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Abstract 
Purpose - This thesis investigates how London art museums work to deconstruct heteronormative filters. The 
aim is to study how museums relate to LGBTQ content, and the influence of internal power structures.  
I have chosen to focus on the Victoria & Albert Museum, the Wallace Collection, and the British Museum. 
Method - To answer my questions, I interview eight individuals who work with LGBTQ content in museums.  
I am also doing some activity-based observations during several LGBT History month events.  
Analysis - The qualitative data collected through interviews and observations will be analyzed and presented in 
case studies. I apply an intersectional perspective, and a critical theoretical method, encompassing queer theory. 
Findings - The findings show that museums are slowly incorporating more LGBTQ content and perspectives. 
This may be due to changing social norms as well as a conscious effort to address various target audiences to 
diversify visitor demographics. The current focus is on visibility. Ideally, this will encourage updating terminol-
ogy in databases and galleries, staff training, policies explicitly supporting LGBTQ content and LGBTQ staff, 
increased online presence, publications, and community co-creation, to name some aspects. Museums still think 
of LGBTQ interpretation as optional. People often work with these efforts in their spare time. Increasingly, the 
legacy of these events is being evaluated, as well as how museum terminology can become more inclusive. 
There are no coordinated efforts shared by the museums, but they often look to each other for inspiration. 
Originality/value - Previous research on LGBTQ museum projects has not evaluated their legacy. There hasn't 
been any particular focus on LGBTQ perspectives in art museums. I am taking into account aspects of gender 
and queer theory, discussing the act of labelling as a means to exercise power through language.  
Paper type - Two years master's thesis in Archive, Library and Museum studies. 

Svenskt abstract  
Syfte - Syftet med denna uppsats är att undersöka och jämföra de insatser som tre konstmuseum i London, Stor-
britannien, gör för att dekonstruera heteronormativa filter. Målet är att observera hur olika museum jobbar med 
HBTQ som tema och innehåll. Jag studerar vem det är som initierar normkritiska projekt på museerna, samt de 
maktstrukturer som projekten anpassar sig efter.  
Metod - Jag intervjuar åtta individer som på olika sätt jobbar med HBTQ på museum. Därtill företar jag mig ett 
antal aktivitetsbaserade observationer.  
Analys - De kvalitativa data som insamlats genom intervjuer och observationer analyseras utifrån ett intersek-
tionellt perspektiv. Teori och metod inspireras även av kritisk kulturteori samt queerteori.   
Resultat - Resultaten visar bland annat att samhälleliga förändringar och besökarfokus öppnar upp för HBTQ-
teman på museer. Synlighet ligger för närvarande i fokus. Detta kan utvecklas till arbete med t.ex. normkritisk 
personalutbildning, uppdaterade museipolicydokument som inkluderar HBTQ-fokus och skyddar HBTQ-
personal, mer inklusiva etiketter och databaser, samt medskapande i dialog med olika sociokulturella grupper. 
Värde - Tidigare forskning fokuserar på teoretiska utgångspunkter, och har sällan utvärderat existerande HBTQ-
museumprojekt. Konstmuseum och HBTQ har inte heller specifikt utvärderats utifrån ett normkri-
tiskt/intersektionellt perspektiv som involverar kritisk teori och queerteoretiska aspekter.  
Typ av uppsats - Tvåårig masteruppsats inom Arkiv-, biblioteks-, samt musei- och kulturarvsvetenskap.  
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1. Introduction  

In theory, all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.  
When it comes to humanity, visibility is key to existence. If you're not visible, you 
do not exist. If you do not exist, you cannot possess any rights.  

So when it comes to presenting a more truthful and accurate representation of 
society than what we currently see, the difficult task for museums is honoring the 
histories and lives of all who have been silenced, discriminated against, and forced 
to live between the lines throughout history as well as today. Museums seem to 
catch on to the idea that humanity is made up by a fairly diverse group of people.  

Heteronormativity, as I will refer to it throughout this text, represents a stand-
ard of gender and sexuality that excludes as much, if not more, as it includes. Sex-
uality outside of the heteronormative spectrum exists in museum spaces as it does 
everywhere else. However, even if museums have started to question their own 
standards and privileges in representing sexual identity, how can this seemingly 
normative system be deconstructed? The right and privilege to be different is just 
as important as the right and privilege to be like everyone else, and I am curious 
what messages of diversity are being preached in museums today. With the enor-
mous power and credibility of these institutions comes great responsibility, and 
these can be utilized as vehicles for long-term positive change in attitude, theory 
and practice. I would like to consider the museum a place for teaching and inspira-
tion, not one of judgment or ignorance. As I see it, these institutions need to be 
more representative and accepting of diversity. Perhaps then society will follow.  
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1.1 Purpose and questions  
This thesis will investigate how three art museums in London are working to decon-
struct heteronormative filters and homophobic standards. The purpose is to study 
how heterosexual standards in society are mirrored in museum environments. The 
focus will be on how the museum reflects societal development of democracy and 
LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Queer) equality. This study will inves-
tigate art museums, internal power structures, and norm critical projects. Heterosex-
ual narratives bias aesthetic judgments in mainstream art, culture and tradition, and 
often lead to the exclusion of LGBTQ related motifs from art history. As a result, 
any type of non-heteronormative content is commonly underrepresented. My thesis 
will uncover the efforts, or lack thereof, to deconstruct traditional museum stand-
ards.  The main questions that I set out to answer in my investigation are:  
1. How do mainstream art museums relate to non-heteronormative content? What 
are the reasons these contents get included or excluded? And, how might potential 
norm critical projects impact the museum at large, in the long run?  
2. Who in the museum setting is making the decisions in regards to this? Who ini-
tiates hetero-norm critical projects? Who might be opposed to change, and why?  

1.2 Theoretical starting points  
I want to make it clear to the reader that I do not equal all norm critical work with 
LGBTQ themes and perspectives. I will refer to norm criticism in an LGBTQ con-
text because this relates to the focus of my study. Norm critical perspectives are 
not limited to LGBTQ, because they are not synonymous. A norm critical ap-
proach may encompass an intersectional mentality, encouraging us to think about 
our own normative roles and how various assumptions construct normative stand-
ards. Applying an intersectional, norm critical perspective may enable us to ques-
tion discourses and open up to more self-reflective work. Now for a brief clarifica-
tion of how I define another central concept. According to the Oxford Dictionaries, 
‘heteronormative’ denotes or relates to “a worldview that promotes heterosexuality 
as the normal or preferred sexual orientation”.1 Heteronormative discourses organ-
ize categories of identity into hierarchical binaries. Examples include ‘man’ as su-
perior to ‘woman’, white as a non-color, and heterosexuality as the norm as opposed 
to homosexuality. Heteronormativity also fails to incorporate a wider interpretation 
of sexuality, which includes everything outside of the homo/hetero binary construct. 
Reproducing these normative discursive standards marginalizes LGBTQ lives on 

                                                
1 Oxford Dictionaries online version > definition of heteronormative. [2015-12-17].  
2 This webpage is one of many that outlines why ‘queer’ is important to reclaim. Pride.com > #queer > 2015 >  
8 > 04 > 6 Reasons You Need to Use the Word “Queer” [2016-06-16].  
3 It is worth noting that these acronyms are and will be interchangeable for current politically correct terminol-
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both social and political levels. This renders them invisible within social and cultural 
spaces due to lack of representation.  

