and self-confidence and what the museum is showing. Similar 

positive feelings are regularly evidenced among members of the LGBTQ 

community when museum or archival initiatives responsive to society’s sexual 

diversity take place, such as in the case of the Wedding Album Project in 2005 

which resulted in the substantial diversification of the Oregon Historical Society 

archives with queer stories (Clark and Wexler 2008). It was thus an anticipated 
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finding to encounter in many responses in Birmingham. That is, how the cultural 

recognition of sexual diversity across a well-established museum boosts the sense 

of pride among individuals identified as LGBTQ. In other words, visitors talked 

about how pride they felt of being what they are but equally how the validation they 

received enhanced their sense of belonging to the cultural sector of their country 

and their city. For two male visitors, Queering the Museum was positively assessed 

as an opportunity to celebrate their identity in a safe authoritative site like a 

museum. Their enthusiastic impression was manifested when they both felt that it 

is an excellent social event they could attend with their acquaintances too: 

Excellent idea - something in a civic space that you could take straight 

family or friends to see, making the queer mainstream, celebrated, and 

accessible.  

        (Giannis, BMAG) 

Yes, I think it’s also important because it means we could invite our friends, 

our colleagues, our family to come and look at the exhibition with us.  

   (Joe, BMAG) 

There was even an instance when one respondent admitted that having engaged 

with the exhibition content enabled him to learn how to become less afraid of his 

sexual identity and eventually gain more self-confidence, both in his personal and 

professional life: 

I guess to be braver in my own work and how I can consider audiences in 

my own art practice.  

       (Graham, BMAG) 

Yet, the sense of belonging in their local or wider culture might have been among 

the major gains of both exhibitions. Creating this feeling at least to some LGBTQ 

people, is not easily achieved though. Joe Heimlich and Judy Koke (2008) 

highlighted the lack of feeling welcome and its repercussions to one’s museum 
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experience, based on their pilot study into LGBTQ visitation to cultural 

organisations, revealing that: 

[A]lthough respondents feel comfortable visiting our institutions, institutions 

do not score well in creating a sense of welcoming for GLBTQ individuals or 

couples. Gays and lesbians feel most welcome visiting these institutions as 

in groups. . . . The fact that visiting with friends, especially mixed groups, 

tends to produce the greatest comfort levels suggests there is a sense of 

heteronormativism in the visits.  

      (2008: 101) 

Correspondingly, in the eyes of three interviewees, identified as gay, the inclusion 

of their stories in a museum narrative was a sign of recognition and respect, an 

attitude rarely encountered by UK museums: 

Being a lesbian myself, I felt that suddenly I was more visible in an official 

way and this is comforting.  

        (Sandra, BMAG) 

[I liked] everything!  It is something I never thought I’d see in my lifetime.  

  (Phil, BMAG) 

The gay civil partnership ceremony, as I am a lesbian. However, I didn’t 

expect it to be included in the exhibition. I am very pleasantly surprised and 

impressed. 

           (Christine, SH) 

Interestingly though the thought-provoking reaction from a former-employee of 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery was especially valued in the context of this 

study. A woman, self-identified as disabled and lesbian, brought up a profound 

contradiction of museum practice. Having worked for the organisation for four 
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years in the past she had never had this sense of belonging as the programming in 

offer was not representative of her identity. Museums strive for social inclusion in 

their projects, but as this testimony reveals, social inclusion is being fulfilled only 

partially. For example, without undermining the significance of employees’ 

diversity, a socially purposeful museum cannot stay put. Rather, those in influential 

posts should embrace a multi-dimensional understanding of inclusiveness ranging 

from staff to physical and intellectual access. Likewise, this woman’s statement 

validates David Fleming’s suggestions for the adaptation of every single aspect of 

museums’ structure to their social roles and responsiveness towards their 

communities (2012a). Every single step is necessary if a cultural institution aims at 

being truly responsive to and representative of contemporary diverse society. Her 

response then went as follows: 

From the minute we met [with Matt Smith] in the round room, I had a huge 

feeling for the first time that I belonged in that museum and I worked in the 

space as an employee for over 4 years previously!! . . . Wanted to be part of 

something that I could connect with - museums do not represent me as a 

woman, a disabled and deaf woman and as a lesbian.  

        (Helen, BMAG) 

 

Revised perceptions of the Other 

A popular theme picked up by most interviewees was about the impact the two 

projects under exploration in the current thesis might have on audience’s beliefs 

and attitudes. Analysis of data, drawn mainly from the questions about the impact 

of each exhibition on its visitors, the messages it might communicate and whether 

audiences had found anything provocative, the majority’s view was very quickly 

revealed appreciating both projects as challenging people’s thoughts on gender 

and sexuality through the inclusion of multiple perspectives of the subject on 

display.  
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Some participants expressed their wish that the institutional decision to include 

references to LGBT culture might affect positively some individuals’ minds and 

attitude towards those falling outside the heteronormative lifestyle: 

[It will] definitely a positive impact. Representation without any prejudice 

against gays will have a positive impact to the public because it will make 

more people to come in touch and better understand gay people.    

(Christine, SH) 

[It will] open people’s eyes a bit more. [To be] more exposed to things make 

people more accustomed to it. Very good, very important. Make people 

aware of what else is there and people’s opinions on it, educate people a bit 

more.  

 (Mark, BMAG) 

Nonetheless, there were a few people sharing a more modest expectation, which 

comes in accordance with museum learning theory on the influence of one’s 

background on what they might gain from a museum programme. Despite their 

honest belief in both exhibitions’ potential to contribute to social change, they all 

admitted that this may not be the case for every single visitor: 

It may make people realise that this is how things are today. I think it might 

shock people, I don't know. It didn’t shock me but I could imagine people 

even from our generation coming, who would be quite taken back to see 

that.. . . I can’t see how it could do harm. You would hope that it would make 

people more sort of open-minded but I don’t know really.  

       (Kate, SH) 

I don’t see why not to me [why not include LGBT representations]. Some 

people might be offended but I’m definitely not offended. No.  

                                                                                                           (Catherine, SH) 
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I mean obviously the same sex marriage is [provocative], trying not kind of 

being provocative but some people would probably be not very open. For 

me, no.  

                                                                 (Liz, SH) 

It could mean nothing to a visitor and everything to another. I prefer to focus 

on what kind of impact this might have and I believe it’s a positive impact 

towards [a] better understanding of people.  

     (Gabrielle, BMAG) 

I think that most visitors will be OK. Some will hopefully reflect on their views 

of LGBT people.  

           (David, BMAG) 

A very intriguing comment was received by Janet (BMAG) who further noted that 

perhaps Queering the Museum might have eased discussions of sexuality in 

general, as she felt that people are still uncomfortable talking about it: 

You hope you would open them up. I hope it will open up discussions and, I 

don’t know, subvert the awkwardness that seems to come with talking about 

sexuality and things like that.  

More importantly, Alison (SH) –a history teacher- and Helen (BMAG) drew 

attention to another vital role of museums that is of promoting positive role models 

especially for students and for young people respectively. Such a suggestion 

mirrors a particular view among museum scholars who champion for an 

appropriately offered multiculturalist education. Joseph Suina, for example, 

vouches for the value of a multiculturalist education in museums focusing on young 

people, without excluding the potential effect on adults too, setting a number of 

parameters for its effectiveness: 
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The knowledge should be accurate, up-to-date, and deep enough to cover 

what is significant for young learners. The presentation should allow the 

learners to understand people in terms of universal concerns as well as 

differing responses. . . . Recognising similar needs and cross-cultural 

concerns provides a framework within which young learners can achieve 

understanding and empathy. It is also an effective means for combating 

stereotypes, which develop by identifying those who are different through 

only a few isolated, salient features. 

      (1999: 107) 

These women, thus, commented very positively on the inclusion of this aspect 

specifically and more generally for future projects. Alison (SH) emphasised that 

such representations can actually be a valuable educational source similar to 

efforts like LGBT History Month, as they:  

Provide a positive role model for students. It is vitally important that those 

things are provided and everybody sees them as perfectly good and 

appropriate aspects of life and society.  

Equally, Helen (BMAG) advised for a more intensified positive representation as 

this forms the essential element for subverting discrimination and prejudice: 

Great, good and positive. Young people have to see and learn too. How 

else do we change attitudes and culture? We need representation.  

Thought-provocation, however, seemed to have been correctly perceived as the 

main intention of Queering the Museum: 

I thought the exhibition was thought provoking and sensitive without being 

provocative.  

  (Graham, BMAG) 
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I’m not sure that provocative is the right word – however, some exhibits 

were thought provoking, which is surely a major aim for any museum/art 

gallery.  

(Phil, BMAG) 

Yes, the whole exhibition makes you think, I think. That’s what [it] is 

designed for. 

                        (Josephina, BMAG) 

Not really sure, hope it would make them think.  

                 (George, BMAG) 

Further, unsettling one’s idea of what is right or wrong, socially acceptable or not, 

was understood as the first step into advancing one’s knowledge, changing their 

social attitude and rejecting some stereotypical or old-fashioned beliefs about 

gender and sexuality: 

It should challenge stereotypes about masculinity and femininity, sexual and 

social identities, and stress the ordinariness of the queer - its right to belong 

and express itself - its place in the social and creative continuum.  

        (Giannis, BMAG) 

I didn’t find anything provocative, but hopefully it provoked other people to 

think about their view of the world and the place of LGBT people in it.  

                   (David, BMAG) 

Helen (BMAG), identified as lesbian, felt that Queering the Museum was a 

subversion of the prevailing norm which is based on whiteness, heterosexuality 

and middle-class, hoping that visitors might be prompted to remind themselves that 

this description only fits a part of human population: 
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FANTASTIC - It was great, playful, clever, thought provoking, exciting, sad 

at how invisible we are in both objects, interpretation and above all 

inclusion. The world is made up of lots of different types of people we are 

not all white, straight and middle class.  

Lastly an encouraging outcome with substantial gains in the long run emerged from 

the replies of three participants attesting to the overarching scope of Matt Smith’s 

project ‘sometimes serious, sometimes humorous, this exhibition will change how 

you look at museums and question what you see’ (Promotional leaflet, Figure This 

specific artistic initiative was produced to unveil and criticise museums’ intentional 

or implicit overlooking of sexual minorities in their collections and programming. Its 

principal objective was to act as the motive that would encourage people to 

question their own beliefs not only generally but also regarding their view of 

museums and the stories selected to be told or to be absent. On that account, the 

following comments were regarded as three very illustrative examples that the core 

intended message of Queering the Museum was fully grasped, at least from certain 

individuals: 

It transforms the way you see everything.  

                      (Harry, BMAG) 

I liked the Reflection one. That’s quite pretty and it’s thought-provoking, 

trying to see things from other people’s perspectives . . . Everything was 

thought-provoking at the very least. Even if it wasn’t aesthetically pleasing. 

Some things were terrible aesthetically for me . . . But this is suggesting very 

much there’s multiple ways of looking at things from multiple perspectives, 

and trying to encourage people, I think, to look at things from different 

approaches, different perspectives.  

                     (Janet, BMAG) 

I mean provocative in the general sense. All of the exhibits were designed to 

provoke and [I] thought some of the juxtapositions were quite jarring. So, 
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objects which don’t look like belong together and they are brought together. 

So, in that sense. Another sense of thinking about the exhibits provocative 

would be whether they are potentially sexualised and whether that’s 

problematic.  

                   (Jacob, BMAG) 

 

The museum as a social forum 

Despite the lack of consensus on the appropriateness of the socially purposeful 

museum even nowadays, evidence of a growing public demand for museums to 

actively validate their sensitivity to society’s complexities unfolds. For instance, the 

extensive international research project Exhibitions as Contested Sites: The Roles 

of Museums in Contemporary Societies singled out the vast majority of Canadian 

and Australian museum goers’ expectation to see an exhibition tackling social and 

controversial issues (Cameron 2005, 2010b). In addition, empirical studies with a 

particular focus on museums’ portrayal of disability and sexual difference, like 

Rethinking Disability Representation in Museums and Galleries (Dodd, Sandell, 

Jolly and Jones 2008) or shOUT; An evaluation of the Social Justice Programme of 

the Gallery of Modern Art Glasgow (Sandell, Dodd and Jones 2010) uncovered, 

although not incontestably, the public’s approval for the inclusion of disability or 

homosexuality. The percentage of visitors who object to this sort of programming 

seems to be comparatively low, strengthening the arguments in favour of the 

museum acting as a social forum (Cameron 2005; Dodd, Sandell, Jolly and Jones 

2008; Sandell, Dodd and Jones 2010).   

As might be expected, the range of responses revealed a number of key points in 

terms of past, present and future treatment by museums of sexual minorities, 

considering what, when and how such references are being displayed. More 

interestingly, a predisposition towards the museum as a social institution for public 

discussion of contemporary social topics was frequently manifested in visitors’ 
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answers. The discussion around this theme was mainly based on the questions 

about visitors’ thoughts on the intended exhibition messages and the anticipated 

impact on the public as well as on the last set of questions on the appropriateness 

of LGBT cultural representations at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery and 

museums in general.  

A prominent finding drawn from the answers of fairly two thirds of visitors in 

Birmingham, and less of the ones collected in Liverpool, manifests the public 

reading of museums as conservative places reflecting life according to social 

hetero-norms. In this way, it was felt that a positive appraisal of each place might 

have occurred in the minds of these individuals who, though implicitly most of the 

time, recognised the significant effort the museum had made to depict positive 

representations of the usually disregarded LGBT culture. Although attending a 

single museum event cannot probably lead to a more permanent visitation and an 

absolute turnover of the preconception of the site as highly heteronormative, 

nonetheless, such projects have the potential to establish a longer term 

relationship with culturally excluded communities. Yet, this relationship will 

probably fail unless museum staff has a sustainable plan, part of which are the 

particular exhibitions under research. Therefore, this study perceives the following 

audience feedback as a sign of both projects having had an impact on visitors’ 

attitude towards these two institutions, especially in light of past empirical surveys. 

For example, visitors who saw the Warren Cup exhibition at the British Museum in 

2006 disclosed similar concerns of the museum being ‘a stuffy, old-fashioned, cold 

and remote institution’ (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 2006: 34). They also 

expressed their preference for a more regular engagement with hot topics under 

innovative interpretive frameworks, like the one adopted for Warren Cup which 

positively surprised many of them. Nevertheless, if and for how long this influence 

may last, strictly depends on whether each site’s future work will continue within a 

socially purposeful framework.  

Thus, three sub-themes emerged from their responses. Firstly, they expected 

museums to steadily increase the visibility of sexual difference across their 
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collections. Secondly, interviewees offered a wide range of recommendations on 

the diverse modes of portrayal for the LGBTQ community to be included in 

museums’ programming. And, thirdly, a couple of the respondents raised the 

uncomfortable situation museums might be found when potentially contentious 

topics are on display while at the same time members of the minorities to which 

these topics are related regard museums as safe and comfortable places to be in.   

 

Visibility  

In his article The Museum’s silent sexual performance, James Sanders accurately 

asserted that museums have been acting hypocritically with homoeroticism. His 

proposition is that: 

Claiming its traditional practices of collecting, categorizing, and conserving 

as scholarly, scientific, rational, and objective, the museum has 

(un)intentionally served as an instrument of heteronormativity by erasing or 

rendering invisible artists’ queer desire and representations.  

                           (2008: 16)  

Echoing Sanders’ statement, the theme of visibility was indicated as a serious 

issue by the majority of the interviewees. Many visitors shared their frustration due 

to the lack in museums collections of items related to LGBT experiences and 

demonstrating their expectation for more equal treatment by the museum sector: 

I came to see the specific exhibition as we don’t often see a representation 

of the LGBTQ culture inside museums.  

                   (Sandra, BMAG) 
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Well, LGBTQ is a minority and they haven’t been talked about in a generic 

way. I guess LGBTQ is not fulfilled.  

            (Nick, BMAG) 

Well, if it’s good enough for the Pope . . . (the Vatican has lots of 

Michaelangelo’s work, including the Sistine Chapel), and then, there’s his 

David . . . Just wish that LGB&T culture was explained more clearly in 

museums it’s there but tends to be hidden. 

             (Phil, BMAG) 

Museums should look into collecting more LGBT focused (that speak to the 

widest communities possible) work for the public collections.  

     (Graham, BMAG) 

In addition, the way Queering the Museum was developed, according to many 

interviewees, communicated the message of LGBT invisibility within cultural 

institutions like museums: 

I felt the exhibition was giving all audience a historical perspective about the 

lack of inclusion and understanding of the LGBT communities.  

       (Graham, BMAG) 

It’s about the idea homosexuality wasn’t represented in the arts, so I was 

curious to see how it would, what form it took.  

           (Peter, BMAG) 

That LGB&T topics should no longer be alienated from mainstream 

museums . . . Hopefully it’s a Eureka moment and they’ll just wonder why 

information has been censored in the past.  

   (Phil, BMAG) 
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Some even shared their expectation that the exhibition might have informed more 

people about this situation, calling them to review what narratives are prevalent in 

gallery spaces and how museum choices render some voices invisible: 

I think it was trying to communicate gay ideas of representation by re-

appropriating traditional museum ideas about exhibition and collection. Not 

sure how successful it was though . . . An interesting thought about how 

museums show their collections and if “gay representation” is considered.  

       (George, BMAG) 

I think that it’s trying to, as I said before, get us to think about museums and 

how they organise their stories into particular narratives, and those 

narratives might be heteronormative.  

                        (Jacob, BMAG) 

Just wish that LGBT culture was explained more clearly in museums. It’s 

there but tends to be hidden.  

   (Phil, BMAG) 

Choices of what to collect and display, and how exhibits are annotated or 

explained to visitors, are based on implicit cultural assumptions and moral 

judgements - they manifest the agendas of the management.  This is hard to 

grasp because the question often is "what isn't here" and it's always far 

harder to discern an absence than a presence.  This exhibition really 

brought this out. Thank you.  

        (Giannis, BMAG) 

Moreover, Helen’s (SH) email feedback was designated among the most 

emphatically critical of museum practice ones. Not only did she draw attention to 

the aftermath of ongoing misinterpretation, but she also condemned such practice 

as homophobic. The following script from her reply is very illustrative: 
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Interviewer: Do you feel the exhibition was trying to communicate any 

particular message? If yes, what would you say this message is? 

Helen: Yes we belong in a museum too. And a glaring omission that works 

by gay artists are not curated, interpreted and like disability hardly 

mentioned as a passing thought.  

Interviewer: Would you like to see more lesbian and gay culture represented 

in museums? If yes, in what form? 

Helen: In all aspects, proper interpretation in the way works are curated so it 

is not patronizing and elitist and worst still homophobic like it is now. More 

workshops and talks - involve and engage us and we will get involved. 

Even so, aspirations to provoke people’s minds to realise the constant cultural 

absence of non-heterosexual voices and the collecting, interpreting and curatorial 

techniques deepening the gaps seem slightly romantic according to the research 

data. Almost all the comments on the possibility of making the LGBT invisibility 

‘visible’ were drawn from interviews with individuals identified as gay or lesbian. In 

other words, interpretations of Matt Smith’s interventions as evidence of how 

collections have been highly infiltrated by heteronormativity were made basically by 

those already familiar with this exclusionist practice. 

Furthermore, the tendency of LGBT temporal presence in museums’ programming 

was also negatively commented by two respondents: 

I think LGBT culture should be more prominent and is under represented 

and should not only exist as temporary exhibitions.  

     (Graham, BMAG) 
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I do hope to see more of that in the future everywhere because nowadays, 

we learn about a gay related exhibition and we feel we cannot lose the 

opportunity to see it and we even travel to do so.  

   (Sandra, BMAG) 

More importantly, Sandra’s (BMAG) feedback reveals an unpromising fact for 

museums’ visitation from the LGBT segment of the population. Due to the rarity 

and temporariness of projects of high personal relevance, she said to be left with 

no other option than that of even travelling to another city to visit them. The 

meaning of such a straightforward disclosure, particularly if it is considered along 

with the role of personal relevance and interest in visiting a museum or not (Kelly 

2001: 5), could be that the exclusion of individuals identified as LGBT is 

unfortunately an ongoing situation leading organisations like museums and 

galleries to fail to adhere to the broader institutional social objectives aspiring a 

culturally diverse audience development. 

 

Diversifying portrayal of sexual difference  

Following up on the previous discussion on raising awareness about non-

heterosexual identities through increased representation for longer periods, the 

need for embracing new forms of representation, following the example of 

Queering the Museum innovation, with the incorporation of interventions or other 

imaginative techniques, was an interesting position.  

I think . . . there’s a big gap for most part which is only beginning to be 

addressed and it tends to be addressed either in this very sort of small 

exhibitions, which are sort of very marginal within a particular museum, or it 

will be about particular personalities or sort of individuals, in sort of whose 

gender or sexuality may not have conformed to normal and maybe a little bit 

about the bigger exhibitions. So, for example, there is exhibition at the 

British Museum on. Is it Hadrian? Yes. There’s a reference to his lover and 



252	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

tends to be addressed in this kind of ways. It’s part of a bigger mainstream 

exhibition. So, I feel that those historical exhibitions like that, bringing in 

visual artists in this sort of disrupting historical narrative it’s actually a good 

way to sort of rethinking some of these narratives.  

                             (Jacob, BMAG) 

Visitors praised the novelty of the project in that it was unfolded extensively in 

museum’s space, integrated with permanent cases, and presenting sexual 

difference not as something ‘special’. The following quotes actually lifted some of 

the main concerns of museum scholars and practitioners regarding not only LGBT 

but any minority group’s inclusion, focusing around the challenges when 

representing ‘difference’. Janet (BMAG) expressed her hope to see LGBT culture 

being represented naturally in museum exhibitions without being constantly 

described as something distinctive. In other words, her suggestion could be 

interpreted as a call for ‘normalising’ sexual difference: 

I think ideally I’d like to see a time when it’s not something big and it is part 

of the norm.  

Others expressed their appreciation for seeing an exhibition on sexual minorities 

spread across the museum collections: 

I especially liked the way the exhibits were scattered throughout the 

museum, and not just hidden in a room on their own.  

   (Phil, BMAG) 

I liked the whole exhibition equally. I particularly liked seeing the items 

placed around the museum and not restricted to one area. 

                           (David, BMAG) 

Sandra (BMAG) even commented, like Janet (BMAG), positively on the possibility 

of depicting sexual difference as part of the norm to the extent that even children 
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would be able to engage with it. In a way, it could be argued here, that Sandra’s 

(BMAG) reply perhaps summarises a range of possible expectations from 

museums and how they choose to portray LGBT stories: 

I am glad that I saw this here today and that it wasn’t separated from the 

museum collection, but it was presented as part of it. I do hope to see more 

of that in the future everywhere . . . in any form. I don’t care if it is the 

provocative art of a trans artist or a knitting collection of a sweet lesbian 

granny. I personally would like to fit the lesbian and gay element in historical 

collections and to see it being represented in a way that children could visit 

these collections. This is extremely important to me.  

Similarly, David (BMAG) identified as gay stated his support for the adoption of 

multiculturalist approaches to societal diversity and called for the integration of 

lesbian and gay voices in museum collections especially in terms of deepening 

their historical understanding: 

Yes, I would like to see L&G people represented in any exhibition along with 

other communities that make up society. I don’t think this needs to be done 

separately, but integrated into the fabric of the exhibition / museum. 

Historically, people we would now term Gay would not have labelled 

themselves as such, for many reasons. It would be useful if museums 

provided interpretations to help visitors understand the historical / social 

context.  

Corresponding to this philosophy, two friends who had visited Sudley House 

specifically for Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs wondered why modes of 

depicting sexual difference mostly attest to a definition of homosexuality in terms of 

the sexual life, whereas at Queering the Museum contradictory views emerged 

regarding the value of labelling the sexual ‘other’ or not. Such an inconsistency in 

visitors’ attitudes towards labelling further supports in fact Helen Graham’s 

proposition, which clearly explains the complexity of labels: 
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The use of such labels as markers of identity can engender powerful 

feelings of belonging and worth, they can operate to communicate a positive 

sense of shared group membership and be mobilized to effect political and 

social change. But, at the same time, labels can work to differentiate groups 

and, in doing so, they can stigmatize.  

      (2010: 115) 

Therefore, in a way, respondents at Liverpool both anticipated a tone of ‘normality’ 

in that gay people should be primarily defined and depicted accordingly, as human 

beings living a regular life, and not always as this segment of the population 

distinguished by their sexual life. Their dialogue that follows illustrates the 

exchange of ideas they had on the topic during their interview: 

Interviewer: Would you like to see more lesbian and gay culture represented 

in museums? If yes, in what form? 

Dorothy: I don’t see why that you should. It doesn’t need to [be] picked up 

specifically. I mean, I know Hello Sailor you had about gay scene. But I 

mean I don’t know. If I was gay, I don't think I’d want that to be the only thing 

that would define me and let it have specifically picked out. I don’t know.  

Liz: You don’t think about people, if you are with someone who is gay, you 

don’t think about him as being gay all the time. It’s just a person.  

Dorothy: It’s not one thing.  

Liz: He might be interested in football, in books. That’s not the only thing 

that defines somebody.  

Likewise, Nick (BMAG) disclosed his hope that future framing of homosexuality 

would avoid tags ‘possible without labels’. Meanwhile, Giannis (BMAG) and Sandra 

(BMAG) encouraged for the exact opposite. Sandra (BMAG) particularly offered a 

lengthy response on lesbian and gay depiction in national museums indicating their 

responsibility to the entirety of taxpayers and not simply to the heteronormative 
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majority. Although these comments might well fit in the previous discussion on 

visibility, it was felt that their strong link to the controversy of labelling placed it 

under the theme of modes of the portrayal of sexual diversity: 

Yes, and in every medium; also in the notes and annotations provided for 

exhibits; and flagging up the sexual identity of the artist/artisan if known. It 

helps black identity if it is mentioned in passing that the artist was/is black - 

similarly, if it is known that they are/were lgbt.    

     (Giannis, BMAG) 

National museums are funded by all the taxpayers and should represent 

everybody, even the smallest minority if possible. I don’t know if LGBTQ 

people are the 10% as some say, but I think that we are enough and we 

should see ourselves and our ways of life and expressions through art 

present in museums. This is even more important as we often are victims of 

racism. If our culture is present and obvious in as many ways as possible, 

that will help to direct the public towards a more open-minded way of 

thinking about us.. . . Sometimes we see or learn about exhibitions that are 

about a gay artist in museums considered to be more conservative. And 

sometimes there is no mention to that aspect of the artist’s life, even if it is 

fundamental for their creations. This is the worst form of hypocrisy and has 

to stop now. Gay facts and identities have to be revealed. 

       (Sandra, BMAG) 

A hope to abstain from victimising images of non-heterosexuals seems to be 

echoed in Phil’s (BMAG) suggestion for alternatives in museum representations. 

Comparably with disability inclusion in museums and galleries (Delin 2002; Dodd, 

Jones, Jolly and Sandell 2010; Murray and Jacobs 2010), individuals identified as 

gay might seek for positive and optimistic portrayal as opposed to the traumatic 

experiences of the past, such as the Holocaust or the political struggle for gay 

rights: 
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Many holocaust museums already acknowledge that lesbians and gay men 

perished alongside Jewish people (and some were both Jewish and Gay). 

But it would be nice to see happier times for the LGB&T community, like the 

old gay bar setup in the Museum of Berlin, with the stories from the 

landlady! As for Birmingham, I’d particularly like to the dress worn by Dana 

International exhibited when she won Eurovision in Birmingham.  

Yet, assuming a consensus for exhibitions characterised by ‘normality’, subtlety 

and integration would be naive despite the findings of this audience research. The 

only dissonance was raised by Alexandra (BMAG) who, despite her enthusiasm for 

the project, would rather anticipate more intense provocation: 

Absolutely! Gay and lesbian people are part of the whole wider community 

and I’d like to see a more provocative handling of many existing pieces of 

art rather than these new pieces.  

In line with findings from other studies, I would therefore argue that both physical 

and thematic integration of sexual difference is a sought-after interpretive device in 

that it can more easily engage the general public, as this research has shown. But, 

people sharing a common identity do not necessarily perceive and experience it 

alike, although the necessity for raising public awareness about a particular identity 

group, especially when it comes down to disadvantaged minorities, is generally 

accepted. For instance, in 2006, Dodd, Hooper-Greenhill, Delin and Jones in their 

research In the past we would just be invisible examined disabled people’s 

perceptions of museums and heritage sites. One of their key findings was disabled 

people’s consensus on the power of visibility despite their differing readings on 

their identity: 

Although our respondents did not identify with a common identity as 

disabled people, all of them were positive about making disabled people 

visible within the museum. This opens up the possibilities for museums to 

lead the way in challenging current representations of disabled people, 
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taking into account that there is not always one viewpoint, nor is there an 

easy and quick approach.  

        (Dodd, Hooper-Greenhill, Delin and Jones 2006: 1) 

Besides, disagreement on whether a LGBTQ community or identity exists has 

been an ongoing debate among individuals identified as such, scholars, activists 

and so on. On top of that, cautious reviews of the discrete inclusion of sexual 

diversity at both sites by certain members of the audience further strengthens 

arguments in favour of adopting subtle and integrated approaches too. A number 

of interviewees then, mainly the elderly ones, without actually being opposed to 

seeing aspects of the culture and history of people not conformed to the social 

heteronorms, offered interesting comments. Overall, it could be said that similar 

contradictory attitudes reflect real life occasions since tolerance of difference does 

not necessarily equate with feeling comfortable when interacting with the cultural or 

sexual ‘other’.  

Consequently, the following statements from four research participants at both 

sites reveal a slightly modest approval of LGBT displays in museum exhibitions. 

The reasoning behind classifying these comments as relatively positive lies on the 

use of words like ‘decent’, ‘appropriate’ or ‘non provocative’ depictions: 

No, no. I wouldn’t want to see [LGBT representations] no. An example like in 

there is fine. Not provocative. But not having a place full of lesbian and gay. 

This is fine, it doesn’t glorify it.  

    (Simon, SH) 

I haven’t thought about it actually. But I guess, if [LGBT representation] 

appropriate, yes. Just something I’ve not considered.  

       (Alice, SH) 
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I guess I will say why not, as long as [LGBT representation] is made in a 

decent way, because schools are visiting the museums. Of course this could 

also happen with special adult-only collections.  

     (Gabrielle, BMAG) 

I’m not personally interested in gay culture but I think it’s ok. Everybody 

should be free to express themselves. On the other hand, it depends how 

provocative gay culture is. I wouldn’t want for a child to go to a museum and 

see pictures of drag queens or gay bears and on. These are adult stuff. As 

long as gay culture and every other culture are modest enough for a 

museum, it’s ok. . . . As long as it is within the limits of decency, then, there 

is no problem. Gay people should have their exhibitions too. If some visitors 

don’t like it, they just don’t have to go there. Nobody is forcing them.  

       (Christopher, SH) 

An informing discussion that could possibly reflect the thoughts of other people at 

this age, with their lived experience of all the historical and political advancements 

in the gay rights movement, is being unfolded by a couple who were interviewed 

together at Sudley House. They both disclosed how life experiences shaped their 

level of tolerance for homosexuality, explaining that compared to this generation 

they are not used to extensive representation of sexual difference, without however 

being opposed to viewing references to historical facts concerning homoeroticism. 

In other words, it was felt that they would expect, and, according to their saying, 

engage with, such exhibits in historical museum collections, but at the same time 

an exhibition focusing solely on LGBT would cause inconvenience in the same way 

that gay prides do: 

Interviewer: Would you like to see more lesbian and gay culture represented 

in museums? If yes, in what form? 

Aristotle: The thing that people have to accept this, had to accept the life 

and although I argue this, I don’t like gay people pushing it in your face, like 
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gay pride, I’d suppose. . . . I think no matter how big prejudice you have, I 

don’t want it pushed into my face.  

Kate: But in the context like a museum where you go to see and it’s part of 

history, that wouldn’t offend.  

Aristotle: No, if it’s part of history, no.  

Kate: Because it’s factual history.  

Aristotle: Just it wasn’t commonly known when I was young and I think that’s 

the distinction now. You have people coming out saying ‘look at me’ and I 

think that’s the difference. Younger people are far more tolerant than I can 

be. They haven’t got my history or my experiences 

Nevertheless, despite difference in opinion on the theoretical issue of a shared 

LGBTQ identity formation, all sides strive, even from different starting points, for 

the same scope: make themselves and their fellows visible through unprejudiced 

modes of portrayal. Having said that then, a safe conclusion drawn from the 

current and previous relevant studies could be the expectation from museum 

practitioners to develop a range of projects that eventually would cover a variety of 

needs, even those ones with a concealed level of discomfort and perhaps 

homophobia.  

 

Risk for the museum but safety for the audience 

A recurring theme in studies on museum representation of minority groups is the 

risk behind inclusionist projects. Professionals tend to be reluctant when it comes 

down to disadvantaged communities still struggling to secure more people’s 

tolerance. The fear of upsetting stakeholders, partners, funders, or even a 

percentage of the core audience is always there. On that account, embracing 

sexual difference to the extent of 19 displays at Birmingham and showing 

costumes and pictures from a same sex civil partnership at Liverpool, while gay 
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rights remain a contentious area, might result in unpredictable reception. On the 

other hand, however, research has regularly stressed public perception of 

museums as safe trustworthy sites for learning history, science, art but also for 

introducing people in social issues. Consequently, broadly speaking, staff usually 

stands in a complex situation when an inclusive project is due. Risk prevails in the 

insiders’ views whereas safety in outsiders’ ones.  

From visitors’ testimonies then it can be gleaned that this complexity was picked up 

by some. The most passionate reply was received from Helen (BMAG) from the 

local LGBTQ community whose words could be interpreted as an indirect 

recognition of the museum’s courage to undertake such an initiative. She thus 

brought attention to the role of Birmingham city council and the repercussions of its 

members’ beliefs. In her view, the council is regarded as an ‘ultra conservative’ one 

who, unfortunately for LGBTQ people living in Birmingham, has been playing a vital 

role in the cultural exclusion of non-heterosexuals:  

We are under-represented, completely ignored and works [are] interpreted 

by people who are ultra conservative. Lack of risk taking everything has to 

be safe and twee. Maybe that is because it is ultimately run by a council 

shortsighted and doesn’t understand artworks. Yet you look at some 

paintings and work and they are nudes, in BMAG there is even a painting 

where the artist got his revenge by painting dogs having sex in different 

positions in order to get back at the person who commissioned it.  

Others expressed similar ideas through their admiration for the institutional choice 

to dedicate part of their programming to the inclusion of sexual minorities as the 

risk of undertaking such an initiative might have been high, according to their 

viewpoint: 

I thought it was bold, ambitious and it was good to see an institution like 

BM&G take a risk with something more contemporary and challenging.  

       (Graham, BMAG) 
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That LGB&T people are part of the community.  Shame that this was pretty 

pioneering and hadn’t been done before in Birmingham!  

  (Phil, BMAG) 

Additionally, a further compelling finding showing the positive attitude of members 

of the LGBT community towards the institution, as a result of the specific project, 

was about the safety and appropriateness of the museum environment for bringing 

friends and relatives to share such an experience and make them more familiar 

with aspects of their identity and history as a community: 

Yes, I think it’s also important because it means we could invite our friends, 

our colleagues, our family to come and look at the exhibition with us. 

   (Joe, BMAG) 

Sheer pleasure in something like an Easter-egg hunt, an opportunity to talk 

to straight friends and family about the issues raised, and the importance of 

flagging up the presence and struggles of gay/lesbian artists and artisans.  

In short, by queering the museum the exhibition queered history & the 

history of culture and art - something long overdue.  