I should also point out that I utilize ‘queer’ in LGBTQ as an umbrella term. It is 
important to include because of its fluidity and its historic political significance as a 
reclaimed word that has previously been used by oppressors of the LGBTQ commu-
nity as a degrading and dehumanizing term.2 In this thesis, LGBTQ is used to repre-
sent a spectrum of identities.3 As summarized by PFLAG, ‘queer’ includes  

Anyone who a) wants to identify as queer and b) who feels somehow outside of the societal 
norms in regards to gender or sexuality. This, therefore, could include the person who highly 
values queer theory concepts and would rather not identify with any particular label, the gen-
der fluid bisexual, the gender fluid heterosexual, the questioning LGBT person, and the person 
who just doesn’t feel like they quite fit in to societal norms and wants to bond with a commu-
nity over that.4  
 

For theoretical starting points, I will focus on critical theory, gender & queer theo-
ry, and intersectionality. Intersectionality will not be applied as a separate theoreti-
cal model but rather as an overall perspective. It deconstructs cultural processes by 
taking a number of power granting factors into account.5 As follows, I will outline 
how these theories will assist me in analyzing heteronormative language and po-
tential LGBTQ reforms in museums. I will mainly apply this theoretical frame-
work as a tool for analysis of the museums and their work, rather than for analyz-
ing how normative assumptions might be reflected or questioned in the interviews 
I have undertaken. Critical theory is the basis for gender and queer theory as well 
as a vital approach to any intersectional analysis. They are useful to the ethno-
graphic fieldwork undertaken in this study due to their focus on global processes 
and culture in relation to power. These theoretical frameworks provide perspec-
tives on museum environments and structures, which encourages critical self-
reflection. They also have an emancipatory character that aims to deconstruct au-
thoritarian power structures. In addition, these theories work on the premise that 
reality is never independent of social processes, but rather continuously construct-
ed, due to their constructivist foundation.6 Critical theory discusses the meaning of 
language in terms of identity. Gender theory helps us understand identity in terms 

                                                
2 This webpage is one of many that outlines why ‘queer’ is important to reclaim. Pride.com > #queer > 2015 >  
8 > 04 > 6 Reasons You Need to Use the Word “Queer” [2016-06-16].  
3 It is worth noting that these acronyms are and will be interchangeable for current politically correct terminol-
ogy as society progresses. For example, one of my interviewees suggested the term quilt bag as useful, in that 
it encompasses LGBTQ and in addition, “U” for undecided, and “A” for asexual. “Until we come up with a 
really good one, we keep adding these letters on... as required.” From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20.  
4 PFLAG (formerly known as Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays) website > community >  
A definition of “Queer” [2016-01-03].  
5 For some summarized facts about intersectionality, see the webpage Citelighter > sociology > sociology > 
knowledge cards > intersectionality theory [2016-06-16].    
6 More on this at International Hospitality research Centre Switzerland website > Research Methods > Critical 
Theory and Constructivism [2016-06-16].  
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of deconstructing and interpreting labels and sexuality as social behaviour.7 An 
intersectional approach to my analysis will highlight the importance of how differ-
ent privileges and discrimination grounds are connected. As far as I know, these 
theoretical tools are yet to be used to deconstruct heteronormative museum practices. 

1.2.1 Critical Theory 
 
Critical theory, as summarized by English literature scholar Simon Malpas and Eng-
lish Professor Paul Wake, “aims to promote self-reflexive exploration of the experi-
ences we have and the ways in which we make sense of ourselves, our cultures, and 
the world”.8 As I view it, it is a tool to question the ways in which we construct ‘sen-
sible’ approaches to historical or cultural artifacts. We create meaning through cul-
tural processes. As individuals from different places and cultures, we may attribute 
different meanings to similar things and concepts. We apply different languages to 
situations. Normative practices make minority groups and subcultures vulnerable. 

Cutting away layers of cultural meaning and interpretations standardizes an 
object. This influences the way we read and learn about an artifact. According to 
my interpretation, this has practical advantages and may save time in a short-term 
perspective. However alternative voices and viewpoints have an uphill battle. 
Normative standards reinforce hierarchical binaries that reproduce the relationship 
between ‘us’ and ‘them’. They actively reproduce standards of othering. Othering 
is the process of reducing individuals, groups or objects to the classified role of 
‘other’ and therefore, ‘not one of us’. Part of this process is establishing a self-
identity as normal, in opposition to ‘the others’ that are different.9  

Critical theory acknowledges meaning and power as socio-culturally con-
structed. It has come to influence academic inquiry within subjects such as human-
ities, arts and social sciences. Because I am looking at how the museum embodies 
culturally constructed heterosexuality, I find critical theory crucial for my analysis.  

Linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s lectures influenced critical theory's focus on 
the importance of language in mediating meaning. Kate McGowan, a professor of 
women's studies and philosophy, summarizes Saussure's theory of language:  

(i) It gives us the notion that language is not natural but systematic; (ii) that language is the 
primary system of cultural existence and that it works to structure what we think we know; 
and (iii) it shifts the emphasis of cultural study firmly in the direction of attention to texts and 
the evidence they can be said to provide of the linguistic construction of meaning.10  
 

                                                
7 A summary of gender theory / research can for example be found on the Linköping University webpage > 
tema > gender studies > education > A Brief History of Gender Studies [2016-06-16].  
8 Malpas & Wake (2006), p. ix. 
9 The following post explains “othering”. There Are No Others wordpress site > 2011 > 12 > 28 > Othering 
101: What is “othering”? [2016-06-16].  
10 McGowan (2006), p. 6.  
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As Saussure’s lectures demonstrated, language is never innocent. I am of the opin-
ion that it actively contributes to reinforcing normative standards and ideals. Mu-
seums can be considered active sites of constantly made, remade and negotiated 
meanings. Cultural values and meanings are not static, but rather governed closely 
and carefully by those in power. These powerful individuals could be said to regu-
late the pace of progress in the museum. Status is attributed through language and 
the notion of value is regulated within each form of cultural text and expression. 
By identifying and analyzing the underlying principles that govern meaning, one 
can trace the process of cultural value and attribution.  