      (Giannis, BMAG) 

 

Conclusions from Chapter 6 

In March 2013 the Museums Association published Public perception of - and 

attitudes to - the purposes of museum in society (BritainThinks 2013). The 

research investigated museum goers and non-museum goers’ perceptions about 

museums’ roles and responsibilities. The main unanticipated finding was their 

assessment of traditional and recently developed roles which revealed their clear 

preference for the features of the modern museum compared to the social aspects 

of the post-modern museum. Consequently, despite their strong belief in their 
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trustworthiness, their activist position was questioned and deemed as of less 

significance.  

But, in contrast to the results of a general study like that, a large amount of 

research into visitors’ feedback on specific projects, that fall within the activist 

domain, contradicts their findings. Among the latter ones, I would place the 

audience study conducted for Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs. Based on the data drawn from 36 interviewees overall and 

on previous reports published by other museum scholars and practitioners, I would 

argue the necessity for similar inclusive exhibitions on contemporary debating 

issues like sexual diversity, not only because of being prominent social fora, but 

also for their appealing to the general public.  

Broadly speaking, the desire of affecting one’s attitudes or viewpoint is the principal 

objective for museum practitioners and scholars who advocate the socially 

purposeful museum. Nonetheless, framing this scope with realistic parameters is 

vital. For instance, it would be pointless to think that a single project attended for a 

while, and even for a couple of minutes, might subvert long-term beliefs. Especially 

when it comes down to hot topics, like non-heterosexual norms, broadening one’s 

horizons seems more possible compared to a direct subversion of beliefs due to 

the power of long-lasting ideas (MacDonald 1992). On the contrary, a number of 

studies so far point to a more feasible outcome. That is, acting like a stimulus for 

opening up one’s mind to a new perspective, not previously considered: 

The big issue is how you can expect to teach visitors something when they 

are only with you for short periods. It makes sense for us to think about 

learning as more qualitative than quantitative, because we have an 

opportunity to create a context for objects and ideas, to create a mood. 

Perhaps in the short period that a person is in the museum, we can help him 

or her see something a little bit differently, in a context that maybe he or she 

had not thought about before.  

    (Dierking 1996: 25)  
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Thus, by drawing upon Dierking’s idea, the impression of how a couple of research 

participants engaged with the sexual difference was fairly confusing. Although they 

expressed their support of the particular subtle mode of portrayal, understanding 

the reasoning behind, on the other hand, they were reluctant to the possibility of a 

future qualitative and quantitative increase in LGBT related exhibits. Nevertheless, 

their overall reception was interpreted as positive as these findings were thought 

under the prism of Dierking’s suggestion. In other words, enabling them to be 

absorbed by a minority’s depictions they were not comfortable with before -and 

probably after their visit- can be deemed as a small but equally very important 

learning outcome.  

The first case refers to Steve (BMAG) who went for a random visit and accidentally 

engaged with a number of Matt Smith’s interferences with the museum collections. 

Although his religion condemns same sex love and consequently he is not so keen 

on homosexuality, he did engage with parts of the project and commented 

positively on how it was developed. Considering the strong influence that his 

religious background plays in his belief system, it would be futile to search for signs 

of utterly changed attitudes. At the same time, however, there was no sign either of 

having been offended by the artistic interventions. Therefore, it cannot go 

unnoticed that despite his clear opposition, the modes of interpretation employed in 

this instance were appreciated as ‘well-thought’ and ‘well-organised’. The 

discussion with him went as follows: 

Interviewer: What were your initial thoughts on the exhibition? 

Steve: The museum overall was really stimulating having something for all. 

As for Queering the Museum, it was well-developed. 

Interviewer: Which part(s) of the exhibition did you like the most or find more 

interesting and why? 

Steve: Nothing in particular. 
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Interviewer: Were there any part(s) of the exhibition that you didn’t like or 

found least interesting and why? 

Steve: I’m not too keen on modern art. 

Interviewer: Was there any part of the exhibition that made you pause for 

thought? What and why? 

Steve: Not really. It’s fine, everybody has his own taste. Personally, I don’t 

agree with homosexuality. But, the organisation made an effort pushing an 

alternative way of living. 

Interviewer: Was there any part of the exhibition that you found especially 

provocative? If yes, what kinds of things were they? 

Steve: No. Again, my religion, I’m a Jehovah's witness, doesn’t accept this 

lifestyle, but everybody has his own taste as I’ve said before.  

Interviewer: Do you feel the exhibition was trying to communicate any 

particular message? If yes, what would you say that message is? 

Steve: It just shows that there are alternative lifestyles. Even that I stayed 

for about 15 minutes, I got the sense that there is something different. So, I 

think it was well-thought. 

Interviewer: How do you feel about lesbian and gay culture being 

represented in museums? 

Steve: It’s fine, but personally I don’t agree. 

Interviewer: What kind of impact do you think this representation might have 

on visitors? 

Steve: It just shows a different lifestyle. 
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Interviewer: Would you like to see more lesbian and gay culture represented 

in museums? If yes, in what form?  

Steve: Not in particular. Because I don’t agree. But this exhibition was well-

organised and developed. 

The second conflicting feedback belongs to Annie (SH) who visited Hitched, 

Wedding Clothes and Customs. Being one of the oldest participants in the 

audience research carried out at Sudley House she was the only one who clearly 

objected to the suits and images from a same sex civil partnership in an exhibition 

on weddings. Yet, the rest of her words indicate signs of tolerance and respect for 

difference. Her responses hence could neither be entirely negative nor supportive 

of sexual minorities’ portrayal. The contradiction unravels in the following interview 

abstract: 

Interviewer: Were there any part(s) of the exhibition that you didn’t like or 

found least interesting, and why? 

Annie: Well, I’d say the same sex marriages. I think that’s pointless really. I 

can understand people being in love with each other. It seems wrong to me. 

It’s alright for other people make their own decisions. 

Interviewer: Was there any part of the exhibition that you found especially 

provocative? If yes, what kind things were they? 

Annie: Well, that’s provocative [the suits from the same sex civil partnership 

ceremony]. But it doesn’t matter. I don’t mind. Everybody has their own 

feelings about things. 

The third and final case refers to the feedback received from another visitor at 

Birmingham, Josephina (BMAG). This example of a negotiated understanding and 

reception of the visual disruption of the heteronormative museum narratives acts 

as a comprehensible illustration of the realistic social change museums can cause 

to individuals with a slightly conservative way of thinking, echoing Dierking’s 
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argument. Contrary to Steve (BMAG), Josephina (BMAG) did not take a clear 

stand against homosexuality. Her long held prejudice, nevertheless, manifested 

itself in her reception of the exhibition as an opportunity for people, like her, to 

revise their unjustified preconceptions. Regrettably though at the very end of her 

interview she implicitly disclosed her understanding of non-heterosexuality as a 

problematic situation. In other words, deep-rooted beliefs, such as biased views of 

same sex love, are reflected in one’s actions, ideas as well as in the language they 

use when referring to the subject of their prejudice. For instance, evidence of 

homophobia and hate crimes can be traced in both physical and verbal abuse and 

harassment (Mason 2005; Stonewall 2008). As a result, the groundbreaking 

subversion of such a stance becomes unfeasible, compared to a gradual 

adaptation of one’s judgement to new pieces of information and alternative 

perspectives. Accordingly then, Josephina (BMAG) admits her previous 

unreasonable prejudice against a lifestyle outside social norms, showing a slight 

departure from her long-lasting feelings, but her phraseology during her very last 

comment indicates that Queering the Museum was just the trigger for change, not 

the change itself. Her comments were as follows: 

Interviewer: What were your initial thoughts on the exhibition? 

Josephina: I think it’s really good. It’s also showing how prejudiced we are 

as people. 

Interviewer: Do you feel the exhibition was trying to communicate any 

particular message? If yes, what would you say that message is? 

Josephina: Yes, I think it’s telling us that we are really stupid people. To 

accept people as they are. 

Interviewer: What do you feel you took away from your visit? 

Josephina: I think I have a greater sympathy for people who don’t fit what 

we perceive as the norm. 
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Interviewer: How do you feel about lesbian and gay culture being 

represented in museums? 

Josephina: I think it’s an excellent idea. Everybody should have everything 

presented to them, so they can make their mind. 

Interviewer: Would you like to see more lesbian and gay culture represented 

in museums? If yes, in what form?  

Josephina: Yeah, I think it should be but like this, discretely. You have to 

actually search this out. So, it isn’t thrown at you because a lot of people 

[might] be perhaps offended by it. It probably wouldn’t do to them any harm. 

You can’t make that judgement, can you? So, if it’s done like this, where you 

actually have to search out the objects and the art, then, you are doing it 

because you want to. 

Interviewer: Is there anything about this particular exhibition that is 

personally relevant to you? 

Josephina: I don’t think so. I’ve never had a problem with sexuality and 

gender.  

To sum up, Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs, through its multicultural focus 

on traditional and contemporary wedding and civil unions, and Queering the 

Museum, with its interventional nature across multiple galleries, appear to have 

generated a range of learning and social outcomes. Visitors gained historical 

knowledge on the history of marriage evolution and on LGBT history. They made 

reflections on the changing societal attitudes towards cultural diversity, on how 

they see and value themselves, the sexual ‘others’ and the museum as a socially 

responsive institution. They also made readings of social values like equality and 

tolerance for cultural different groups and they even shared their views on how 

they would like to see the social work of museums to further develop its inclusive 

and imaginative features. Overall, it was felt that the final product created by each 

site as well as the inclusiveness and subtlety in their curatorial strategy, were 
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highly appreciated by most participants in the audience research. Yet, museum 

practitioners should always be aware that oppositional and modest views will 

definitely occur as my study revealed too.  

An important clarification has to be made at this point. As in any qualitative 

research, the current interpretation of findings from the audience research carried 

out is only one among many. Furthermore, since the focus of the audience 

research part had been placed on the effect of inclusive curatorial practices, 

inherently the sample consisted solely of those who engaged with parts or the 

whole of each project, therefore, strongly oppositional views were impossible to 

reach for. In light of this intentional decision, their reception in terms of messages, 

social values and attitudes was investigated through a range of questions. Yet, it 

would be pointless to expect Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes 

and Customs to trigger the same sentiments and thoughts in every single 

individual. Leading curators’ ambitions expecting the public to view these 

exhibitions as reflections of social inclusion, equality and respect for difference 

would neither appeal to everybody nor would be similarly acknowledged by all, as 

findings revealed. On the other hand, thought-provocation in its broader sense 

could be interpreted as the common thread underlying all these objectives and be 

described as a valid anticipated impact on visitors. As Sandell reports in his 

Museums, prejudice and the reframing of difference book: 

While the museums are unapologetically uncompromising in their adoption 

of particular moral standpoints, at the same time, they also appear 

appropriately cautious of claiming that the values and positions that they 

espouse are straightforwardly communicated to, and adopted by, 

audiences. Rather, they are concerned to engage visitors in dialogue and to 

challenge them to think about complex and challenging questions. 

                  (2007: 69) 

Thus, considering this aspect, it could then be safely concluded that according to 

the data sample from each site, visitors made multiple readings of the social values 



269	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

and messages underpinning Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes 

and Customs but, essentially, dialogue and rethinking on a wide spectrum of 

issues were sparked among the majority of the public.  
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Chapter 7: Subverting the (hetero)normative museum 

This research started with the intention to understand how the representation of 

sexual diversity through certain curatorial approaches might challenge the 

pervasiveness of heteronormativity played out in museum spaces. The purpose of 

the current study was to respond to the insufficiency of museum literature in 

critically reviewing a specific set of curatorial methodologies to unearth sexual 

minorities in museum collections and programming and eventually challenge their 

heteronormative narratives. For this reason I tried to offer a rounded view by 

exploring the process of development (primarily) and reception (secondarily) of two 

recent projects: Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs at Sudley House in 

Liverpool and Queering the Museum at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery. Both 

exhibitions were appreciated as unconventional examples of museum practice in 

regard to the portrayal of sexual difference, featuring, respectively, a subtle -

thematic and spatial- integration of sexual minorities among regular exhibits. The 

selection of studying the under-researched area of an integrative mode of portrayal 

for sexual minorities contributes to the small but growing body of research within 

museum studies exploring the representation of LGBTQ experiences.  

From the outset, the current thesis embarked on the premise that museums, like 

any sector of the public domain, are inevitably saturated with heteronormativity, a 

situation which could be challenged effectively through a subtle inclusive curatorial 

strand, more easily accessible to the general public and with the potential to have 

an impact on visitors’ attitudes, especially those who might never have engaged 

with this topic in a museum otherwise.  

In Chapters 4 and 5, I sought to investigate the aims and expectations behind 

museum initiatives seeking to include sexual diversity in their programming. For 

this reason, I have argued how the employment of an ‘unexciting’ way of 

representation, featuring a tone of normalcy and subtlety and a critical handling of 

stereotypes in relation to sexual minorities, allowed Sudley House and Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery to transgress -at least for the duration of the projects 
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under study- the imposed heteronormative barriers. Additionally, I looked at the 

instrumental role of the curator’s background, a supportive working environment 

and external partnerships with well-established organisations in facilitating the 

development of these projects and resolving commonly encountered obstacles, 

such as the fear of public and funders’ reception, negative publicity, lack of 

financial resources or collection material. This discussion was followed by an 

exploration of the concept of museum sustainability through an analysis of the 

potential gains for the museum sector of such an inclusive practice. In particular, I 

illustrated how the portrayal of a traditional concept like ‘wedding’, with 

heteronormative connotations, through a more contemporary lens from one hand, 

and the appropriation of queer contemporary art craft interventions on the other 

hand, were both perceived as a tool to alter the museum public profile, update their 

way of working with collections and more importantly, advance their audience 

development agenda. Moreover, I identified how the concept of the socially 

purposeful museum played out by stressing the opportunity for cultural institutions, 

particularly through the integration of sexual difference, to evoke a sense of cultural 

ownership and belonging across visitors belonging to sexual minorities while 

promoting the general public to rethink their own attitudes towards difference.  

In Chapter 6, I turned the focus on the potential impact inclusive curatorial 

strategies might have on audiences and on the public representation of sexual 

minorities. Certainly, the museum initiatives under study were appreciated for their 

historical learning value, as visitors talked about them as chances for engaging 

with the history of wedding evolution at Liverpool and with the LGBT history at 

Birmingham. Yet, the social reading visitors made as a result of their engagement 

with Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs and Queering the Museum were 

significantly more. Consequently, I reviewed the messages that most visitors who 

engaged with these exhibitions received from the specific cultural representation of 

sexual diversity, arguing that museums are understood as safe and trustful sites. In 

particular, museums were expected, through a range of curatorial techniques, to 

spark social change, transmit values pertaining to raising visibility, promoting 

equality and overall, reflect valid depictions of identities other than the dominant 
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ones as well as mirror the progress of contemporary society in terms of cultural 

differences. Besides, as I showed, specific interpretive strategies avoiding 

segregation and stereotypes are typically appreciated, especially within sexual 

minorities, creating a sense of pride and boosting the self-esteem of previously 

disregarded communities.  

Overall, my empirical in-depth study on the use of an ‘umbrella’ theme and artistic 

interventions across gallery spaces as alternative tools for the cultural 

representation of sexual otherness, was conducted through semi-structured 

interviews with museum staff (primarily) and visitors who engaged with the projects 

(secondarily). The findings, then, were interpreted as signifying an additional and 

effective route for unsettling the pervasiveness of heteronormativity in museum 

work on a more permanent basis. Thus, this final chapter is divided in three 

sections, all of which unveil the main conclusions I drew from this research. The 

first part will explore a number of interesting and at times challenging points for 

museum practice and the theoretical discussion concerned with issues of 

representation. The second section will discuss recommendations for future work 

as these emerged from the limitations imposed by the current study. The third part 

will offer the final concluding remarks of the study I conducted.  

 

Inclusive interpretive strategies: Towards the interruption of the 
(hetero)normative frame? 

Returning to the overarching questions posed at the beginning of this thesis, 

asking how and why museums develop projects to challenge heteronormative 

understandings of gender and sexuality, and what the potential effects of 

integrating sexual diversity might be, it is now possible to state that museums, 

audiences and sexual minorities can benefit from inclusive interpretive strategies 

featuring a spatial or thematic treatment of sexual difference among regular 

exhibits, though not entirely unproblematically. More importantly, the evidence from 

the research I carried out suggests that the portrayal of sexual minorities through 
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subtle references presented on equal footing with the rest of the collections can 

contribute to a symbolic rejection of the binarisms and barriers imposed by the 

heteronormative frame within which museums generally operate, and, have the 

capacity to prompt visitors to consider how museums are regulated by 

(hetero)normativity.   

Overall, the current empirical study adds substantially to our understanding of how 

museums and galleries might review their tactics towards the inclusion, 

representation and interpretation of sexual difference in their collections and 

programming, and eventually how they could shake the foundations of the deep-

rooted heteronormative way of thinking and working. Further, ‘[d]isplays of power 

have always been what museums do’ (Dubin 1999: 227), thus, museums are 

constantly bound up with political issues and for this exact reason they need 

continiously to be aware of and review their interpretive tactics, particularly in 

relation to disadvantaged social groups, such as sexual minorities. What I have 

sought to illustrate then is the possibilities that open through proactively enriching 

museum practice with a set of curatorial approaches aiming at contextualising and 

not segregating sexual difference. Thus, the major implication of my research is, in 

my view, the need for museums to constantly seek creative ways to diversify their 

strategies in terms of their display and interpretive techniques, their external 

partnerships and their audience development plans, if their purpose is to 

strengthen their social role, prompt critical reflection of long-lasting outdated 

perceptions, and strive for a plural cultural inclusion of previously invisible or mis-

represented social groups, like sexual minorities.  

So, why do museums develop projects inclusive of sexual difference? As it was 

previously known from past publications on the process of producing an exhibition 

on sexual diversity, the personal background of the leading curator is instrumental 

in initiating and managing effectively and passionately similar projects. Yet, a 

paradox emerged from the analysis of the findings in that although it still seems 

that such initiatives are being developed because of the personal motivation and 

background of the curator, at the same time, there are other influential and 
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encouraging factors which museums should start considering more seriously. 

Certainly, the identification of the curator with the stories on display is significant. 

Especially if one considers the long-lasting invisibility and lack of voice of sexual 

minorities in museum collections, then, an anticipated expectation would be to see 

curators belonging to this social group taking the lead on a museum initiative 

concerned with sexual diversity. This route has been popular among several 

feminists who have been stressing how by ‘[s]peaking only for ourselves, we leave 

Others to represent themselves’ (Kitzinger and Wilkinson 1996: 10). bell hooks, for 

example, discusses the issue of white authority and its implicit support to prejudice, 

stressing the necessity for equally appreciating the contributions of black and white 

people’s work in raising awareness about black minorities, in the place of ‘this 

overvaluation of work done by whites, which usually exists in a context wherein 

work done by blacks is devalued’ (1989: 43).  

But, as I attempted to show, the educational background and, more importantly, 

the willingness for professional development within a working environment 

supportive of the socially purposeful museum with clearly communicated relevant 

policies, can actually motivate practitioners to experiment with the content and the 

interpretation they might offer on display. In addition, despite the fact that usually 

the initial idea originates from one’s personal interest, the cases under my focus 

further highlighted how to strive for responsiveness to cultural, and more 

specifically to sexual, diversity through less encountered conceptual and 

interpretive methods, as a means for museum and audience development. 

Scholars previously engaged with the representation of sexual minorities in 

museums have been advocating the need for contemporary museums to raise their 

social profile and appeal to previously excluded social groups, like the LGBTQ 

community, by increasing the quantity and quality of their exhibits with stories 

related to them. What I hoped to have added in this discussion, then, is the 

potential for museums to benefit themselves too through the employment of an 

innovative curatorship seeking not only to appeal to the LGBTQ community, but 

also to introduce rarely seen curatorial tools, like radical craft interventions or 

broader thematic narratives with substantial amount of related material. Being 
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inclusive, and particularly though integrative modes of portrayal, has a two-fold 

positive outcome, for the previously silenced group and the institution itself. 

Exhibition teams then could actually be proactive in contextualising ‘otherness’ in 

addition to their special branded projects and try alternative modes of 

representation in order to raise their public profile to a range of audiences, both in 

terms of visitors’ identities but also of people’s cultural interests, striving gradually 

for a programming that caters for the personal and cultural needs of the public. 

But, then, how do museums make such work happen? A significant issue emerging 

from the present research is that it stimulates the debate on the methodologies 

museums should follow to increase the visibility of sexual minorities among their 

collections. As it was stated at the introductory section, a simple increase in 

LGBTQ-related material is not enough. Authors who engaged with this particular 

topic, including Darryl McIntyre, Robert Mills, Stuart Frost or Patrik Steorn, have 

already made valid points for consideration, creating a pool of possible techniques. 

This pool can now be further diversified based on the creative and effective 

practices employed for Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs. These cases were appreciated as worthy examples of an under-

researched area of museum practice, because of the integrative character of their 

curatorial approach of sexual difference that could potentially introduce a number 

of tools to facilitate museum work towards a more permanent and an all-around 

interruption of their heteronormative narratives.  

The current study then was based on two different sites, a historic house outside 

the city centre and a diverse large museum right at the heart of city centre, which 

presented, respectively, a social history / costume and a contemporary art / craft 

exhibition, leading nonetheless to similar conclusions. The different type of 

institution of these two case studies, alongside past similar initiatives at a range of 

organisations and under various conceptual frameworks, such as Sexual Nature at 

the Natural History Museum (2011) or Hello Sailor at Merseyside Maritime 

Museum, provide all together solid support for the belief in the capacity of any 

museum type to embrace sexual diversity in multiple forms.  
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Therefore, the need for exhibition teams to think more creatively was strongly 

reinforced throughout interviews, either implicitly or explicitly, according with the 

view that creativity presumes a desire to present fresh ideas in what and how a 

given topic is chosen to be displayed, which ultimately hides a level of risk due to 

abstaining from conventional and well-known patterns. Ultimately, then, champions 

of a socially responsible museum presumably attest to some level of creative 

thinking as they dream of a transformed institution, compared to the typical, old-

fashioned view of museums as places of collection, conservation and research 

only. The question, therefore, has to be altered. Museum people may ask 

themselves whether they prefer a static organisation or a ‘Museum as Disneyland’ 

as Vera Zolberg (1996: 80-81) described it, or a changeable and multi purpose 

museum, which inevitably would encompass new evolving roles, risky decisions 

but more importantly, relevance to the changeable society and its communities. 

Consequently, that was the case for the projects I looked at, introducing the idea 

that questioning the long-held (hetero)normative thinking in planning and producing 

an exhibition means that the curatorial team needs to think outside the dominant 

paradigm, considering less expected but valid perspectives.  

Firstly, targeting more broadly from the very beginning of a project seems to be an 

instrumental factor in its effectiveness in transmitting social messages to a wide 

range of visitors. This could actually have significant implications for future 

projects, as the outcomes are multiple and potentially reduce the risk to lose 

members of regular audiences. Certainly most of the times exhibition teams have 

the general public in mind. Yet, this research proposes an alternative 

understanding of thinking about the general audience. That is, museums should 

plan their programming with the diversity of the communities they serve and intend 

to serve in mind. Particularly, in social history exhibitions, the sexual or ethnic or 

disabled minorities might have played a role which, if known, could be included. Of 

course, this cannot be applied to all kinds of projects, yet, when an exhibition 

touches a concept that has evolved through time and is experienced in different 

ways by communities, then, provided that space and other contextual factors allow, 
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it would be misleading to focus only on the dominant social group and overlook 

others.  

Secondly, a creative expansion of the curatorial tools that curators could employ, 

both in terms of content and interpretive techniques, was another conclusion to 

affect future museum practice, especially if one considers the strict financial times 

museums go through and the alleged lack of relevant material as an excuse for not 

producing depictions of sexual difference. Not only did my findings enhance the 

fact that willingness to be inclusive under a broad thematic narrative, similar to 

projects concerned with historical figures and stories –like British Museum’s 

exhibition Hadrian: Empire and Conflict, is among the key routes for strengthening 

references to sexual minorities, but they also revealed the potential lying behind 

the employment of craft, artistic interventions and simple but meaningful display 

techniques. Similarly to the work of Fred Wilson on race (for example, Mining the 

Museum, at the Maryland Historical Society), the interventions created by Matt 

Smith for Queering the Museum, involving the production of ceramic craft pieces 

and the questioning of heteronormative practices like the automatic pairing of 

figures in male and female couples, further stress the need for museums to explore 

the possibilities that open through crafts and particularly through radical craft 

interventions (Tseliou 2013b). Yet, a notable proposition that could be drawn from 

this conclusion, with major implications for museum practice, is that 

heteronormativity is based, reproduced and maintained both through the omissions 

of non-heterosexual identities and unconsciously made decisions in relation to 

display and interpretation of exhibits. As a result, if institutions are truly interested 

in advancing their programming and collections and become more socially 

responsive to the communities they serve, then, the projects of this nature, like 

those made by Fred Wilson or Matt Smith, could be regarded as interesting 

examples of how they could revise their interpretive methods, resisting automatic 

normative assumptions. More importantly, inviting external practitioners and 

especially artists whose own identity influences their work, might be an intriguing 

path to be followed, as: 
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The very nature of crafts, and people’s familiarity with them, means that 

everyday products and materials are seen to relate to the experience of 

minority groups, stressing commonality and ordinariness, making difference 

perhaps less threatening. 

                                                                                        (Tseliou 2013b: 106) 

Thirdly, under the current financial times with many museums struggling to secure 

economic or material resources, another conclusion drawn from the data was 

about the role of creative thinking in external partnerships too. A partnership can 

take multiple forms and consequently museums, among other cultural institutions 

suffering from lack of funding, might become static in their work, unless they seek 

for a number of alternative choices. Inviting the communities to donate or loan their 

personal experiences and objects for the production of an exhibition is widely 

taking place. Accordingly, at Sudley House the collaboration with local 

communities, including the gay community, was an absolutely vital element for 

putting on an exhibition on marital ceremonies from a range of local cultural 

perspectives, overcoming the usual lack of previously invisible groups in the 

permanent and storage collections. But, being inclusive, especially under the 

current economic climate, should be a creative process at multiple levels, affecting 

the partnerships museums form, and consequently, an additional intriguing 

approach, as discussed in the previous paragraph, is about sharing authority by 

inviting and allowing an artist to work from a fresh perspective with a museum 

collection.  

Having said that, one final question remains: what is the potential effect on 

museums, audiences, sexual minorities and, overall, the interruption of the 

heteronormative frame? The data acquired through interviews with museum staff 

and visitors indicate the effectiveness of cultural depictions of sexual difference 

under unifying narratives at multiple levels, opening up the lightly touched 

discussion in museum scholarship of heteronormativity in relation to the sector. As 

previously discussed in detail in Chapter 2, heteronormativity requires certain 
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preconditions for the perpetuation of its pervasiveness, mainly implicitly, in people’s 

minds and actions. In other words, an attachment to binarisms and a strict division 

between the socially accepted naturalised heterosexual norms and the extreme 

opposite non-heterosexual identities, maintained through constant repetition at 

multiple aspects of our lives are required. On the contrary then, the review of the 

projects under study indicated how the integration of sexual difference across 

regular displays can be valued as a symbolic gesture for disrupting the 

heteronormative canon.  

Additionally, while it is a preliminary finding, the embedding of sexual diversity 

across regular (hetero)normative exhibits, prompted visitors to reflect not only on 

their own attitudes towards others and themselves, but also on the normative 

power underpinning museum work. Actually, this issue, emerging from interviews 

with visitors at both case studies, provides further empirical support for the socially 

purposeful museum and the major role that cultural representational practices play 

in public understandings of ‘otherness’. But, it should not go unnoticed that behind 

such preferences for more subtle and implicit references to non-heterosexual 

experiences and identities, a level of discomfort and prejudice against 

manifestations of a non-heteronormative lifestyle might be hidden. These 

conclusions then, eventually lead to what Morrissey accurately explained:  

If frames are mental structures that shape the way we see the world, 

‘framing’ (as a verb) is about getting the right words that fit our world-view 

and connect to our identity, beliefs, and values. Concepts or facts are not 

enough to change someone’s world-view; change requires finding 

alternative frames that incorporate our strongly held values and beliefs. 

        (2008: 3) 

Hence this outcome, based on empirical research, further supports arguments 

made by other museum writers encouraging cultural institutions to adopt of a more 

inclusive approach to the LGBTQ community. Such a diversification of museum 

practice could also evolve through the use of the unifying frame of human rights, 



280	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

adopted for example by the Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow for their project on 

LGBT contemporary art (Sandell 2012), or could be applied to public history 

narratives, as the British Museum has been very proactively paying attention to 

with its past exhibition focusing on the Warren Cup and its recent exhibition 

catalogue of same sex references across its national and international permanent 

collections (Frost 2008; Parkinson 2013a). 

Moreover, subtlety and non-controversy was valued as a positive feature of these 

projects, which on one hand, coincides with a significant percentage of members of 

the LGBTQ community as manifested in surveys in the museum and media 

sectors. As previously discussed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6, many people who fall 

outside the socially expected gender and sexual norms, have been displeased with 

their public portrayal, often infiltrated with negativity, suffering, sexual explicitness 

and other typifications rendering them as the extreme other of the heterosexual 

majority (BBC 2010; Sandell, Dodd and Jones 2010; Stonewall 2010).  

Nevertheless, a curatorship of this inclusive strand has to be examined cautiously. 

Skeptical critique by a proportion of scholars mainly from radical feminism and 

queer studies and people whose gender or sexual identity does not conform with 

the socially expected heteronorms, might arise, viewing such curatorial practices 

as too subtle and normalising of sexual identities rendering invisible the voice of 

sexual minorities and attempting to assimilate them to the norm of heterosexuality 

(Seidman 2001: 326). The following statement of the queer politics’ scope is 

illustrative of this viewpoint: 

A life beyond the closet, which is what normalization promises, affords a 

kind of personal integrity that has been unattainable for many individuals. 

However, legitimation through normalization leaves in place the polluted 

status of other marginal sexualities; it sustains the dominant norm that 

regulate our sexual intimate conduct apart from the norm of heterosexuality . 

. . Queer politics is then critical of any political strategy that aims only to 
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redraw moral boundaries to include a deviant practice within ‘the normal’ - 

without challenging the regulatory power of the category of the normal. 

 (Seidman 2001: 326) 

In other words, what the current study also proposed was that sexual diversity 

does not have to be provocative. On the contrary, its portrayal can actually 

sidestep controversy, including positive images and stories featuring a sense of 

ordinariness, as many LGBTQ identified individuals expect from cultural 

representational devices. Consequently, the combination of findings contribute to 

theoretical debates on the portrayal of ‘otherness’ by strengthening the conceptual 

premise that how one speaks about a specific identity is a too complex task, even 

when the main professionals involved belong to this social group. In other words, 

my research attests to the impossibility of presenting a minority group and pleasing 

all of its members as visitors actually make different readings and have various 

expectations of how they would feel more comfortable to see themselves or the 

‘others’ be portrayed.  

For all these reasons, my intention from the very beginning was not to favour this 

technique over the other, that is, stand alone and provocative depictions. Rather, 

the scope of this study was to unveil the opportunities of a comparably less 

encountered interpretive device and eventually call for the necessity of diversity in 

how the museum sector chooses to display sexual difference in order to provide for 

the diversity within the community itself. Also, as discussed in Chapter 2, persisting 

on conventional portrayals of different types of otherness leads to the perpetuation 

of stereotypes which tend to ‘portray a social gorup or category as homogeneous . 

. . [and] render uniform everyone associated with a particular feature’ (Pickering 

2001: 4). Embracing then a flexible practice, continuously progressing and 

adaptable to the needs of contemporary society, concerned not only with 

increasing the content of their collections or programming but also with enriching 

the modes of framing their narratives, is inevitably valued in this thesis. Following 

Gonzalez’s appraisal of Fred Wilson’s work in questioning the invisibility of the 
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racial ‘other’ in museum collections, it could be said that the inclusive interpretive 

strategies explored in this thesis offer a similar ‘interpretive response to those 

hegemonic systems of representation that have traditionally positioned some 

subjects in culturally subaltern positions’ (2008: 118). They are appreciated in other 

words as a form of resistance to a fixed normative way of museum work and thus, 

to fixed and limiting understandings of gender, sexual, and other kind of, identities.  

 

Limitations and directions for further research 

In general, qualitative researchers work within an interpretivist framework as well 

as during a limited period of time. Consequently this thesis ‘constitutes one way of 

“slicing the cake”’ (Silverman, D. 2010: 66) and as such it speaks to museum 

practice and scholarship by looking at how and why inclusive curatorial practices 

can unsettle the pervasiveness of heteronormativity and actively contribute to the 

promotion of respect for and understanding of sexual difference through semi-

structured interviews with museum staff and with visitors. Starting from the point 

that embedding sexual difference within the rest of a museum collection might be 

beneficial -without, however, undermining the potential losses- is only one 

perspective for reviewing the selected case studies. For instance, as it has been 

brought up several times in previous sections, researchers from queer studies 

might oppose these practices and critique them as sites of promoting assimilation 

to heteronormative institutions, while my viewpoint explores them as sites of 

subverting heteronormativity. 

More specifically, the present study can serve as a base for future studies looking 

at additional layers in relation to the representational practices employed by 

museums to include the stories and culture of sexual minorities in their collections 

and programming and their impact on the communities they already and plan to 

serve. Yet, a number of important limitations, having affected the design, conduct 

and, consequently, the outcomes of the current thesis, need to be considered. In 
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addition, the findings and conclusions that were drawn from the research I carried 

out have thrown up questions in need for further investigation.  

Firstly, emphasis was placed largely on the museum perspective and less on the 

visitors. For this reason, practitioners’ beliefs and attitudes received greater 

attention in this thesis. In addition, with regard to the audience, the intentional 

focus on individuals who actually interacted with parts of each project could also be 

perceived as an additional limitation. In order to keep the overarching focus on the 

perceptions, attitudes and impact of inclusive and unifying representations of 

sexual difference, it was felt that the current doctoral thesis should offer an in-depth 

exploration of those issues from the perspectives of the visitors who interacted with 

them. Nonetheless, a future extended audience study on similar projects would be 

an option of continuing research on unifying narratives to better capture the impact 

on people’s minds and behaviour but also to shed light on the reasoning for not 

having appealed to more people. Moreover, although the current study identified a 

connection between subtlety and ease to engage and accept cultural references to 

the sexual other, more work is required to establish it.  An in-depth and large scale 

research in audience reception needs to be undertaken before a more conclusive 

association between subtle and implicit references to sexual diversity from one 

hand, and prompting visitors -unfamiliar with the topic- to engage with the subject 

and reconsider their own attitudes and perceptions is more clearly understood.  

In such a future project, research questions that could be asked include ‘Why you 

did not choose to see this exhibition?’, as it might be useful to reach out for those 

who opted not to visit to identify the levels of discomfort that integration of sexual 

difference might cause to people. In fact, it would be very intriguing to conduct a 

large scale comparative study between a stand-alone or potentially provocative 

project and an exhibition like Queering the Museum or Hitched, Wedding Clothes 

and Customs where sexual diversity was contextualised among regular displays. 

Scholars and, especially practitioners concerned with representational practices in 

museums and galleries would benefit from a survey that takes into consideration 

past evaluation reports on specific exhibitions and inserts up to date data from new 
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research on a range of approaches to the portrayal of sexual difference, aiming at 

producing a conclusive report on how audiences respond to different modes of 

inclusion. Such a project would inevitably have major implications for the reception 

of other forms of difference and potentially contentious topics too.   