1.2.1.2 Gender & Queer Theory  
 
Gender theory, as a subcategory to critical theory, examines identity politics. This re-
flects how individuals take on, or are being forced into, stereotypical gender identities.11  

One of the most famous writers of gender theory is Michel Foucault, a French 
philosopher, social theorist, historian and critic. Paraphrasing Foucault, everything 
we do can be considered intricately influenced by and regulated through far-
reaching social networks of power. As English Professor Donald E. Hall summa-
rizes Foucault's influence, gender theory today acknowledges complexity by urg-
ing us to multi-dimensionalize such power networks and resist reducing them to a 
top-to-down model of socio-sexual regulation.12 Also in accordance with Foucault, 
the artist Nayland Blake wrote that  

To be queer is to cobble together identity, to fashion provisional tactics at will, to pollute and 
deflate all discourses. Historically, this activity has been a possibility for either the upper class, 
whose privilege is utilized to exercise in power, or for the lower class, whose reworkings of 
high culture have often served as a form of social resistance.13  
 

Foucault's theories relate to my investigation because the act of labeling is a form 
of exercising power. Labeling controls the public through legal and/or sociocultur-
al taboos. By collecting, labeling, and weeding, I propose that museums are institu-
tions that decide what is important and what is not. I will relate my research to the 
foucaultian notion of ‘power’ by focusing on different participants within the mu-
seum space rather than looking at the visitors. 

As pointed out by Donald E. Hall, “changes in prevailing sexuality theories 
cannot be separated from the sociocultural changes that led to the rise of the work-
ers' rights movements, the abolitionist movement and the feminist movement”.14 

                                                
11 As previously mentioned, a brief summary of gender theory can be found on the Linköping University 
webpage > tema > gender studies > education > A Brief History of Gender Studies [2016-06-16]. 
12 Hall (2006), p. 104. 
13 Blake (1995), p. 4. 
14 Hall (2006), p. 105. 
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Gender theory challenges historical cultural contexts of discrimination. Hall writes, 
“just as feminist theorists renegotiated the valuations of the binary male/female, 
and theorists of race renegotiated the social values ascribed to white/black/brown, 
so too have gender theorists attempted to undermine the judgments and seeming 
timelessness of the concepts heterosexual/homosexual”.15 This perspective investi-
gates sociocultural contexts that have constructed certain forms of desire and sexu-
al expression as privileged over others. ‘The others’ have in turn been cast aside as 
deviant and unnatural. By applying gender theory to my study, I will examine how 
social constructions and normative standards are represented in cultural expres-
sions found in art museums today.  

By extension, queer theory focuses on the details of social categories and iden-
tity constructs. As noted by the art historian James H. Sanders III, “queer theory 
denies any singular definition for sexualities, and like visual texts, allows for mul-
tiple readings according to a reader's values and experiences”.16 Further on, one of 
my informants said that to him, “Queer is really useful in both its queer theory in 
opposition to the norm-sense, and also in its LGBT-sense.”17 Postmodern queer 
theory poses that all normative standards can be interpreted as socially constructed, 
and therefore open to interpretation. They can be questioned because these con-
structed standards are not natural but nominal. As summarized by cultural theorists 
Peter Horne and Reina Lewis,  

What is signified by the terms ‘heterosexual’ or ‘queer’ will change over time, as these are per-
formative and transitory sexual identities, but also that the adoption of queer identities throws up 
the kinds of contradictions and instabilities that the regulatory definition of gender as natural tries 
to suppress.18  

 
Gloria Anzaldúa (a Chicana cultural theorist, feminist and queer theorist who 
bridges the gap between queer theory and postcolonial theory) explored how some 
individuals may inhabit and negotiate a multifaceted cultural and sexual identity. 
In Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Anzaldúa writes the following:  

As a mestiza I have no country, my homeland cast me out; yet all countries are mine because I 
am every woman's sister or potential lover. (As a lesbian I have no race, my own people dis-
claim me; but I am all races because there is the queer of me in all races.) I am cultureless be-
cause, as a feminist, I challenge the collective cultural/religious male-derived beliefs of Indo-
Hispanics and Anglos; yet I am cultured because I am participating in the creation of yet an-
other culture, a new story to explain the world and our participation in it, a new value system 
with images and symbols that connect us to each other and to the planet. Soy un amasamiento, 
I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining that not only has produced both a creature of 
darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions the definitions of light and 
dark and gives them new meanings.19  

                                                
15 Hall (2006), p. 106. 
16 Sanders III, “Queering the Museums”, CultureWork, vol. 11, no. 1, 2007, p. 2.  
17 From interview with Matt Smith, 2016-02-17. 
18 Horne & Lewis (1996), p. 1. 
19 Anzaldúa (1987), p. 80. 
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I am of the opinion that a mentality that acknowledges hybridity and fluidity could 
benefit museum collections and practices. Anzaldúa, along with other writers in-
fluenced by queer theory, embodies the existential political notion that choices 
aren't always free or easy, however, critical to discuss and consider. Norm critical 
readings of museum spaces and exhibitions should be considered as more than 
exotic or modern alternatives to heteronormative standards and practices. 
 
1.2.2 Intersectionality  
 
Applying an intersectional approach to my research and analysis includes decon-
structing a multitude of power granting factors such as gender, age, ethnic back-
ground, and education. Intersectional tools can be used to highlight power relations 
in a postcolonial world. Intersectional analysis, as utilized through a critical and 
queer theoretical approach, questions how injustice and inequality are articulated 
through discursive notions of ‘the other’. It can also be used to study how gender, 
sexuality, ethnicity and social class affect our understanding of power structures 
and hierarchies. In the context of my thesis it is critical to analyze how classifica-
tion and categorization of people play a part in discriminative practices and con-
tribute to maintained sexual inequality. The connection between morale and power 
is one of the most important mechanisms behind the origins of sexual inequality; 
what has been deemed immoral or unnatural.  
     An intersectional approach works beyond a typically binary construct of homo 
and hetero. I'm investigating how ‘mainstream’ art museums as representatives of 
dominant culture relate to non-heteronormative content. Although majority culture 
is the root cause of inequality and discursive notions, they are vital to long-term 
change and development. I postulate that without those in power to support such 
initiatives, it is much harder for non-heteronormative content to become represent-
ed. The sociologist Alexandra Bogren summarizes heteronormative power struc-
tures as such:  “Rather than viewing all exercise of power as conscious oppression, 
it is more reasonable to say that heterosexuality often appears so given and natural 
that many people don't ever see a need to question or problematize it, but rather, 
obliviously act based on heterosexuality as the norm and standard”.20 By applying 
an intersectional perspective to museum environments, I may be able to identify 
how hierarchical relationships have dictated representation, discourse and lan-
guage. Meaning, how a heteronormative mentality has been reproduced without 
question until recently. An intersectional perspective, quoting economic historian 
Paulina de los Reyes and gender theorist Diana Mulinari, asks questions about 
“how power and inequality relate to perceptions of whiteness, manliness, gender 

                                                
20 Translated from Swedish by the author. Bogren (2010), p. 100.  
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identity, heterosexuality, social standing, among other categories, by continuously 
recreating new markers that render the difference between ‘us’ and ‘them’ into 
social codes”.21 These processes are embedded in one another. They cannot be 
separated when analyzing the origins of social codes. This is a relatively new ap-
proach to apply to museums because museums have a reputation of being ‘scientif-
ically’ neutral. A study recently presented at the WebWise Conference on Libraries 
and Museums in the Digital World in Miami revealed that libraries and museums 
are the most trusted sources of online information among people of all ages, educa-
tion levels, and ethnicities.22 If the public really does have this almost blind faith in 
museums, I am of the opinion that museums have a massive responsibility to edu-
cate and promote diversity. I propose that questioning heteronormative standards 
from within could increase the presence of the underrepresented and underprivi-
leged. However, this change could also affect the credibility and perceived neutrality 
of museums. Searching for new paradigm in the intersection between politics and 
knowledge encourages emancipatory practices. According to de los Reyes and Mul-
inari, this is also about “an understanding of knowledge and academic practices as 
embedded in social life and also as part of the political struggle”.23 Power is exer-
cised through knowledge production in museums. I suggest that these institutions are 
also places where normative assumptions can and should be challenged. Intersec-
tional norm critical tools, as summarized by the artist and educator Zafire Vrba and 
Interfem's makthandbok, are “feminist and antiracist, critical of power, questions 
what is 'normal', problematizes ‘us’ and ‘them’, and works against the kind of norms 
and normative assumptions that can contribute to certain individuals being devalued 
or discriminated against”.24 I suggest that intersectional tools can help illustrate how 
structural, institutional and individual levels of power relate to social norms and how 
heterosexual societal standards are mirrored in museum environments. They can also 
suggest actions to move beyond these ‘standard’ practices.  

Cultural theory is an example of a critical inquiry that utilizes an intersectional 
approach. According to Professor of Heritage and Cultural Studies, Rhiannon Ma-
son, the central premise of cultural theory is that “culture is a signifying practice that 
is bound up with value judgments”.25 This perspective focuses on knowledge pro-
duction and academic practice. Cultural theorist Stuart Hall, the sociologist and his-
torian Charles Tilly, the philosopher Etienne Balibar, and Paulina de los Reyes all 

                                                
21 Translated from Swedish by the author. de los Reyes & Mulinari (2007), p. 9-10. 
22 The study was conducted through phone interviews with individuals aged 18 and over, all across the U.S.  
A summary of the study can be found at the InterConnections website > The IMLS National Study on the Use 
of Libraries, Museums and the Internet > Conclusions Overview [2016-01-03].  
23 Translated from Swedish by the author. de los Reyes & Mulinari (2007), p. 10. 
24 Makthandbok = ‘power manual’. Translated by the author based on notes from the conference and education 
day Representation, power criticism & LGBTQ - Unstraight Perspectives, with Zafire Vrba, 2015-03-17 at the 
Swedish history museum in Stockholm. Interfem is an antiracist feminist online think-tank and resource center.  
25 Mason (2006), p. 18. 
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note that “historical processes and societal changes mean that the exercise of power 
and subordination are embedded in a complex network of structural relations, insti-
tutional arenas and human efforts”.26 According to my interpretation and application, 
the intersections between these factors uncover how power is reproduced in different 
contexts, how we can deconstruct, and make them susceptible to change.  

1.3 Research overview  
In this study, I will investigate practical examples of how challenges to heteronor-
mative matrices are embodied in reality. Gloria Anzaldúa wrote, “nothing happens 
in the ‘real’ world unless it first happens in the images in our heads”.27 I hope to 
demonstrate that heteronormativity is currently and actively being challenged. The 
theoretical ambition to make museums more norm critical and inclusive has been 
the subject of several books, papers and projects. I will mention some in this sec-
tion. I include research relating to art history as well as to my own discipline of 
ALM (Archives, Library & Information Sciences, and Museums) because both 
relate to my study of art historical museums. Although there have been many pub-
lications on queer identities and LGBTQ content in art, this perspective is yet to be 
further developed in the study of museums. Therefore, my research will produce 
new data inspired by both art historical inquiry and museum studies. Non-
heteronormative museum content has not been investigated by many within the 
field of ALM. Workshops and exhibitions that explore non-heteronormativity are 
becoming increasingly visible, however, the potential impacts of these projects 
have rarely been studied. 

 
1.3.1 International research  

 
Art history 

 
There are many books on the subject of art, visual culture and homosexuality. 
Some titles from the past decades include Extended Sensibilities: Homosexual 
Presence in Contemporary Art by museum curator Daniel Cameron, Gay and Les-
bian Studies in Art History by Professor of the history and theory of ancient and 
modern art Whitney Davis, Outlooks: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities and Visual Cul-
tures by Reina Lewis and Peter Horne, Art & Queer Culture by Professor, writer, 
artist and curator of art and women's studies Catherine Lord and Professor of art 
history Richard Meyer, Pictures and Passions: A History of Homosexuality in the 

                                                
26 Translated from Swedish by the author. de los Reyes & Mulinari (2007), p. 18. 
27 Anzaldúa (1987), p. 84. 
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Visual Arts by Professor of renaissance art and theater James M. Saslow, Art and 
homosexuality: a history of ideas by associate Professor of English and visual cul-
ture Christopher Reed, and The Queer Encyclopedia of the Visual Arts by literary 
scholar and Professor Emeritus in the humanities and of English Claude J. Sum-
mers (this list is by no means exhaustive). Many of these focus on specific artists, 
art practices, or eras. There has not been as much written about the presence of 
queer mentality in museums. Most of these works do not problematize binary con-
structs, nor do they shine a light on power structures that construct discriminatory 
narratives. In comparison, my research focuses on the idea of fluid, multifaceted 
identities. I will look at possibilities of interpretation and cultural processes that are 
continuously renegotiated.  

The connections between art and non-heteronormativity can be difficult to 
trace. Visual Culture Professor Christopher Reed writes in Art and Homosexuality 
that “the paucity of books surveying gay or lesbian artists reflects prejudices that 
long prevented, and still discourage, scholarly attention to the links between art 
and homosexuality”.28 The history of art is often based on ideas and ideals of con-
tinuity and high culture. Meanwhile, the history of homosexuality and other non-
heteronormative lifestyles have been linked to alienation and oppression. Reed 
goes on to say that “histories reveal as much about the purposes and perspectives 
of historians as they do about the pasts they describe”.29 I suggest that museums 
need to be reclaimed not only as ‘queer’ but reconsidered as more than objectively 
heterosexual. As James H. Sanders III puts it, “the language of the museum is al-
ways already assumed to be heterosexual”.30 As I see it, tracing connections be-
tween art and non-heteronormative content in museums can be considered an em-
powering tool on the path to equality. This process acknowledges strong links be-
tween institutionalized practices and social standards.   