Having said that, considerably more research into the effect of the representational 

practices employed by museums in relation to sexual (and other forms of) diversity 

would also provide compelling data if  the focus was turned to contexts identified 

as relatively more conservative than the UK. Potentially, in conservative 

environments where staff might be more reluctant to display sexual difference, 

barriers to the cultural portrayal of sexual minorities might be overcome through the 

adoption of a more subtle curatorial approach, as data from the audience research 

revealed an easier acceptance of such depictions by visitors who might otherwise 

have not deliberately engaged with this subject. For example, exhibitions like Eros 

at the Museum of Cycladic Art (mentioned in Chapter 1) in countries similar to 

Greece where there is limited legal provision for LGBT rights, are in my view 

excellent sites to test whether subtle and implicit references to sexual difference 

are actually welcomed by the general public and what impact, if any, these might 

have on their attitudes towards people who do not conform to socially accepted 

norms.  

In addition, dissemination of the longer-term impact on museum work, policies and 

attitudes would be advantageous. It is indeed interesting to check whether a 

socially inclusive project was a one-off initiative or was part of a longer term plan. 

As Chapter 2 revealed, heteronormative thinking and acting needs to be 

challenged at multiple levels from the moment an object enters the museum till the 

moment it gets on display. In particular, in terms of challenging the prevalence of 

heteronormativity, considering that its subversion can only be effective if it takes 

place at multiple levels, it would be extremely helpful to identify whether the 

aftermath of having integrated sexual difference on equal footing has been 

embraced in future programmes or not. Therefore, one question that needs to be 

asked is the assessment in the longer term of the work undertaken at both sites in 
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terms of whether it was an one-off attempt to be shown as inclusive or not. 

Continuation is crucial in initiatives concerned with social issues and marginalised 

communities. The reasoning is illustrated in Crooke’s call for cautiousness about 

the actual effect of these attempts: 

There is no doubt that the rise of interest in embracing cultural diversity and 

multiculturalism policy has increased the pace of changes in museum 

practice - interest in new forms of collecting, new histories on display and 

new ways of communicating. What is more difficult to assess is how deeply 

founded these changes are. 

      (Crooke 2007: 93) 

Partially though, as it was illustrated in Chapter 5, there has been a follow up in the 

programming after Queering the Museum and Hitched, Wedding Clothes and 

Customs ended, both at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery and Sudley House. 

Until the end of 2012 and the beginning of 2013 both sites had a record of a 

number of socially responsive projects and events, including references to sexual 

minorities, indicating an unchanging practice that maintains at its core their 

museums’ social role. Thus, a follow-up study on museums that have adopted 

such a subversive, though temporary, approach to understand whether this implicit 

but highly important questioning of the heteronormative frame has permeated other 

aspects of their work too in the longer run.  

Another limitation -but also a suggestion for future studies- concerns the impact of 

community partnerships on the communities themselves engaging with the final 

outcome. In Gaynor Kavanagh’s view:  

If museums equip visitors to look at the histories on offer, if partnerships are 

entered into where ideas and views are provoked and exchanged, if the aim 

is to make things that much more interesting, then some adjustments on the 

part of the museum have to take place. It has to be much more aware of 

itself and its audiences. It also has to be aware of the mechanisms and 
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philosophies of its own subject. But particularly, it has to be willing to enter 

into the spirit of experiment and exchange. Of central importance, this 

requires that the museum should be able to laugh at itself and enjoy the 

partnership. As with all things in life, one gets what one gives. 

          (Kavanagh 1996: 129)  

At Birmingham it was possible to get the views of individuals identifying themselves 

as LGBTQ on how they felt about being represented in a museum setting where an 

LGBTQ festival and an openly gay artist were the two museum partners. But at 

Sudley House due to the lower rates of visitation it was not feasible to carry out 

interviews with members of the communities represented. In other words, 

identification of techniques that would allow a closer look in future surveys on the 

community side of a museum-community partnership would be beneficial for 

museum practice as it would explore the attitudes and feedback of those directly 

(as lenders, co-developers) or indirectly involved (members of the social group 

actively involved in the production of a museum project).   

Moreover, if such critical discussions are to be moved forward, more information on 

the reasons behind the substantial lack of visibility of people identifying themselves 

as bisexuals or transgender is required. In fact, this appeared to be a pitfall of 

Queering the Museum, as for Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs there was a 

valid point in that the curator avoided the inclusion of two females to equate the 

heterosexual female dresses and have male suits included too. As previously 

explored, the majority of Matt Smith’s interventions related to the male gay 

experience, despite the fact that the project was concerned with ‘queering’ the 

museum to allow for the stories of LGBT community to be unearthed. The artist 

nonetheless clarified that as a gay man himself he could not have avoided to focus 

on exhibits closer to his own experiences. Yet, it is intriguing how stand-alone and 

integrated references to sexual difference are still considered to be a male 

privilege.  
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Finally, in the queer, gender or sexuality studies domain, there is an ongoing call 

for scholars to consider more substantially the role of class or race and to refrain 

from the continuing and limiting focus on Western middle-class individuals 

(Carbado 1999; Beckett and Macey 2001; McQueeney 2011; Taylor 2011; 

Richardson and Monro 2012), a direction that is gaining increasing support within 

related studies. Moreover, Weeks, Holland and Waites advise for a prudent 

welcoming of different sexual identities, since diversity does not equal an automatic 

equality among them: 

But recognition of the diversity of sexual forms should not give rise to an 

easy pluralism, which assumes their happy coexistence. Sexualities are 

hierarchically organized, with some forms being dominant while others are 

subordinate and marginalized, and are shaped by complex relations of 

power.  

          (2003: 6) 

Therefore, it is strongly suggested that the association of these factors and the 

implications of social class or race upon the content and modes of portrayal of 

sexual diversity in museums and galleries is investigated in future studies. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The empirical findings in this study add to a slowly growing body of literature with 

reference to sexual minorities and their inclusion in museum displays and 

programming. In line with other researches, the present thesis revealed the 

benefits of a more diverse museum practice when previously disparaged groups, 

like sexual minorities, are portrayed. Particularly, it illustrated how the integration of 

sexual difference through subtle unified narratives refraining from segregation, 

abolishing spatial and conceptual barriers and easily accessible by the general 

public can be a compelling direction for the cultural portrayal of sexual diversity. 

More importantly, it provided additional evidence in relation to the steps museums 
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could follow to gradually begin a more dynamic and permanent subversion of the 

heteronormative frame that permeates all stages of their work. Nevertheless, the 

encouraging aftermath of such projects does not downplay other approaches to the 

specific or similar subjects. Rather, what I have attempted to show is the need to 

research, seek and employ a range of innovative interpretive devices for exhibiting 

references to sexual, and other kinds of, difference by any museum striving for 

social responsiveness to the rapidly changing synthesis of contemporary society. 

The adoption of a diverse programming on and curatorship of difference is, I 

believe, the only way to ensure a fairer inclusion of a minority’s plurality, and 

consequently, to practically reject restricting fixed understandings of gender and 

sexuality. And, as I have argued, embedded exhibits among regular collections are 

a very promising curatorial method to communicate this plurality to the widest 

possible audience. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Information about visitor interviewees at Sudley 

House 

 

Pseudonym Age Gender 

Alice 50 Female 

Alison 40s Female 

Angelina 51 Female 

Annie 82 Female 

Aristotle 68 Male 

Barbara 48 Female 

Catharine 73 Female 

Christine 29 Female 

Christopher 28 Male 

Claire 37 Female 

Dipti 86 Female 

Dorothy 32 Female 

Kate 60 Female 

Lilly 50s Female 

Liz 56 Female 

Maria 21 Female 

Olivia 49 Female 

Simon 73 Male 
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Appendix 2: Information about visitor interviewees at 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 

 

Pseudonym Age Gender 

Alexandra 50s Female 

David 50 Male 

Gabrielle 26 Female 

George 35 Male 

Giannis 50s Male 

Graham 40 Male 

Harry 31 Male 

Helen 43 Female 

Jacob 37 Male 

Janet 27 Female 

Joe 50s Male 

Josephina 58 Female 

Mark 29 Male 

Nick 54 Male 

Peter 50 Male 

Phil 50 Male 

Sandra 28 Female 

Steve 40 Male 

 

 

 

 



291	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Appendix 3: Interview protocol for interviews with visitors 

Hello, my name is Maria-Anna. I am a PhD student at the University of Leicester 

and I am doing a study about visitor experiences of visiting Queering the Museum / 

Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs. Would you mind answering a few 

questions? 

Record: 

Date: 

Venue: 

 

Opening questions 

1. What was the reason for your visit today? Could you tell me why you came to 

the museum today? What prompted you to visit here today? 

2. Did you come to visit the museum generally or to visit the specific exhibition? 

 

 

 Reactions to the exhibition 

3. What are your initial thoughts on the exhibition? 

4. Which part(s) of the exhibition did you like the most or find more interesting and 

why? 

5. Were there any part(s) of the exhibition that you didn’t like or found least 

interesting and why? 

6. Was there any part of the exhibition that made you pause for thought or prompt 

you to talk to your friend/family/visiting companion? What and why? 

7. Was there any part of the exhibition that you found especially provocative?  

8. If yes, what kinds of things were they? 
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Messages 

9. Do you feel the exhibition is trying to communicate any particular message?  

10. If yes, what would you say this message is?  

11. Where in particular do you think this comes across most strongly?  

12. What do you feel you will take away from your visit? 

 

Museums as ethical leaders/museums and social roles-responsibilities 

13. (Optional in case that there is no reference to the LGBT-related exhibit- If they 

have noticed the LGBT exhibit then move on to question 14) Could you please 

take a look at the image of this exhibit (show them an image of the LGBT -

related exhibit) and tell me how do you feel that the LGBT perspective is 

included in the exhibition? Do you find it appropriate or not, and why?  

14. How do you feel about LGBT culture being represented in museums?  

15. What kind of impact do you think this might have on visitors? 

16. Would you like to see more LGBT culture represented in museums?  

17. If yes, in what form? 

 

Visitor background 

18. Can I ask you approximately how old are you? 

19. Is there anything about this particular exhibition that is personally relevant to 

you? 
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Appendix 4: Interview protocol for interviews with museum 

staff and external professionals 

Part 1: General questions about the exhibition 

1) Where did the idea of this exhibition originate from? 

2) Who has led and managed the exhibition? 

3) Who has been involved? 

4) Are you aware of any difference of opinion in the advisory board or in the 

exhibition development team? How were they resolved, if any? 

5) Who are the partners, if any? Did the partnership enable you to do things in a 

new way? What was the significance and value of this partnership? 

6) What are the target groups of the exhibition, if any? 

7) Could you give me an overview of the scope of the exhibition? What are the key 

ideas and concepts you want to put across in the exhibition? (especially 

regarding particular exhibits) 

8) What are the particular strengths of such an exhibition? What impact did/do you 

hope the exhibition would achieve, in terms of audiences-media-policy?  

9) How do you think the theme would be received by the public, media etc? What 

would you like the visitors to take away from this exhibition? Any feedback from 

people who have visited the exhibition? How effective has the exhibition been?  

 

 
Part 2: Specific questions about the LGBT inclusion in the exhibition 
10)  How did the LGBT themed exhibit emerge? Is there any particular message 

that you are trying to communicate through this particular inclusion? 

11)  How important was to include LGBT representation in the exhibition? 

12)  (Only applicable to Hitched, Wedding Clothes and Customs exhibition) How 

would the same exhibition differ from the one you produced if there was no 

inclusion of LGBT aspect? 

13)  Have you done anything similar in the past in terms of representing aspects of 

LGBT culture? 
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14)  Were there any challenges that you faced before and during the time of the 

exhibition? Has the exhibition presented you with specific challenges that were 

different from the rest of the work you have done? 

15)  What opportunities and challenges and other implications does the 

representation of a concept like love/wedding from a new perspective have for 

you as a curator? 

16)  Has the exhibition had an impact on other aspects of the museum work? 

17)  Is there anything different for an LGBT related exhibit to be displayed as part of 

an exhibition about love/wedding, compared to exhibitions focusing only on 

LGBT culture? 

 

 

Part 3: General questions about the LGBT representation in museums 
18)  It has been noted that lately LGBT inclusion within museums is gradually 

increasing. Is there any particular reason for doing/having done this at this/that 

time? Why do you think this happens? Are any of these reasons relevant to the 

selection of including LGBT aspect in the exhibition? 

19)  What unique contribution does a museum/gallery have in raising issues of 

concepts like love/wedding from a seemingly more inclusive perspective? What 

are the challenges for such attempts? 

20)  Are you planning of continuing this attempt of promoting different aspects of 

life, like LGBT culture? How would you like to see this work develop in future? 

21)  It is commonly agreed that LGBT life and culture is usually represented in 

media and culture stereotypically. Would you consider that the way you chose 

to represent LGBT community is different from their typical representation? 

Could you please say a little bit more? 
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Part 4: Questions targeted at external professionals 
22)  How did you become involved in Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery? 

23)  What it means to have your artwork on display at Birmingham Museum and Art 

Gallery? 

24)  What do you think of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery doing work in this 

area? 

25)  Is there anything different for an artist to exhibit their LGBT related work as part 

of a museum displays? 

26)  Did being involved in this project influence or inform your work or practice in 

any way? 

27)  What have you been influenced by in developing this exhibition? 

28)  What key ideas do you want visitors to take away from their visit? 
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Appendix 5: Information sheet form for interviews with visitors 
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Appendix 6: Information sheet form for interviews with 

museum staff and external professionals 
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Appendix 7: Research consent form for interviews with visitors 
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Appendix 8: Research consent form for interviews with 

museum staff and external professionals 
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Appendix 9: Information sheet and Research consent form for 

email interviews with visitors 

 



301	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Bibliography  

Aggleton, P., Boyce, P., Moore, H. L. and Parker, R. (eds) (2012) 

Understanding Global Sexualities: New frontiers. London and New 

York: Routledge.  

Ambrose, T. and Paine, C. (2012) Museum Basics, 3rd edition. London 

and New York: Routledge. 

American Alliance of Museums (2013) Museum Facts. http://aam-us.org/about-

museums/museum-facts, accessed 01 June 2013.   

Ander, E., Thomson, L., Noble, G., Lanceley, A., Menon, U. and Chattergee, H. 

(2011) Generic well-being outcomes: towards a conceptual framework for well-

being outcomes in museums. Museum Management and Curatorship, 26(3), 

237-259. 

Appleton, J. (2007) ‘Museums for ‘The People’?’, in S. Watson (ed.) Museums 

and their Communities. London and New York: Routledge, 114-126. 

Artangel (2009) Introduction: Staying and Learning. 

http://www.artangel.org.uk//projects/2010/staying/introduction_staying_and_lear

ning/page_1, accessed on 22 January 2010. 

Atkinson, E. et al (2009) No Outsiders: Researching approaches to sexualities 

equality in primary schools. Full Research Report ESRC End of Award Report, 

RES-062-23-0095. Swindon: ESRC.  

Barnes, C., Mercer, G. and Shakespeare, T. (1999) Exploring Disability. 

Cambridge: Polity. 

Bazeley, P. (2007) Qualitative data analysis with NVivo. London: Sage 

Publications. 



302	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

BBC (2004) Greek lawyers halt Alexander case. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/4064727.stm, accessed 20 December 

2009.  

BBC (2010) Portrayal of Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual People on the BBC; 

Research Report, September 2010. 

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/insidethebbc/howwework/reports/pdf/di

versity_research_300910.pdf, accessed 26 September 2011. 

Beckett, C. and Macey, M. (2001) Race, Gender and Sexuality: The 

Oppression of Multiculturalism. Women's Studies International Forum, 24(3-4), 

309-319. 

Bell, F. W. (2013) Are museums still relevant? CNN Travel. 22 August 2013. 

http://travel.cnn.com/are-museums-still-relevant-today-543771, accessed 29 

August 2013.  

Bell, J. M. and Hartmann, D. (2007) Diversity in Everyday Discourse: The 

Cultural Ambiguities and Consequences of “Happy Talk”. American Sociological 

Review, 72(6), 895-914. 

Bell, M. (2009) Racism and Equality in the European Union. Oxford 

Scholarship. 

http://www.oxfordscholarship.com.ezproxy3.lib.le.ac.uk/view/10.1093/acprof:os

o/9780199297849.001.0001/acprof-9780199297849, accessed 10 February 

2011.   

Bellamy, K., Burghes, L. and Oppenheim, C. (2009) 'Learning to Live: 

Museums, young people and education', in K. Bellamy and C. Oppenheim 

(eds) Learning to Live: Museums, young people and education. London: 

Institute for Public Policy Research and National Museum Directors' 

Conference, 9-20. 



303	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Berger, M. (2001) ‘Viewing the Invisible: Fred Wilson’s Allegories of Absence 

and Loss’, in M. Berger (ed.) Fred Wilson: objects and installations, 1979-2000. 

Baltimore: Center for Art and University of Maryland, 8-21. 

Berger, M. and Wilson, F. (2001) ‘Collaboration, Museums, and the Politics of 

Display: A Conversation with Fred Wilson’, in M. Berger (ed.) Fred Wilson: 

objects and installations, 1979-2000. Baltimore: Center for Art and University of 

Maryland, 32-151. 

Birmingham City Council (2009) Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery: 

Audience Development Strategy 2009-2013. 

http://www.bmag.org.uk/uploads/fck/file/Audience%20Development%20

Strategy%20and%20Plan%202009-13.pdf, accessed 15 July 2012. 

Birmingham City Council (n.d.1) Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 

Transgender Equality. http://www.birmingham.gov.uk/lgbt, accessed 20 

July 2013.  

Birmingham City Council (n.d.2) Equality Information.   

http://www.birmingham.gov.uk/equalityinfo, accessed 20 July 2013. 

Birmingham LGBT (Community Trust) (2011) Out and About; Mapping 

LGBT lives in Birmingham. 

http://blgbt.org/downloads/outandaboutreportfinalweb.pdf, accessed 20 

July 2013. 

Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery (2011) Birmingham Museums and Art 

Gallery Annual Review, April 2010-March 2011. 

http://www.bmag.org.uk/uploads/fck/file/BMAG%20Annual%20Review%202010

-11.pdf, accessed 21 August 2012.   

Black, G. (2005) The Engaging Museum; Developing Museums for Visitor 

Involvement. London: Routledge. 