 
ALM 

 
Gender, Sexuality, and Museums edited by English Professor Amy K. Levin is one 
of very few collections of articles on this subject. In the editor's words, this volume 
represents “an effort to fill the gap in the literature on museums and social inclu-
sion by gathering an extensive selection of articles”.31 This selection focuses main-
ly on museums in the Western world, for the same reason as I decided to focus on 
London for my study. It is more difficult to study gender and sexuality in museums 
in countries with a less established tradition of museums. Levin includes notions of 
critical theory, and by extension queer theory, in her approach to a more inclusive 

                                                
28 Reed (2011), p. 1. 
29 Reed (2011), p. 3. 
30 Sanders III, “Queering the Museums”, CultureWork, vol. 11, no. 1, 2007, p. 3.  
31 Levin (2010), p. 1.  
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museum mission. Levin explains how heterosexuality, masculinity, and whiteness 
are problematic norms in Western society. She also references the psychoanalytic 
perspective on visual culture embodied in the [male] gaze. ‘The gaze’, and for ex-
ample, specifically ‘the male gaze’, a concept coined by feminist film critic Laura 
Mulvey, is another interesting and relevant topic, which I will not have time to 
delve deeper into in this essay. In much the same way, in a postmod-
ern/postcolonial discourse, we can talk about other normative filters which uphold 
similar standard Western concepts of status quo, such as ‘the straight gaze’, ‘the white 
gaze’, and so on. Levin’s selection of articles is ambitious, however, there is no 
mention of non-heteronormative or LGBTQ initiatives in art museums. In fact, 
most of the projects included in my study hadn’t been initiated by the time this 
book was published.  

 “Theorizing the Queer Museum” by associate English Professor Robert Mills, 
focuses on British examples of how museums have attempted to apply queer theo-
ry and LGBTQ themes to their exhibitions. Museums often subscribe to the notion 
that “there have always been LGBT people”, that their lives have simply been 
“hidden from history”, and that the recuperation of their stories can be addressed 
through a process of “making the invisible visible”. However, this might be an 
oversimplified technique, as Mills suggests that  

Museums could work to draw attention explicitly to the limitations of modern identity politics 
as a framework for historical analysis, and that it would also be possible to imagine exhibi-
tions that not only draw attention to the normalizing dimensions of collecting and classifica-
tion as cultural activities, but that also reveal collecting itself as a potential site of queer affect 
and desire.32  
 

As I will take into account for my analysis, Mills stresses an awareness of multi-
dimensional identity processes as vital to understand how to deconstruct and move 
beyond heteronormative museum standards.  

Many norm critical ALM projects have been in the shape of exhibitions. In 
Curating in a different light, Nayland Blake writes about the risk of ‘ghettoizing’ 
artists by labeling them as i.e. queer or gay. According to Blake, “if we essentialize 
the work of these artists, we limit the viewers' chances of being able to find new 
information and connections among the works”.33 He also points out that the binary 
division between gay and straight identities is severely limiting. Rather, question-
ing the value of identity politics is more important for many artists as well as for 
museums and other institutions. Similarly, the art historian James H. Sanders III 
finds it problematic that museums have been unable to work with their collections 
in terms of fluid identities. He calls for activists to utilize the museum as a site of 

                                                
32 Mills, “Theorizing the Queer Museum”, Museums & Social Issues: A Journal of Reflective Discourse, vol. 3, no. 1, 
2008, p. 48. 
33 Blake (1995), p. 2.  
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social change. Sanders challenges museum scholars, art historians, critics, and ed-
ucators to (re)consider their inattentiveness to (homo)sexual subjects. He seeks “a 
reinvention of the museum as a responsible and responsive institution that reveres 
human rights through its representations”.34 In addition, the legacies of non-
heteronormative museum projects have not been evaluated.  

Schwules Museum* and Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin recently 
produced collaborative exhibitions exploring queer interventions in heteronormative 
spaces.35 Other museums, such as Leslie-Lohman Museum of Gay and Lesbian Art 
in New York, curate exhibitions inspired by the shift in queer politics from asserting 
the right to be different to demanding the right to do “what everyone else does”.36  

Oganizations such as The Unstraight Museum (TUM, based in Sweden), The 
Pop-Up Museum of Queer History, and Queering the Museum (the latter both 
based in the U.S.) identify opportunities and challenges for museums working with 
LGBTQ perspectives.37 An important part of their mission is to raise awareness 
about work already taking place at museums. In addition, they work to change the 
kind of intolerance that censors, removes, or rejects art based on its norm creative 
content and nature.38  

The Unstraight Museum has started a project called Unstraight Perspectives in 
which museums in various cities and countries collaborate.39 TUM has also worked 
on exhibitions in conservative climates, such as The Cabinet, “revealing the hidden 
Vietnamese LGBTQ history”.40  

Art historian Weena Perry did a study on lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered 
artists and art representation in New York museums. According to Perry,  

The failure of museums to engage in a wide swathe of art historical scholarship is of grave 
concern because it raises the question of historical accuracy. Failing to educate the public 
about the LGBT subject matter or significance of the work, or of the work’s producer, does a 
profound disservice to the work as a cultural document, to the LGBT community which has 
produced a number of greatly respected and admired artists, and to the society as a whole.41 

                                                
34 Sanders III, “Queering the Museums”, CultureWork, vol. 11, no. 1, 2007, p. 1.  
35 Deutsches Historisches Museum website > Exhibitions > Archive > 2015 > Homosexuality_ies  [2016-01-06].  
36 For example, the exhibition On the Domestic Front: Scenes of Everyday Queer Life, that ran during my 
internship at LLM. More info at Leslie-Lohman Museum of Gay and Lesbian Art website > Exhibitions > 
2015 > Domestic Front [2016-01-06]. 
37 The Queering the Museum (QTM) project for one is “an ongoing coordinated intervention into representa-
tions of LGBT/Q* people in museums, with the goal being for QTM to facilitate critical dialogues between 
community members and museum practitioners, addressing the role that museums play in forming social 
norms around gender and sexuality”. Queering the Museum Project website > About QTM [2016-01-06]. 
38 For example, this theme is developed on the above mentioned Queering the Museum Project website > 
About QTM [2016-01-06].  
39 The Unstraight Museum website > Projects > Unstraight Perspectives [2016-01-06]. 
40 More information about The Cabinet can be found on the Swedish Institute website > A rainbow between Sweden 
and Vietnam [2016-01-06]. During my internship with TUM, which ran during the first year of my MA, one of the 
projects I worked on on involved uploading, organizing, and filing all the information relating to photographs of 
objects collected for The Cabinet project to the TUM online archive/database.  
41 Perry (2007), p. 2. This study has previously been available at OutHistory.org and can be somewhat difficult 
to get a hold of as it was not officially published until 2011. It is in the possession of the author thanks to the 
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Perry focuses on existing artist and art representation. In comparison, my study fo-
cuses on the role of museum staff in upholding or questioning normative standards.  

The project A Little Gay History is a final example of international research rel-
evant to my thesis. Egyptology Professor Richard Parkinson wrote an article about 
the project, which was developed for the British Museum.42 In “A Little Gay History 
from Ancient Egypt to the modern museum: a personal view”, Parkinson discusses 
museological, cultural and political isssues at stake when it comes to researching 
histories of sexuality. The article, and the project it refers to, positively argues for 
the impact of hetero-norm critical initiatives in the traditional museum environment 
exemplified by the British Museum. “We need to speak to the whole world; love, 
desire and gender in all their diversity are never a minority concern […]. Our history 
is past, present and personal […]. LGBT people are not special nor are they tempo-
rary: we (meaning the LGBT community) need to be a permanent integral part of 
history”.43 Parkinson applies a very personal perspective. I will explore beyond the 
theoretical impact of a single museum and compare the efforts of several others that 
are operating within similar parameters. Because I am not personally involved in any 
of these projects, I will analyze their impacts by applying a slightly more distanced 
perspective, even if I could never be completely unbiased. I will also identify inter-
nal power structures that dictate narratives within the museum.  
 
1.3.2 National/Swedish ALM research  

 
The Swedish government published the National Strategy for Equal Rights and 
Opportunities Regardless of Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity or Gender Ex-
pression in 2014. 44 According to the former minister of integration, Erik Ullenhag, 
this strategy signaled the governmental standpoint that Sweden should become the 
best country in the world for LGBTQ people.45 Rebecka Nolmark, Director of 
Riksutställningar (the Swedish Exhibition Agency) writes in The Museums and 
LGBTQ that this governmental strategy is necessary. She states that “LGBTQ peo-
ple have poorer physical as well as mental health than the rest of the population, 
and because LGBTQ people in Sweden are still the target of hate crime in the 
shape of violence, discrimination and other indignities”.46 As Nolmark seems to 

 
director of the Leslie-Lohman museum, Hunter O'Hanian. A summary of the report can be found at Humani-
ties and Social Sciences online website > OutHistory.org releases unpublished art report. [2016-01-06].  
42 The article was kindly provided by its author via email, and will, according to Professor Parkinson, be in-
cluded in a publication of a conference in Amsterdam organized by the LGBT heritage organization IHLIA.  
43 Parkinson (2015), “A Little Gay History from Ancient Egypt to the modern museum: a personal view”, p. 
19. Courtesy of the author who has not yet had this article published. 
44 Government Offices of Sweden website > a strategy for equal rights and opportunities regardless of sexual 
orientation, gender identity or gender expression. [2015-12-12].  
45 Translated from Swedish by the author. Nolmark (2015), p. 5. 
46 Translated from Swedish by the author. Nolmark (2015), p. 5.  
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view it, museums may choose to be platforms that build bridges between problems 
and constructive possibilities, where increased visibility leads to extended rights, 
understanding, respect and a more open society. The Exhibitions Agency report 
found that incorporating more non-heteronormative content in museums benefits 
everyone. Swedish museums are at the international forefront of LGBTQ work. 
They have the potential to inspire other countries. In November 2015, the Exhibi-
tions Agency organized the conference Queer kultur (Queer Culture) about 
LGBTQ perspectives within the museum and cultural sector.47 The program includ-
ed examples from Sweden, continental Europe and the U.S. of how LGBTQ per-
spectives and norm critical methods can be applied to museum projects. Evidently, 
Sweden wants to work with this in a long-term perspective. A one-day conference 
will undoubtedly have drawbacks such as short talks, and a limited amount of 
speakers. This inspired me to seek out multicultural places, within my vicinity, that 
are not yet the subject of analytical investigation.  

Some ‘mainstream’ museums, like the Swedish History museum in Stock-
holm, are doing projects involving developments on their permanent exhibitions. 
The History Unfolds project is currently in progress. During the fall of 2014 and 
the spring of 2015, the project Hidden Histories, part of History Unfolds, was pro-
duced, and added as metadata/comments to ongoing exhibitions.48 There seems to 
be a theme here of assuming that certain stories have been ‘hidden’ and that they 
can therefore be ‘uncovered’. I would like to propose though, that assumptions 
about ‘hidden’ histories don’t necessarily correspond to increased visibility. These 
projects may require the active involvement of the public. For such projects, it 
proves difficult to communicate, distribute efforts, and motivate people to partici-
pate. Other exhibitions such as Playground at the Museum of World Culture in 
Gothenburg questions whether norms are good, bad, or both, who makes them, and 
if you can create your own.49  

The Swedish art historian Patrik Steorn summarizes heteronormative museum 
standards as follows. Museums tend to only engage in norm critical perspectives on a 
surface level. In addition, “the museum's own role in producing and upholding norma-
tive readings has not been dealt with and the museums' collection policies have not 
been evaluated in respect to sexualities”.50 In his article “Queer in the museum”, Ste-
orn employs the term ‘queer’ as “a perspective that problematizes the display and nar-
rative on how non-heteronormative sexual and erotic desire has influenced the crea-
tion, interpretation, collection and exhibition of artworks and other artifacts, as well as 
                                                
47 All talks (a majority of them in English) from the conference can be viewed at the Riksutställningar website 
> content > queer kultur [2016-01-07].  
48 See the Swedish History museum website > History unfolds, and > exhibitions > hidden histories > lgbtq at 
the history museum [2016-01-05]. The same museum also does workshops with immigrants learning Swedish, 
as another example.  
49 The Museum of World Culture website > Exhibitions > Current exhibitions > Playground [2016-01-06].  
50 Steorn (2010), “Queer in the museum”, Lambda Nordica, vol./no. 3-4, 2010, p. 120.  
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the production of art history and research on museums”.51 Steorn, and other authors, 
point to the lack of activities in this area. The exhibitions I have mentioned have all to 
some extent paved the way for norm critical museum projects. Previous research has, 
as demonstrated, concluded that there are problems to work on and standards to ques-
tion. I suggest that this should be an ongoing process. For my study, I will take a clos-
er look at non-heteronormative projects in London museums.   

1.4 Method and material  
I have chosen to create three qualitative case studies covering the British Museum, the 
Victoria & Albert Museum, and the Wallace Collection. Each case study includes 
observations and interviews with people that work with non-heteronormative museum 
projects. The museums are all national museums.52 They work with various types of 
collections and have different methods of incorporating underrepresented perspectives 
and interpretations. I will now outline the workflow and the material of my study. I 
will also explain the scope of the study, my selection and limitations.  
 
1.4.1 Primary material  

 
My primary material consists of eight individual interviews that took place at muse-
ums (except for two interviews, which took place at a restaurant and in an artist's 
studio, respectively). By combining the interviews with some activity-based obser-
vations, my study makes use of material triangulation.53 The ethnologist Eva Färborg 
describes how these methods work well together because “through observation and 
participating observation, you can gather information and data about events and 
happenings in the outer world”. Meanwhile, “through interviews, you can reach the 
inner worlds, the universe within each human being”.54 My opinion is that they are 
both important in order to to collect data, and undertake scientific research.  