304	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Bodo, S. (2009) ‘The challenge of creating “third spaces”: guidelines for MAP 

for ID pilot projects’, in S. Bodo, K. Gibbs and M. Sani (eds) Museums as 

Places for Intercultural Dialogue: Selected Practices from Europe. Dublin: MAP 

for ID Group, 22-24. 

Bonds-Raacke, J. M., Cady, E. T., Schlegel, R., Harris, R. J. and Firebaugh, L. 

(2007) Remembering Gay/Lesbian Media Characters: Can Ellen and Will 

Improve Attitudes Toward Homosexuals? Journal of Homosexuality, 53(3), 19-

34.  

Borun, M. (2002) 'Object-Based Learning and Family Groups', in G. P. Scott 

(ed.) Perspectives on Object-Centered Learning in Museums. Mahwah, N.J. 

and London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 245-260. 

Bourn, G. (1994) Invisibility: A study of the representation of lesbian and gay 

history and culture in social history museums. Unpublished MA dissertation, 

Department of Museum Studies, University of Leicester. 

BritainThinks (2013) Public perceptions of – and attitudes to - the purposes of 

museums in society: A report prepared by BritainThinks for Museums 

Association. http://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=954916, 

accessed 09 April 2013. 

British Sociological Association. (2002) Statement of ethical practice for the 

British Sociological Association. 

http://www.britsoc.co.uk/about/equality/statement-of-ethical-

practice.aspx#_anon, accessed on 21 February 2013. 

Brown-Saracino, J. (2011) From the Lesbian Ghetto to Ambient Community: 

The Perceived Costs and Benefits of Integration for Community. Social 

Problems, 58(3), 361-388. 

Bryman, A. and Teevan, J. (2005) Social research methods, Canadian edition. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.  



305	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Buikema, R. (1995) ‘Windows in a round house: feminist theory’, in R. Buikema 

and A. Smelik (eds) Women’s Studies and Culture: A feminist Introduction. 

London: Zed Books, 3-13.  

Bunch, C. (1975) ‘Lesbians in Revolt’, in N. Myron and C. Bunch (eds) Lesbians 

and the Women’s Movement. Oakland, Calif.: Diana, 29-37.  

Burdon, N. (2000) Exhibiting homosexuality. Social History Curators’ Group 

News, 46, 13-15. 

Burton, C. and Scott, C. (2007) ‘Museums: Challenges for the 21st century’, in 

R. Sandell and R. Janes (eds) Museum Management and Marketing. London 

and New York: Routledge, 49-66. 

Butler, J. (1990) Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 2nd 

edition. New York and London: Routledge.  

Butler, J. (2004) ‘Imitation and Gender Insubordination’, in S. Salih and J. 

Butler (eds) The Judith Butler Reader. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 119-137. 

Byrne, B. (2012) ‘Qualitative interviewing’, in C. Seale (ed.) Researching 

society and culture, 3rd edition. London: Sage Publications, 206-226. 

Cameron, F. (2005) Contentiousness and shifting knowledge paradigms: The 

roles of history and science museums in contemporary societies. Museum 

Management and Curatorship, 20(3), 213-233. 

Cameron, F. (2006) Beyond surface representations: museums, ‘edgy’ topics, 

civic responsibilities and modes of engagement. Open Museum Journal: 

Contest and Contemporary Society, 8. 

http://hosting.collectionsaustralia.net/omj/vol8/pdfs/cameron-paper.pdf, 

accessed 04 February 2010. 



306	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Cameron, F. (2007) 'Moral lessons and reforming agendas: history museums, 

science museums, contentious topics and contemporary societies', in S. J. 

Knell, S. MacLeod and S. Watson, (eds) Museum Revolutions: How museums 

change and are changed. London and New York: Routledge, 330-342. 

Cameron, F. (2010a) ‘Introduction’, in F. Cameron and L. Kelly (eds) Hot 

Topics, Public Culture, Museums. Newcastle Upon Tune: Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing, 1-17. 

Cameron, F. (2010b) ‘Risk Society, Controversial Topics and Museum 

Interventions: (Re)reading Controversy and the Museum Through a Risk Optic’, 

in F. Cameron and L. Kelly (eds) Hot Topics, Public Culture, Museums. 

Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 53-75. 

Canguilhem, G. (1989) The Normal and the Pathological. New York: Zone 

Books.  

Carbado, D. (1999) Black Men on Race, Gender, and Sexuality: A Critical 

Reader. New York: New York University Press. 

Carradice, P. (2010) The Ladies of Llangollen. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/wales/posts/ladies_of_llangollen, accessed 26 

January 2011. 

Carter, J. and Orange, J. (2012a) Contentious terrain: defining a human rights 

museology. Museum Management and Curatorship, 27(2), 111-127. 

Carter, J. and Orange, J. (2012b) “It’s Time to Pause and Reflect”: Museums 

and Human Rights. Curator: The Museum Journal, 55(3), 259-266. 

Chaplin, E. (1994) Sociology and Visual Representation. London and New 

York: Routledge.  



307	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Chatterjee, H. and Noble, G. (2013) Museums, Health and Well-Being. 

Farnham: Ashgate. 

Clark, A. W. and Wexler, G. (2008) Queer Collections Appear: Oregon’s 

Wedding Album. Museums and Social Issues, 3(1), 115-124. 

Coffey, A. and Atkinson, P. (1996) Making sense of qualitative data: 

Complementary research strategies. Thousand Oaks and London: Sage 

Publications. 

Cohler, B. J. and Galatzer-Levy, R. M. (2008) Freud, Anna, and the Problem of 

Female Sexuality. Psychoanalytic Inquiry, 28, 3-26. 

Conrad, R. and Nair, Y. (eds) (2010) Against Equality: Queer critiques of gay 

marriage. Lewiston: Against Equality Publishing Collective. 

Creswell, J. W. (1998) Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing 

among five traditions. Thousand Oaks and London: Sage Publications. 

Crooke, E. (2007) Museums and Community: Ideas, Issues and Challenges. 

London and New York: Routledge. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. and Hermanson, K. (1999) 'Intrinsic motivation in 

museums: why does one want to learn?', in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.) The 

Educational Role of the Museum, 2nd edition. London and New York: 

Routledge, 146-160.  

Curtis, S., Gesler, W., Smith, G. and Washburn, S. (2000) Approaches to 

sampling and case selection in qualitative research: examples in the geography 

of health. Social Science and Medicine, 50(7), 1001-1014. 

Davie, T. (2010) Portraying the LGB community on the BBC. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/blogaboutthebbc/posts/portraying_the_lgb_commun



308	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

ity_o?sortBy=RatingValueandsortOrder=Descending, accessed 05 January 

2011.  

Davies, M. and Wilkinson, H. (2008) Sustainability and museums: Your 

chance to make a difference. London: Museums Association. 

http://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=16398, accessed 23 

January 2011.  

Delphy, C. (1984) Close to Home: A Materialist Analysis of Women’s 

Oppression. London: Hutchinson and Explorations in Feminism Collective.  

Delin, A. (2002) ‘Buried in the footnotes: the absence of disabled people in the 

collective imagery of our past’, in R. Sandell (ed.) Museums, Society, Inequality. 

London and New York: Routledge, 84-97. 

Denzin, N. K. and Lincoln, Y. S. (2008) ‘Introduction: The discipline and practice 

of qualitative research’, in N. K. Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln (eds) The landscape 

of qualitative research, 3rd edition. Los Angeles and London: Sage Publications, 

1-43.  

DePalma, R. and Atkinson, E. (2009) Interrogating heteronormativity in primary 

schools: The work of the No Outsiders Project. Stoke on Trent: Trentham.    

DePalma, R. and Jennett, M. (2010) Homophobia, transphobia and culture: 

deconstructing heteronormativity in English primary schools. Intercultural 

Education, 21(1), 15-26. 

Department for Culture Media & Sport (1999) Museums for the many: 

Standards for Museums and Galleries to use when developing access policies. 

http://www.culture.gov.uk/images/publications/museums_for_many.pdf, 

accessed on 25 March 2010. 

Department for Culture Media & Sport (2000) Centres for Social Change: 

Museums, Galleries and Archives for All; Policy Guidance on Social Inclusion 



309	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

for DCMS funded and local authority museums, galleries and archives in 

England. 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http://www.culture.gov.uk/NR/rdonl

yres/D5C247C2-8BAB-4CB4-80E9-

DEB168AFE8D5/0/centers_social_change.pdf, accessed on 25 March 2010. 

Department for Culture Media & Sport (2001) Libraries, Museums, Galleries 

and Archives for All: Co-operating Across the Sectors to Tackle Social 

Exclusion. http://www.culture.gov.uk/PDF/libraries_archives_for_all.pdf, 

accessed on 25 March 2010. 

Desai, P. and Thomas, A. (1998) Cultural Diversity: Attitudes of Ethnic Minority 

Populations Towards Museums and Galleries. London: Museum and Galleries 

Commission. 

Dias, N. (1998) ‘The visibility of difference: Nineteenth-century French 

anthropological collections’, in S. Macdonald (ed.) The Politics of Display: 

Museums, science, culture. London and New York: Routledge, 36-52. 

Dias, N. (2008) ‘Cultural Difference and Cultural Diversity; The Case of the 

Musee du Quai Branly’, in D. J. Sherman (ed.) Museums and Difference. 

Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 124-154. 

Dierking, L. D. (1996) ‘Contemporary Theories of Learning’, in G. Durbin (ed.) 

Developing Museum Exhibitions for Lifelong Learning. London: The Stationery 

Office, 25-29. 

Dixon, A. C. (2002) Wales: A tale of two ladies ahead of their time. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/uk/wales/724170/Wales-

A-tale-of-two-ladies-ahead-of-their-time.html, accessed 26 January 2011. 

Dodd, J., Hooper-Greenhill, E., Delin, A. and Jones, C. (2006) “In the past we 

would just be invisible”: Research into the attitudes of disabled people to 



310	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

museums and heritage. Colchester Museums. Research Report. 

http://hdl.handle.net/2381/514, accessed 13 June 2010.  

Dodd, J. and Sandell, R. (1998) Building Bridges: Guidance for museums and 

galleries on developing new audiences. London: Museums and Gallery 

Commissions. 

Dodd, J., Sandell, R., Jolly, D. and Jones, C. (eds) (2008) Rethinking Disability 

Representation in Museums and Galleries. Leicester: Research Centre for 

Museums and Galleries. 

DSP groep (2011) The Social Significance of Museums: More than worth it, for 

the Netherlands Museums Association. 

http://www.museumvereniging.nl/Portals/0/NMV%20'More%20than%20worth%

20it'.pdf, accessed on 29 October 2011.	   

Dubin, S. C. (1999) Displays of Power: Controversy in the American Museum 

from the Enola Gay to Sensation. New York and London: New York University 

Press.  

Duffy, T. M. (2001) Museums of ‘human suffering’ and the struggle for human 

rights. Museum International, 53(1), 10-16. 

Duncan, C. (1995) Civilizing Rituals: Inside Public Art Museums. London and 

New York: Routledge. 

Dyer, R. (2002a) The culture of queers. London and New York: Routledge.  

Dyer, R. (2002b) The Matter of Images: Essays on representations, 2nd edition. 

London and New York: Routledge.  

Enteman, W. F. (1996) 'Stereotyping, Prejudice, and Discrimination', in P. M. 

Lester and S. D. Ross (eds) Images that injure: Pictorial Stereotypes in the 

Media. Westport and London: Praeger, 9-14. 



311	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

European pride organisers association (2013) 

http://www.europride.info/europride, accessed 01 June 2013.  

Evans, G. (2012) The impact of cuts on UK museums: A report for the 

Museums Association. London: Museums Association. 

http://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=770702, accessed 

10 January 2013.  

Falk, J. H. and Dierking, L. D. (2000) Learning from Museums: Visitor 

Experiences and the Making of Meaning. Lanham and Plymouth: Altamira 

Press. 

Falk, J. H., Dierking, L. D. and Adams, M. (2006) ‘Living in a Learning Society: 

Museums and Free-choice Learning’, in S. Macdonald (ed.) A Companion to 

Museum Studies. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 323-339.  

Falk, J. H., Moussouri, T. and Coulson, D. (1998) The effect of visitors' agendas 

on museum learning. Curator: The Museum Journal, 41(2), 106-120. 

Federation of Human Rights in Museums (n.d.) http://www.fihrm.org/, accessed 

13 June 2011. 

Ferfolja, T. (2007) Schooling cultures: institutionalizing heteronormativity and 

heterosexism. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 11(2), 147-162. 

Fleming, D. (2010) Museums Campaigning for Social Justice. 5th Stephen Weil 

Memorial Lecture. 8 November. 

http://www.intercom.museum/documents/5thWeilLectureShanghaiNov2010.pdf, 

accessed 13 June 2011. 

Fleming, D. (2012a) ‘Museums for social justice; Managing organisational 

change’, in R. Sandell and E. Nightingale (eds) Museums, Equality and Social 

Justice. London and New York: Routledge, 72-83. 



312	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Fleming, D. (2012b) Human Rights Museums: An Overview. Curator: The 

Museum Journal, 55(3), 251-256. 

Flenley, A. (2010) Exhibition Marketing Campaign for Hitched, Wedding 

Clothes and Customs. Unpublished paper.  

Flick, U. (2009) An introduction to qualitative research, 4th edition. London: 

Sage Publications.  

Franck, K. C. (2002) Rethinking homophobia: Interrogating heteronormativity in 

an urban school. Theory and Research in Social Education, 20(2), 274-286. 

Francis, B. (2010) Gender, toys and learning. Oxford Review of Education, 

36(3), 325-344. 

Fraser, N. (2000) Rethinking Recognition. New Left Review, 3, 107-120. 

http://newleftreview.org/II/3/nancy-fraser-rethinking-recognition, accessed 12 

May 2012. 

Freud, S. (1920) Three Contributions to the Theory of Sex, 2nd edition. New 

York and Washington: Nervous and Mental Disease Publishing. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/14969/14969-h/14969-h.htm#p32n28, accessed 

05 May 2010.  

Frost, S. (2008) Secret Museums: Hidden histories of sex and sexuality. 

Museums and Social Issues, 3(1), 29-40. 

Frost, S. (2010) ‘The Warren Cup: Secret museums, sexuality, and society’, in 

A. Levin (ed.) Gender, Sexuality and Museums: A Routledge Reader. London 

and New York: Routledge, 138-150. 

Fuss, D. (1991) ‘Inside/out’, in D. Fuss (ed.) Inside/out: Lesbian theories, Gay 

theories. New York and London: Routledge and Chapman and Hall, 1-12. 



313	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Gaither, E. B. (1992) ‘”Hey! That’s mine”: thoughts on pluralism and American 

museums’, in I. Karp, C. Kreamer and S. Levine (eds) Museums and 

Communities: The Politics of Public Culture. Washington and London: 

Smithsonian Institution Press, 56-64. 

Gilman, S. (1985) Difference and pathology: Stereotypes of sexuality, race and 

madness. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press 

glbtq; An encyclopaedia of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer 

culture (2004) Sweden. http://www.glbtq.com/social-sciences/sweden.html, 

accessed 01 March 2011.  

glbtq; An encyclopaedia of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and queer 

culture (2008) Norway. http://www.glbtq.com/social-sciences/norway.html, 

accessed 01 March 2011. 

Golding, V. (2007) ‘Inspiration Africa! Using tangible and intangible heritage to 

promote social inclusion amongst young people with disabilities’, in S. Watson 

(ed.) Museums and their Communities. London and New York: Routledge, 358-

372. 

Golding, V. (2009) Learning at the Museum Frontiers: Identity, Race and 

Power. Farnham: Ashgate. 

Gonzalez, J. A. (2008) Subject to Display: Reframing Race in Contemporary 

Installation Art. Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  

Graham, H. (2010) ‘To label the label? ‘Learning disability’ and exhibiting 

‘critical proximity’’, in R. Sandell, J. Dodd, and R. Garland-Thomson (eds) Re-

presenting disability: Activism and agency in the museum. London and New 

York: Routledge, 115-129. 



314	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Hall, S. (1980) 'Encoding/decoding', in S. Hall, D. Hobson, A. Lowe and P. 

Willis (eds) Culture, Media, Language. London and New York: Routledge and 

Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, University of Birmingham, 128-138. 

Hall, S. (1997a) ‘Introduction’, in S. Hall (ed.) Representation: Cultural 

Representation and Signifying Practices. London: Sage Publications, 1-11. 

Hall, S. (1997b) 'The work of representation', in S. Hall (ed.) Representation: 

Cultural Representation and Signifying Practices. London: Sage Publications 

and The Open University, 13-74. 

Hall, S. (1997c) 'The Spectacle of the 'other'', in S. Hall (ed.) Representation: 

Cultural Representation and Signifying Practices. London: Sage Publications 

and The Open University, 223-290. 

Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (2007) Ethnography: principles in practice, 3rd 

edition. London and New York: Routledge.  

Heimlich, J. E. and Koke, J. (2008) Gay and Lesbian Visitors and 

Cultural Institutions: Do They Come? Do They Care? A Pilot Study. 

Museums and Social Issues, 3(1), 93-103.  

Hein, G. E. (1998) Learning at the museum. London and New York: Routledge.  

Hein, G. E. (2010) The Role of Museums in Society: Education and Social 

Action. Curator: The Museum Journal, 48(4), 357-363.  

Hein, H. (2010) ‘Looking at museums from a feminist perspective’, A. K. Levin 

(ed.) Gender, Sexuality, and Museums: A Routledge Reader. London and New 

York: Routledge, 53-64. 

Herek, G. M. (2002) Gender Gaps in Public Opinion about Lesbians and Gay 

Men. The Public Opinion Quarterly, 66(1), 40-66. 



315	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Heumann-Gurian, E. (1991) ‘Noodling Around with Exhibition Opportunities’, in 

I. Karp and S. D. Levine (eds) Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of 

Museum Display. Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 176-

190. 

hooks, b. (1989) Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black. Boston: 

Sheba End Press.  