As my starting point, I utilized a focused (semi- structured) interviewing tech-
nique. This was useful as I was interested in individual opinions from various mu-
seum representatives. I also wanted to research the museum's internal power struc-
tures and what these individuals were comfortable talking about. “The objective 
with focused (semi-structured) interviews is to understand the respondent's point of 

                                                
51 Steorn (2010), “Queer in the museum”, Lambda Nordica, vol./no. 3-4, 2010, p. 121. 
52 The Wallace started out as a private collection and was later turned into a national museum. The British 
Museum is a museum of world history rather than art, however, their norm critical work focuses on visual 
culture which makes it relevant to my study.  
53 Meaning, a combination of interviews, observations, and field notes, in order to reach more reliable results. 
Commonly applied within the social sciences.  
54 Author's emphasis. Translated from Swedish by the author. Färborg (2011), p. 96.  
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view rather than make generalizations about behavior”.55 Focused (semi-structured) 
interviewing also enables questions to be flexible and renegotiate focus, as new 
themes or empirical insights may appear at any point. This has been referred to as 
an active, or moving, searchlight, which is typical of ethnologic fieldwork.56  

Through interviews, individual viewpoints and particular events are connected 
to larger contexts. Interviews themselves make up a unique information source 
about human life and cultural patterns. “Small facts speak to large issues”, as Eva 
Färborg summarizes the main method of choice discussed here.57 The semi-
structured nature of the interviews encouraged respondents to develop their 
thoughts, with intentionally open-ended questions. It is always possible for the 
interviewee to glorify a past event or attempt making up for something. Therefore, 
I interviewed individuals holding different positions and viewpoints within each 
museum, to gather more nuanced data. The open-ended part of the interviews is 
time consuming, but necessary to understand the complex questions that my study 
has focused on, and how they can be discussed in various aspects. Conducting this 
type of interview with fewer representatives from different museums would pro-
duce more unreliable data - it wouldn't be as multifaceted. The qualitative method 
of my choice has meant more selective depth rather than general width. Consider-
ing the time frame for my study, I had the choice of either interviewing as many 
different people as possible within one museum, or interviewing a couple of people 
within a few museums. I consider this study the starting point of potentially wider-
reaching research projects, so I wanted to gain insight into the workings of several 
museums. As part of my intersectional approach, even with the limited time frame, 
I was interested in collecting viewpoints and opinions from voices representing 
different spaces across London based art museums.  

As the ethnologist Magnus Öhlander has noted, influences from postmodern 
theory in ethnologic fieldwork have created “a shift in interest from the assumed 
collective to the more loosely coherent individual, from cultures as independent 
entities to cultural processes and identities”.58 My questions explore power struc-
tures within the museum - who initiates change and who might be opposed to it. 
Therefore, interviewing representatives working with norm critical projects within 
different [art] museums was important when focusing on cultural processes and 
multi-faceted identities. Observations and interviews are both important because 
they enable me to include context as well as surroundings in my analysis. Howev-
er, the observations have not been allocated the same amount of time and analysis, 
mainly because of the limited time frame and scope of this study. The observations 

                                                
55 Sociology.org.uk website > Sociological Research Skills > Focused (Semi-structured) Interviews [2016-01-04]. 
56 ‘Active/moving searchlight’ as translated from Swedish by the author. Kaijser & Öhlander (2011), p. 13. 
57 Translated from Swedish by the author. Färborg (2011), p. 97. 
58 Translated from Swedish by the author. Kaijser & Öhlander (2011), p. 16. 
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have still been useful in creating context around the interviews and conversations, 
especially because the time frame for my fieldwork was only a few weeks.  
 
1.4.2 Organizing the case studies   

 
I chose London as the backdrop for my analysis because this city is an epicenter of 
western culture and tradition at the same time as it’s incredibly diverse. My under-
standing of London as a multicultural and relatively open-minded society, made it 
difficult to grasp the traditionalist values and cultural conservatism that have pre-
served heteronormative museum standards. Therefore, I thought it would be interest-
ing to investigate further. Section 28, which became law in 1988, banned local au-
thorities from portraying homosexuality in a positive light. It wasn't abolished until 
2003 by the country's Labour government. However, this was likely a bigger issue 
for local authority museums than it was for national museums, because local muse-
ums weren't funded directly through central government. I would suggest that coun-
tries such as Sweden, which have lacked equivalent homophobic laws, have had 
more time to openly question heteronormative standards. The problems facing mu-
seums in the U.K. and in Sweden, respectively, have different causes resting on dif-
ferent self-images as well as factors such as national/international politics and influ-
ences. I won’t go into much detail on this particular subject as my study is not a 
comparison of the two countries. 

When I moved from London to Stockholm for my MA, I noticed that a lot of 
LGBTQ museum initiatives already exist in Sweden. The previously mentioned 
government strategy on equal rights and opportunities became the starting point for 
several projects, asking how museums can contribute to a more inclusive society for 
LGBTQ people.59 As mentioned previously, Sweden has a unique national strategy. I 
wanted to focus on a place without equivalent official guidelines in place.  

The art museums I contacted all offer free admission to their permanent galler-
ies and exhibitions, with some exceptions for temporary displays and special 
events. All events I attended and observed were free to the public with the excep-
tion of one. Although some of these institutions have independently established 
LGBTQ staff networks, they are yet to have specific LGBTQ-inclusive mission 
statements. I decided to do three case studies, to gain some insight into the work-
ings of more than one museum. I was curious how various museum professionals 
across London museums work with norm critical projects, and how different pro-
jects played out in different museum environments. I postulated that each museum 
would have their own sets of challenges and practical, as well as theoretical ideas, 
of what needs to be accomplished. I planned the case studies thinking that inter-
                                                
59 The previously mentioned Unstraight Museum is based in Stockholm. According to their website, “the 
Unstraight Museum is an online space and museum dedicated to LGBTQI history in all its forms”. More about 
their mission at the Unstraight Museum website > about [2016-01-02]. 
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viewing several representatives from each museum may help me understand and 
trace how different agendas and individual priorities lead to different outcomes.  

I initially contacted people I knew were working with LGBTQ initiatives in 
London art museums, to ask if I could interview them. They suggested other indi-
viduals for me to contact, so to a small extent I relied on this snowball effect with-
in a London-based network. I would not as easily have found out about these pro-
jects otherwise, as PR through mainstream channels is often lacking. There are a 
number of reasons why. The museums don't always keep information available about 
LGBTQ related projects or events [on their website] retrospectively. Also, when the 
museums work with programming directed at specific target audiences they don't nec-
essarily go through mainstream channels. I found the other half of my interviewees 
through online research, emailing museum staff, and recommendations from other 
museum professionals.  

My final selection of informants was larger than expected. I had to limit the 
scope of my research, so the museums that I was unable to get in touch with were 
the easiest to exclude from my study. As I will get back to in chapter two, these 
projects turned out to be, to some extent, inspired by or connected to one another. 
Several of my informants mentioned projects taking place at some of the museums 
that had not responded to my emails. My informants are not the only people work-
ing with norm critical projects. Rather, they make up a selection. They hold differ-
ent positions within the museums. Due to lack of official guidelines on non-
heteronormative and LGBTQ content, individual museum staff often initiate pro-
jects themselves.60 What unites them is an interest in these themes. I focused on 
individual interviews to investigate various motivations behind hetero-norm criti-
cal projects. To summarize, I chose informants based on the museum they worked 
or are working for and the projects they have initiated or been a part of.  