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1999a) ‘Education, communication and interpretation: 

towards a critical pedagogy in museums’, in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.) The 

Educational Role of the Museum, 2nd edition. London and New York: 

Routledge, 3-27.  

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1999b) ‘Learning in art museums: strategies of 

interpretation’, in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.) The Educational Role of the 

Museum, 2nd edition. London and New York: Routledge, 44-52.  

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1999c) 'Museum learners as active postmodernists: 

contextualizing constructivism', in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.) The Educational 

Role of the Museum, 2nd edition. London and New York: Routledge, 67-72.  

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (2000) Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture. 

London and New York: Routledge. 

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (2007a) ‘Interpretive Communities, Strategies and 

Repertoires’, in S. Watson (ed.) Museums and their Communities. London and 

New York: Routledge, 76-94. 

Hooper-Greenhill, E. (2007b) ‘Education, postmodernity and the museum’, in S. 

J. Knell, S. MacLeod and S. Watson (eds) Museum Revolutions: How 

museums change and are changed. London and New York: Routledge, 367-

377. 



316	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Hooper-Greenhill, E., Sandell, R., Moussouri, T. and O'Rian, H. (2000) 

Museums and Social Inclusion: The GLLAM Report. Leicester: Research 

Centre for Museums and Galleries. 

ICOM (2009) http://www.intercom.museum/TorreonDeclaration.html, accessed 

10 March 2011. 

ICOM (2010-2012) http://icom.museum/the-vision/museum-definition/ , 

accessed 10 November 2012. 

ILGA (2009) Rainbow Europe: legal situation for LGBT people in Europe, July 

2009.  http://www.ilga-

europe.org/home/publications/reports_and_other_materials/ilga_europe_map_

on_legal_situation_for_lgb_people_in_europe_july_2009, accessed 01 March 

2011.  

ILGA (2010) Rainbow Europe: legal situation for LGBT people in Europe, May 

2010.  http://www.ilga-

europe.org/home/publications/reports_and_other_materials/rainbow_europe_m

ap_and_country_index_may_2010, accessed 01 March 2011.  

ILGA (2013a) Poland Score Sheet according to ILGA-Europe Rainbow Map, 

May 2013. http://www.ilga-

europe.org/home/publications/reports_and_other_materials/rainbow_europe/sc

ore_sheet/poland, accessed 01 July 2013.  

ILGA (2013b) Greece Score Sheet according to ILGA-Europe Rainbow Map, 

May 2013. http://www.ilga-

europe.org/home/publications/reports_and_other_materials/rainbow_europe/sc

ore_sheet/greece, accessed 01 July 2013. 

Ingraham, C. (1994) The Heterosexual Imaginary: Feminist Sociology and 

Theories of Gender. Sociological Theory, 12(2), 203-219. 



317	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Ingraham, C. (2002) ‘Heterosexuality: It’s Just Not Natural!’, in D. Richardson 

and S. Seidman (eds) Handbook of Lesbian and Gay Studies. London and 

Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 73-82. 

Ingraham, C. (2005) Thinking Straight; The Power, the Promise, and the 

Paradox of Heterosexuality. London and New York: Routledge.  

Ingraham, C. (2006) ‘Thinking Straight, Acting Bent: Heteronormativity and 

Homosexuality’, in K. Davis, M. Evans and J. Lorber (eds) Handbook of Gender 

and Women’s Studies. London: Sage Publications, 307-321. 

Ingraham, C. (2011) 'One is not born a bride: how weddings regulate 

heterosexuality', in S. Seidman, N. Fischer and C. Meeks (eds) Introducing the 

New Sexuality Studies, 2nd edition. London and New York: Routledge, 303-

307.  

Jackson, S. (1996) ‘The social construction of female sexuality’, in S. Jackson 

and S. Scott (eds) Feminism and Sexuality: A Reader. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 62-73. 

Jackson, S. (1999) Heterosexuality in Question. London: Sage Publications.  

Jackson, S. (2003) ‘Heterosexuality, Heteronormativity and Gender Hierarchy: 

Some Reflections on Recent Debates’, in J. Weeks, J. Holland and M. Waites 

(eds) Sexualities and Society: A Reader. Cambridge, Oxford and Malden: 

Polity, 69-83. 

Jackson, S. and Scott, S. (1996) ‘Sexual skirmishes and feminist factions: 

Twenty-five years of debate on women and sexuality, in S. Jackson and S. 

Scott (eds) Feminism and Sexuality; A Reader. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 1-31. 



318	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

James, C. (1998) 'Fred Wilson interviewed by Curtia James', in G. Harper (ed.) 

Interventions and Provocations: Conversations on Art, Culture, and Resistance. 

New York: State University of New York Press, 99-108. 

Janes, R. R. 2007. ‘Museums, social responsibility and the future we desire’, in 

S. J. Knell, S. MacLeod and S. Watson (eds) Museum Revolutions: How 

museums change and are changed. London and New York: Routledge, 134-

146. 

Janes, R. R. and Conaty, G. T. (eds) (2005) Looking reality in the eye: 

Museums and social responsibility. Calgary: The University of Calgary Press.  

Janes, R. R. and Sandell, R. (2007) 'Complexity and Creativity in Contemporary 

Museum Management, in R. R. Janes and R. Sandell (eds) Museum 

Management and Marketing. London and New York: Routledge, 1-14.  

Jenkins, R. (1996) Social Identity. London and New York: Routledge. 

Kaplan, F. E. S. (1995) ‘Exhibitions as communicative media’, in E. Hooper-

Greenhill (ed.) Museum, Media, Message. London and New York: Routledge, 

37-58.  

Karayanni, S. S. (2004) Dancing Fear and Desire: Race, Sexuality, and 

Imperial Politics in Middle Eastern Dance. Waterloo, Canada: Wilfrid Laurier 

University press. 

Karp, I. (1991a) ‘Other Cultures in Museum Perspective’, in I. Karp and S. D. 

Levine (eds) Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display. 

Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 373-385.  

Karp, I. (1991b) How Museums Define Other Cultures. American Art, 5(1/2), 10-

15. 



319	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Karp, I. and Kratz, C. A. (2000) 'Reflections on the fate of Tippoo's Tiger: 

defining cultures through public display', in E. Hallam and B. V. Street (eds) 

Cultural Encounters: Representing 'Otherness'. London and New York: 

Routledge, 194-228. 

Karp, I. and Levine, S. D. (1991) ‘Introduction: Museums and Multiculturalism’, 

in I. Karp and S. D. Levine (eds) Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of 

Museum Display. Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1-9. 

Katz, D., and Braly, K. W. (1935) Racial prejudice and racial stereotypes. 

Journal of Abnormal Social Psychology, 30, 175–193. 

Katz, J. D. (2011) Interview with Avram Finkelstein. Spring 2011. 

http://www.artwrit.com/article/avram-finkelstein-speaks-with-jonathan-

david-katz/, accessed 15 March 2012. 

Kavanagh, G. (1996) ‘Museums in partnership’, in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.) 

Museum, Media, Message. London and New York: Routledge, 124-134.  

Kelly, L. (2001) Developing a model of museum visiting. Paper 

presented at Museums Australia Conference, Canberra, April 2001. 

http://audience-research.wikispaces.com/file/view/whyvisit_paper.pdf, 

accessed 09 November 2010. 

Kelly, L. (2007) 'Visitors and learning: Adult museum visitors' learning identities', 

in S. J. Knell, S. MacLeod and S. Watson (eds) Museum Revolutions: How 

museums change and are changed. London and New York: Routledge, 276-

290.  

Kendall, G. (2011) Why are museums so scared of LGBT 

stories?  http://www.museumsassociation.org/news/04102011-why-are-

museums-scared-of-lgbt-stories, accessed 05 May 2012.   



320	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Kerr, B. A., Vuyk, A. and Rea, C. (2012) Gendered practices in the education of 

gifted girls and boys. Psychology in the Schools, 49(7), 647-655.  

Kitzinger, C. And Wilkinson, S. (1996) ‘Theorizing Representing the Other’, in 

S. Wilkinson and C. Kitzinger (eds) Representing the other: A Feminism and 

Psychology Reader. London and Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1-32. 

Klapp, O. E. (1962) Heroes, Villains and Fools: the changing American 

character. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall. 

Knell, S. J., MacLeod, S. and Watson, S. (2007) ‘Introduction’, in S. J. Knell, S. 

MacLeod and S. Watson (eds) Museum Revolutions: How museums change 

and are changed. London and New York: Routledge, xix-xxvi. 

Kulpa, R. and Mizielinska, J. (eds) (2011) De-centring western sexualities: 

Central and Eastern European perspectives. Farnham: Ashgate.  

Kyriakidou, D. (2009) Acropolis museum backs down Costa-Gavras film row. 

Reuters. http://uk.reuters.com/article/2009/08/04/uk-greece-acropolis-

idUKTRE5733W020090804, accessed 20 December 2009.  

LaSala, M. C. (2007) Too Many Eggs in the Wrong Basket: A Queer Critique of 

the Same-Sex Marriage Movement. Social Work, 52(2), 181-183. 

Lester, P. M. (1996) ‘Introduction’, in P. M. Lester and S. D. Ross (eds) Images 

that injure: Pictorial Stereotypes in the Media. Connecticut, London: Praeger, xi-

xii. 

Levin, A. K. (2010) ‘Introduction’, in A. K. Levin (ed.) Gender, sexuality and 

museums: A Routledge Reader. London and New York: Routledge, 1-12. 

Leyens, J. P., Yzerbyt, V. and Schadron, G. (1994) Stereotypes and social 

cognition. London and Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 



321	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Liddiard, M. (1996) ‘Making histories of sexuality’, in G. Kavanagh (ed.) Making 

histories in museums. London: Leicester University Press, 163-175. 

Liddiard, M. (2004) Changing histories: museums, sexuality and the future of 

the past. Museum and Society, 2(1), 15-29.	   

Lippmann, W. (1965) Public Opinion. London: The Free Press and New York: 

Collier-Macmillan. 

Luepken, A. (2011) Politics of Representation-Normativity in Museum Practice. 

Journal of Religion in Europe, 4, 157-183. 

Luke, T. W. (2002) Museum Politics: Power Plays at the Exhibition. Minneapolis 

and London: University of Minnesota Press. 

Lukenbill, B. (2002) Modern gay and lesbian libraries and archives in 

the North America: A study in community identity and affirmation. 

Library Management, 23 (1-2), 93-100.  

MacDonald, S. (1992) Cultural Imagining Among Museum Visitors: A Case 

Study. Museum Management and Curatorship, 11(4), 401-409. 

MacKinnon, C. A. (1996) ‘Feminism, Marxism, method and the state’, in S. 

Jackson and S. Scott (eds) Feminism and Sexuality; A Reader. Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 182-190. 

Madon, S. (1997) What Do People Believe About Gay Males? A Study of 

Stereotype Content and Strength. Sex Roles, 37(9), 663-685. 

Malterud, K. (2001) Qualitative research: Standards, challenges, and 

guidelines. Lancet, 358(9280), 483-488. 

Manning, S. (2011) ‘Hide/Seek’ Portrait Defended By Smithsonian Chief In 

Wake of Controversy. HuffPost Politics.    



322	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/01/20/hideseek-portrait-

defende_n_811960.html, accessed 02 June 2012. 

Marstine, J. (2006) ‘Introduction’, in J. Marstine (ed.) New Museum Theory and 

Practice; An Introduction. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1-36 

Martin, F., Jackson, P. A., McLelland, M. and Yue, A. (eds) (2008) 

AsiaPacificQueer: Rethinking Genders and Sexualities. Baltimore: University of 

Illinois Press.  

Martin, K. A. and Kazyak, E. (2009) Hetero-romantic Love and Heterosexiness 

in Children’s G-rated Films. Gender and Society, 23(3), 315-336.  

Mason, G. (2005) A picture of hate crime: Racial and homophobic harassment 

in the United Kingdom. Current issues in criminal justice, 17(1), 79-95. 

Mason, J. (1996) Qualitative researching. London: Sage Publications. 

Maxwell, J. A. (2005) Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. Vol. 

41. Thousand Oaks and London: Sage Publications. 

McIntyre, D. (2007) What to collect? Museums and lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender collecting. JADE, 26, 48-53. 

McKie, R. (2013) Why it’s time for brain science to ditch the ‘Venus and Mars’ 

cliche. The Observer, 7 December. 

http://www.theguardian.com/science/2013/dec/07/brain-science-ditch-male-

female-cliche, accessed 07 December 2013.	   

McManus, P. M. (1996) ‘Visitors: Their Expectations and Social Behaviour’, in 

G. Durbin (ed.) Developing Museum Exhibitions for Lifelong Learning. London: 

The Stationery Office, 59-62. 



323	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

McQueeny, K. (2011) 'Multiple identities: Race, class, and gender in lesbian 

and gay affirming Protestant congregations', in S. Seidman, N. Fischer and C. 

Meeks (eds) Introducing the New Sexuality Studies, 2nd edition. New York and 

London: Routledge, 293-299.  

Mead, M. (1935) Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies. London: 

Georges Routledge. 

Mills, B. (2013) The animals went in two by two: Heteronormativity in television 

wildlife documentaries. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 16(1), 100-114.  

Mills, R. (2006) History at large; Queer is here? Lesbian, gay, bisexual and 

transgender histories and public culture. History Workshop Journal, 62, 253-

263. 

Mills, R. (2008) Theorising the Queer Museum. Museums and Social Issues, 

3(1), 41-52. 

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2006) Pleasure you can measure; Visitor 

responses to the Warren Cup exhibition. August 2006. 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/pdf/Warren%20cup%20final%20online.pdf, 

accessed 22 June 2011.  

Morrissey, K. (2008) Editor’s note: Language as Context: Can I say “Queer” if 

I’m not?. Museums and Social Issues, 3(1), 3-4. 

Moskowitz, D. A., Rieger, G. and Roloff, M. E. (2010) Heterosexual Attitudes 

Toward Same-Sex Marriage. Journal of Homosexuality, 57(2), 325-336. 

Moss, R. (2010) In Pictures: Matt Smith (BMAG) casts queer eye over 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery collection. 

http://www.culture24.org.uk/art/sculpture-and-installation/art312321, accessed 

26 January 2011. 



324	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Murray, E. M. and Jacobs, S. H. (2010) ‘Revealing moments: representations of 

disability and sexuality’, in R. Sandell, J. Dodd, and R. Garland-Thomson (eds) 

Re-presenting disability: Activism and agency in the museum. London and New 

York: Routledge, 155-167. 

Museum of Cycladic Art (n.d.) Eros: From Hesiod’s Theogony to Late Antiquity.  

http://eros.fabulous.gr/, accessed 10 October 2010. 

Museum of London (2005) Sexuality. 

http://archive.museumoflondon.org.uk/RWWC/Essays/Essay1/KaurEssay7.htm, 

accessed 29 November 2009.  

Museums Association (2013) Museums Change Lives: The MA’s vision 

for the impact of museums. 

http://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=1001738, accessed 

24 August 2013.  

National Museum in Warsaw (n.d.) Ars Homo Erotica. 

http://www.mnw.art.pl/index.php/en/temporary_exhibitions/exhibitions/art55.htm

l, accessed 10 October 2010.  

National Museum Directors’ Council (2004) A Manifesto for Museums: Building 

Outstanding Museums for the 21st Century. 

http://www.nationalmuseums.org.uk/media/documents/publications/manifesto_f

or_museums.pdf, accessed 10 October 2011.  

National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (2012) National Museums and 

Galleries on Merseyside Annual Report and Accounts 2011-2012. London: The 

Stationery Office. 

National Museums Liverpool (2011) Changing Lives Report 2010/2011: 

Economic impact and social responsibility at National Museums 

Liverpool. 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/about/corporate/reports/NML-



325	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Changing-Lives-social-eco-impact-report.pdf, accessed 17 January 

2012.  

National Museums Liverpool (2013b) The history of Sudley House and its 

collections. http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/sudley/history/the-history-of-

sudley-house.aspx, accessed 26 February 2013.  

National Museums Liverpool (2013c) Museum partnerships. 

http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/about/partnerships/, accessed 20 July 

2013. 

National Museums Liverpool. (2013a) Missions, Values and Strategic 

plan. http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/about/corporate/strategic-

plan/, accessed 20 July 2013.  

National Museum of Fine Arts (N.d.) Exhibition: Queer – Desire, Power and 

Identity. http://www.nationalmuseum.se/sv/English-startpage/Exhibitions/Past-

exhibitions-/Exhibition-Queer--Desire-Power-and-Identity-/, accessed 01 June 

2012.  

Newman, A. and McLean, F. (2002) ‘Architectures of inclusion: museums, 

galleries and inclusive communities’, in R. Sandell (ed.) Museums, Society, 

Inequality. London and New York: Routledge, 56-68. 

Newman, A. and McLean, F. (2006) The Impact of Museums Upon Identity. 

International Journal of Heritage Studies, 12(1): 49-68. 

Newman, K. and Tourle, P. (2011) The impact of cuts on UK museums: 

A report for the Museums Association. London: Museums Association. 

http://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=363804, accessed 

27 February 2012.  

Nightingale, E. and Mahal, C. (2012) ‘The heart of the matter: Integrating 

equality and diversity into the policy and practice of museums and galleries’, in 



326	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

R. Sandell and E. Nightingale (eds) Museums, Equality and Social Justice. 

London and New York: Routledge, 13-37. 

Oakley, A. (1972) Sex, gender and society. London: Temple Smith. 

Oakley, A. (1996) ‘Sexuality’, in S. Jackson and S. Scott (eds) Feminism and 

Sexuality: A Reader. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 35-39. 

Ocello, C. B. (2011) ‘Being responsive to be responsible: Museums and 

audience development’, in J. Marstine (ed.) The Routledge Companion to 

Museum Ethics: Redefining Ethics for the Twenty-First-Century Museum. 

London and New York: Routledge, 188-201. 

O'Neil, M. (2002) 'The good enough visitor', in R. Sandell (ed.) Museums, 

Society, Inequality. London and New York: Routledge, 24-40. 

Oxford Dictionaries Online (2013) 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/subtle?q=subtle, accessed 

20 January 2013.  

Parkinson, R. B. (2013a) A little gay history: Desire and diversity across the 

world. London: The British Museum Press. 

Parkinson, R. B. (2013b) Interview with C. A. Bryant. 

http://www.polarimagazine.com/interviews/gay-history/, accessed 20 August 

2013.  

Petry, M. (2010) ‘Hidden Histories: The experience of curating a male same-sex 

exhibition and the problems encountered’, in A. K. Levin (ed.) Gender, 

Sexuality, and Museums: A Routledge Reader. London and New York: 

Routledge, 151-162. 

Phelan, S. (1994) Getting specific: postmodern Lesbian politics. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press.  



327	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Pickering, M. (2001) Stereotyping: the politics of representation. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave. 

Pieterse, J. N. (2005) ‘Multiculturalism and museums; Discourse about others in 

the age of globalization’, in G. Corsane (ed.) Heritage, Museums and Galleries: 

An introductory reader. London and New York: Routledge, 179-201. 

Pilcher, J. and Whelehan, I. (2004) Fifty Key Concepts in Gender Studies. 

London and Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.  

Pollock, G. (1988) Vision and Difference: Femnitity, Feminism and Histories of 

Art. London and New York: Routledge.  

Porter, G. (1994) The representation of gender in British history museums. 

Unpublished MA dissertation, Department of Museum Studies, University of 

Leicester. 

Porter, G, (1996) ‘Seeing through Solidity: a feminist perspective on museums’, 

in S. Macdonald and G. Fyfe (eds) Theorizing Museums; Representing identity 

and diversity in a changing world. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers and The 

Sociological Review, 105-126. 

Pre-Raphaelite Online Resource, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 

(n.d.) http://www.preraphaelites.org/the-collection/about-the-collection/, 

accessed 01 February 2013. 

Reese, K. (2011) 'Gay marriage. Why now? Why at all?', in S. Seidman, N. 

Fischer and C. Meeks (eds) Introducing the New Sexuality Studies, 2nd edition. 

New York and London: Routledge, 467-462.  

Reeve, J. (2006) ‘Prioritizing Audience Groups’, in C. Lang, J. Reeve and V. 

Woollard (eds) The Responsive Museum: Working with Audiences in the 

Twenty-First Century. Farnham: Ashgate, 43-60.  



328	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Research Centre for Museums and Galleries (2004) Inspiration, 

Identity, Learning: The Value of Museums. The evaluation of the impact 

of DCMS/DfES Strategic Commissioning 2003-2004: National/Regional 

Museum Education Partnerships. 

http://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/museumstudies/Research Centre for 

Museums and Galleries/projects/inspiration-identity-learning-

1/Inspiration-%20Identity-%20Learning-

The%20value%20of%20museums.pdf, accessed 28 November 2010.   

Resource: The Council for Museums, Archives and Libraries (2001) Disability 

Directory for Museums and Galleries. London: Resource: The Council for 

Museums, Archives and Libraries. 

http://www.accessibletourism.org/resources/uk_museumsand-

galleries_disability_directory_pdf_6877.pdf, accessed 28 May 2010.  

Rich, A. (1993) ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’, in H. 

Abelove, M. A. Barale and D. M. Halperin (eds) The Lesbian and Gay Studies 

Reader. New York and London: Routledge, 227-254. 

Richardson, D. (1996) ‘Heterosexuality and social theory’, in D. Richardson 

(ed.) Theorising heterosexuality: Telling it straight. Buckingham and 

Philadelphia: Open University Press, 1-20.  

Richardson, D. (2000) Rethinking sexuality. London and Thousand Oaks: Sage 

publications. 

Richardson, D. (2005) Desiring Sameness? The Rise of a Neoliberal Politics of 

Normalisation. Antipode, 37(3), 515-535. 

Richardson, D. (2007) ‘Conceptualizing Gender’, in D. Richardson and V. 

Robinson (eds) Introducing Gender and Women’s Studies, 3rd edition 

Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 3-19.  



329	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Richardson, D. and Monro, S. (2012) Sexuality, Equality and Diversity. 

Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Riegel, H. (1996) ‘Into the heart of irony: ethnographic exhibitions and the 

politics of difference’, in S. Macdonald and G. Fyfe (eds) Theorizing Museums: 

Representing identity and diversity in a changing world. Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers and The Sociological Review, 83-104. 

Riggle, E. D. B., Ellis, A. L. and Clawford, A. M. (1996) The impact of “media 

contact” on attitudes toward gay men. Journal of Homosexuality, 31(3), 55-63. 

Robinson, B. A. (2012) Is This What Equality Looks Like? How Assimilation 

Marginalizes the Dutch LGBT Community. Sexuality Research and Social 

Policy, 9(4), 327-336. 

Roggoff, I. (2002) ‘Studying visual culture’, in N. Mirzoeff (ed.) The Visual 

Culture Reader, 2nd edition London and New York: Routledge, 24-36.  

Roudometof, V. and Makrides, V. N. (2010) Orthodox Christianity in 21st 

Century Greece: The Role of Religion in Culture, Ethnicity and Politics. Surrey 

and Burlington: Ashgate.   

Rubin, G. (1999) ‘Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of 

Sexuality’, in R. Parker and P. Aggleton (eds) Culture, Society and Sexuality. 

London: UCL Press, 43-178. 

Sandell, R. (1998) Museums as agents of social inclusion. Museum 

Management and Curatorship, 17(4), 401-418. 

Sandell, R. (2002a) ‘Museums and the combating of social inequality: roles, 

responsibilities, resistance’, in R. Sandell (ed.) Museums, Society, Inequality. 

London and New York: Routledge, 3-23. 



330	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Sandell, R. (2002b) ‘Preface’, in R. Sandell (ed.) Museums, Society, Inequality. 

London and New York: Routledge, xvii-xix. 

Sandell, R. (2003) Social inclusion, the museum and the dynamics of sectoral 

change. Museum and Society, 1(1), 45-62. 

Sandell, R. (2007) Museums, prejudice and the reframing of difference. London 

and New York: Routledge. 

Sandell, R. (2011) 'On ethics, activism and human rights', in J. Marstine (ed.) 

The Routledge Companion to Museum Ethics: Redefining Ethics for the 

Twenty-First-Century Museum. New York and London: Routledge, 129-145. 

Sandell, R. (2012) ‘Museums and the human rights frame’, in R. Sandell and E. 

Nightingale (eds) Museums, Equality and Social Justice. London and New 

York: Routledge, 195-215. 

Sandell, R., Delin, A., Dodd, J., and Gay, J. (2005) Beggars, freaks and 

heroes? Museum collections and the hidden history of disability. Journal of 

Museum Management and Curatorship, 20(1), 5-19. 

Sandell, R. and Dodd, J. (2010) ‘Activist practice’, in R. Sandell, J. Dodd and R. 

Garland-Thomson (eds) Re-presenting disability: Activism and agency in the 

museum. London and New York: Routledge, 3-22.  

Sandell, R. Dodd, J. and Jones, C. (2010) An evaluation of sh[OUT] - The 

social justice programme of the Gallery of Modern Art, Glasgow 2009-2010. 

Glasgow and Leicester: Culture and Sport Glasgow and Research Centre for 

Museums and Galleries. 

http://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/museumstudies/rcmg/projects/sh-

out/An%20evaluation%20of%20shOUT.pdf, accessed 13 April 2011.  



331	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Sandell, R. & Frost, S. (2010) ‘A persistent prejudice’, in F. Cameron & L. Kelly 

(eds). Hot Topics, Public Culture, Museums. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing, 150-174. 

Sandell, R. and Nightingale, E. (2012) ‘Introduction’, in R. Sandell and E. 

Nightingale (eds) Museums, Equality and Social Justice. London and New 

York: Routledge, 1-10. 

Sanders, J. H. III. (2007) Queering the museums. CultureWork: A periodic 

broadside for arts and culture workers, 11(1). 

http://pages.uoregon.edu/culturwk/culturework37b.html,	  accessed 13 April 

2010. 

Sanders, J. H. III. (2008) The Museum’s Silent Sexual Performance. Museums 

and Social Issues, 3(1), 15-28. 

Santos, A. C. (2013) Are we there yet? Queer sexual encounters, legal 

recognition and homonormativity. Journal of Gender Studies, 22(1), 54-64.  

Sedgwick K. E. (1994) Epistemology of the Closet. London: Penguin. 

Seidman, S. (1996) ‘Introduction’, in S. Seidman (ed.) Queer Theory/Sociology. 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1-30. 

Seidman, S. (2001) From Identity to Queer Politics: Shifts in Normative 

Heterosexuality and the Meaning of Citizenship. Citizenship Studies, 5(3), 321-

328.  

Seidman, S. (2008) Contested knowledge: Social Theory Today, 4th edition. 

Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.  

Seidman, S. Meeks, C. and Traschen, F. (1999) Beyond the Closet? The 

Changing Social Meaning of Homosexuality in the United States. Sexualities, 

2(1), 9-34. 



332	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Selden, R., Widdowson, P. and Brooker, P. (2005) A Reader’s Guide to 

Contemporary Literary Theory. Harlow: Pearson Education. 

Serota, N. (2009) Museums and Young People: Where are we now?, in K. 

Bellamy and C. Oppenheim (eds) Learning to Live: Museums, young people 

and education. London: Institute for Public Policy Research and National 

Museum Directors' Conference, 21-29. 

Shohat, E. and Stam, R. (2002) ‘Narrativizing visual culture: Towards a 

polycentric aesthetics’, in N. Mirzoeff (ed.) The Visual Culture Reader, 2nd 

edition. London and New York: Routledge, 37-59.  

SHOUT (2011) 

http://www.getreadytoshout.org.uk/Performance/Queering-the-Portrait-

with-David-Hoyle/59, accessed 13 January 2012. 

Silverman, D. (2006) Interpreting qualitative data: methods for analysing talk, 

text and interaction, 3rd edition. London: Sage Publications.  

Silverman, D. (2010) Doing qualitative research: A practical handbook, 3rd 

edition. London: Sage Publications.  

Silverman, L. (1995) Visitor Meaning Making in Museums for a New Age. 

Curator: The Museum Journal, 38(3), 161-170. 

Silverman, L. H. (2010) The Social Work of Museums. London and New York: 

Routledge.  

Simon, W. (1996) Postmodern Sexualities. London and New York: Routledge. 

Singh, G. (2001) Any colour, as long as it's white. Guardian, 9 April. 

http://www.theguardian.com/media/2001/apr/09/raceintheuk.broadcasting 



333	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Smart, C. (1996) ‘Collusion, collaboration and confession: on moving beyond 

the heterosexuality debate’, in D. Richardson (ed.) Theorising heterosexuality: 

Telling it straight. Open University Press: Buckingham and Philadelphia. p. 161-

177. 

Smith, M. (2009) Initial Shout Proposal: Desire(s). Unpublished paper.  

Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery. (2010) Smithsonian Q&A Regarding the 

“Hide/Seek” Exhibition. http://www.npg.si.edu/docs/SIQ&A.pdf, accessed 02 

June 2012. 

Stake, R. E. (1995) The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications. 

Stake, R. E. (2000) ‘Case studies’, in N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (eds) Handbook 

of Qualitative Research, 2nd edition. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 435-

454.  

Stangor, C. (2000) 'Volume Overview', in C. Stangor (ed.) Stereotypes and 

Prejudice: Essential Readings. Philadelphia and Hove: Psychology Press and 

Taylor and Francis, 1-16. 

Stangor, C. and O’Brien, J. (2010) ‘Stereotyping’, in J. Levine and M. Hogg 

(eds) Encyclopedia of group processes and intergroup relations. Thousand 

Oaks: SAGE Publications, 857-862. 

Stangor, C., Sechrist, G. B. and Jost, J. T. (2001) Changing Racial Beliefs by 

Providing Consensus Information. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 

27(4), 486-496. 

Steorn, P. (2012) Curating Queer Heritage: Queer Knowledge and Museum 

Practice. Curator: The Museum Journal, 55(3), 355-365. 



334	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Stonewall (2008) Homophobic hate crime: The gay British Crime Survey 2008. 

http://www.stonewall.org.uk/documents/homophobic_hate_crime__final_report.

pdf, accessed 15 May 2010. 

Stonewall (2010) Unseen on Screen. Gay People on Youth TV. 

http://www.stonewall.org.uk/documents/unseen_on_screen_web_final.pdf, 

accessed 26 September 2011. 

Suina, J. H. (1999) ‘Multicultural education for young learners’, in E. Hooper-

Greenhill (ed.) The Educational Role of the Museum, 2nd edition. London and 

New York: Routledge, 105-109. 

Sullivan, R. (2004) 'Evaluating the Ethics and Consciences of Museums', in G. 

Anderson (ed.) Reinventing the museum: Historical and Contemporary 

Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift. Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 257-263.  

Taylor, C. (1994) Multiculturalism: Examining the Politics of Recognition. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Taylor, Y. (2011) 'Lesbian and gay parents: Situated Subjects', in S. Seidman, 

N. Fischer and C. Meeks (eds) Introducing the New Sexuality Studies, 2nd 

edition. New York and London: Routledge, 229-235.  

The National Archives. (n.d.) Local Government Act 1988. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/9/section/28, accessed 14 March 

2010.  

Tibbles, A. (2012) Hello Sailor! How maritime museums are addressing the 

experience of gay seafarers. International Journal of Heritage Studies, 18(2), 

160-173.  

Tlili, A., Gewirtz, S. and Cribb, A. (2007) New Labour’s socially responsible 

museum: Roles, functions and greater expectations. Policy Studies, 28(3), 269-

289. 



335	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Tolley, C. and Ranzijn, R. (2006) Predictors of heteronormativity in residential 

aged care facilities. Australian Journal on Ageing, 25(4), 209-214.  

Travers, T. (2006) Museums and Galleries in Britain; Economic, social and 

creative impacts. London: National Museum Directors’ Conference and 

Museums, Libraries and Archives Council. 

http://www.nationalmuseums.org.uk/media/documents/publications/museums_g

alleries_in_britain_travers_2006.pdf, accessed on 25 March 2010. 

Tseliou, M. A. (2013a) Disruptive paradigms in museums and galleries: 

Challenging the heteronormative frame. The International Journal of Social, 

Political, and Community Agendas in the Arts, 7(2), 1-12. 

Tseliou, M. A. (2013b) Radical craft interventions in museums and galleries: 

Contesting dominant paradigms. Engage 33: Critical Craft, Autumn 2013, 101-

107.  

Tsimitakis, M. (2013) Theatre of violence. Index on Censorship, 42(1), 26-28. 

Tucker, D. (1993) A traditional view or a radical re-think?. Social History 

Curators Group News, 32, 6-8. 

Uiniversity of Oslo Natural History Museum (2012) Against nature? An 

exhibition on animal homosexuality. http://www.nhm.uio.no/besok-

oss/utstillinger/skiftende/againstnature/index-eng.html, accessed 01 June 2012. 

Vanegas, A. (2002) ‘Representing lesbians and gay men in British Social 

History Museums’, in R. Sandell, (ed.) Museums, Society, Inequality.  London 

and New York: Routledge, 98-109. 

Warner, M. (1999) The trouble with normal Sex, politics, and the ethics of queer 

life. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. ¨ 



336	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Watson, S. (2007) ‘Museums and their Communities’, in S. Watson (ed.) 

Museums and their Communities. London and New York: Routledge, 1-24. 

Weeks, J. (2003) ‘Necessary Fictions: Sexual Identities and the Politics of 

Diversity’, in J. Weeks, J. Holland and M. Waites (eds) Sexualities and Society: 

A Reader. Oxford: Polity, 122-131. 

Weeks, J. (2007) The World We Have Won: The Remaking of Erotic and 

Intimate Life. London and New York: Routledge.  

Weeks, J. (2010) Sexuality, 3rd edition. London and New York: Routledge.  

Weeks, J., Holland, J. and Waites, M. (2003) ‘Introduction: Understanding 

Sexualities and Society’, in J. Weeks, J. Holland and M. Waites (eds) 

Sexualities and Society: A Reader. Oxford: Polity, 1-10. 

Weil, S. (1995) A Cabinet of Curiosities: Inquiries Into Museums and Their 

Prospects. Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press.  

Weil, S. (1999) From Being about Something to Being for Somebody: The 

Ongoing Transformation of the American Museum. Daedalus, 128(3), 229-258.  

Weil, S. E. (2003) Beyond Big and Awesome Outcome based evaluation, 

Museum News, Nov/Dec, 40-45,52-53. 

Wiles, R. (2013) What are qualitative research ethics?. London: Bloomsbury 

Academic. 

Williams, H. H. S. (2008) A Bisex-Queer Critique of Same-Sex Marriage 

Advocacy. Journal of Bisexuality, 7(3-4), 313-318. 

Winsome, J. and Johnson, P. (2000) The Pros and Cons of Data Analysis 

Software for Qualitative Research. Journal of Nursing Scholarship, 32(4), 393-

397.  



337	  |	  P a g e 	  
	  

Wood, E. (2009) 'Rules for the (R)evolution of Museums', in Museums Etc. 

Inspiring Action; Museums and Social Change; A Collection of Essays. 

Edinburgh: Museums Etc, 24-41. 

Woodward, K. (1997) ‘Concepts of Identity and Difference’, in K. Woodward 

(ed.) Identity and Difference. London and Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications 

and The Open University, 7-62. 

Yin, R. K. (2009) Case study research: Design and methods. Vol. 5. Thousand 

Oaks and London: Sage Publications. 

Zimmerman, B. (1997) ‘Feminism’, in A. Medhurst and S. R. Munt (eds) 

Lesbian and Gay Studies; A Critical Introduction. London: Cassell, 147-159. 

Zolberg, V. L. (1996) ‘Museums as contested sites of remembrance: the Enola 

Gay affair’, in S. Macdonald and G. Fyfe (eds). Theorizing Museums: 

Representing identity and diversity in a changing world. Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers and The Sociological Review, 69-82. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