Methodologically, I initiated contact with potential informants and scheduled 
interviews with the theme of my investigation in mind. I wanted to ask questions 
on both micro and macro levels to grasp why these projects matter to them and 
what drives their motivations for these projects. I decided to conduct interviews (as 
well as observations) during February because it was around the same time as 
many LGBT History Month events.61 Practically speaking, more LGBTQ-related 
activities take place at the museums in February than otherwise. My goal is to find 
out if LGBTQ projects occur throughout the year as well. Generally speaking 
though, the focus of this study is undeniably February. It’s a unique time of the 
year because many museum workers may be more invested in LGBTQ themed 
work at this time even if they think it’s important to incorporate year round. My 

                                                
60 As my interviews will show, see chapter two.  
61 The organization behind the festival, LGBT History Month, has as its overall aim to “promote equality and 
diversity for the benefit of the public” and is the product of Schools OUT UK. Schools OUT UK has been 
campaigning for LGBT inclusion since 1974. LGBT History month website > About [2016-03-18].  
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informants might have thought differently about things if I had interviewed them at 
another point, say for example in August, the time period furthest away from 
LGBT History Month, or during an extended time frame.  

All interviews were individual and scheduled during three weeks in February. 
The availability of my informants dictated the order of the interviews. Keeping the 
scope and time period assigned to my thesis in mind, I aimed to keep the inter-
views to about one hour each. Some went on for longer while others did not. As 
agreed upon by all parties involved, I recorded the interviews on my phone. This 
way I could take additional notes as well as focus on the informant. All interviews 
took place at the museum that the interview related to, except two. The remaining 
interviews were with people who didn't work full time in museum environments.  

The first interview took place at one of the small cafeterias at the British Mu-
seum, with Stuart Frost, the museum's Head of Interpretation and Volunteers. The 
second interview was on the same day at the same cafe, and was with Laura Phil-
lips, whose job title at the British Museum is Head of Community Partnerships, at 
the Department of Learning and National Partnerships. Phillips had suggested this 
date for the interview, and so for practical reasons I asked Stuart if he would be 
available for a chat the same day. The third interview happened at the Wallace 
collection (in the studio / lunch room and in the lecture theatre) with Anne Fay, 
Head of Education there. The fourth interview had to, because of a tight schedule, 
be conducted in a restaurant around the corner from the British Museum, just be-
fore a late night event at the museum where my informant was doing a talk. This 
was with Richard Parkinson, Professor of Egyptology at the University of Oxford. 
Professor Parkinson had previously worked as curator at the British Museum. The 
fifth interview was with Joanne Rosenthal, the Curator of Exhibitions and Projects 
at the Jewish Museum, at the cafe within the Jewish museum. This interview dif-
fers from the others in that the museum has a focus on social history, however I 
wanted to have a conversation with Rosenthal due to the art/documentary photog-
raphy exhibition she had worked on in collaboration with some external actors, for 
LGBT History month, at the Jewish museum. As it doesn’t correspond directly to 
the criteria for the study, I mention it only very briefly. It would demand a more 
specific context in another study to be properly developed. The sixth interview as 
well as the seventh interview occurred at the V&A museum. First, I sat in a mostly 
quiet gallery on the top floor of the museum and spoke with Zorian Clayton, who 
is Assistant Curator in the prints section of the Word & Image Department there, 
as well as co-chair of the museum's LGBTQ network. Later on, we walked over to 
the ceramics studio of the museum, where I had a brief interview with Matt Smith. 
He was the V&A's Ceramics Resident Artist at the time of our talk, and has among 
other things worked with queer interventions in the museum collections. The 
eighth and final individual interview transpired in the studio of artist and museum 
educator Sadie Lee. Lee is a painter who has worked with the “Queer Perspec-
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tives” programme series at the National Portrait Gallery for a number of years. She 
has also curated LGBT History month events at the Wallace collection. Visiting 
Lee's studio in north London worked out best for our schedules because she had 
been away and came back a few days before I was due to leave the city. 

I let my informants suggest a meeting point, because I assumed this would be 
easiest to work into their schedules. The interviews represented a selection of 
spaces with varying degrees of intimacy. I adapted to my informants without tak-
ing up too much of their time. Meeting in a space of their choice gave them the 
opportunity to present a certain image. All spaces except for one were public and 
open. It presented us with a blank canvas to create a dialogue. Several interviews 
took place in a cafe inside the museum where the informant in question was work-
ing. This was suggested to me as a more feasible space for interviewing rather than 
informants’ offices, as these would have been further away in the building, small, 
or in some other way impractical. Perhaps coming in to the museum as an outsider, 
it would have felt too private to invite me straight into the ‘heart of the museum’. 
Conducting interviews in cafes worked out well, with less background noise than 
anticipated. It might have been more difficult to bring up certain themes if we had 
spoken in a private office space, perhaps out of respect for the more loaded ‘home 
environment’ of my informant. 62 The café space was neutral ground. Having some 
background noise made me worry less about potential pauses in the conversation. 
Chatting in a cafe creates a relaxed atmosphere. By comparison, an office might 
have felt more pretentious, impersonal, or even too much on the terms of the in-
formant. In many cases, the conversation would swing between grand generaliza-
tions about museum culture and the deeply personal. Cafe environments also influ-
enced my informants in the way they referred to ‘their’ museum; less defensive 
and more keenly compared to other institutions and cultural practices. Generally, 
the interviews took place while we were sitting. It was easier to record even sound 
levels this way. In a few instances, we also walked along the museum corridors 
when my informant had to go to another meeting. Because these were toward the 
end of the interviews, the conversation was more informal.  

Two interviews took place in informants’ studios, a more creative and personal 
environment than the cafes. These were in some ways more visual conversations in 
that my informants would illustrate their points by occasionally referring to the 
space or artefacts around them. This also happened here and there during an inter-
view that took place in a museum gallery (a conversation that was interrupted by 
occasional lost visitors asking for directions). Different locations provide different 

                                                
62 The following site explains some relevant aspects of ‘depth interviews’; for example, that the interviewer 
must adhere to some fundamental rules, including to “provide an atmosphere that encourages the respondent to 
speak freely, yet keeping the conversation focused on the issue(s) being researched”. Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) Corporate Document Repository website > Marketing research and 
information systems > Chapter 5: Personal Interviews [2016-06-16].  
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ethical frameworks. Cafe and gallery environments move in a sphere between the 
acutely personal and the overly impersonal, and proved to balance a lot of the con-
versations so they didn't feel so much like negotiations of imbalanced power.  

I was positively surprised with the amount of data I got out of the interviews - 
more than I could hope to fit into one thesis. My informants were all eager to meet 
for a talk. I also had other contacts suggested to me, although I was unable to 
schedule more interviews due to time constraints. The people working with non-
heteronormative museum projects were glad to be interviewed. I suspect it's due to 
the unique nature of these initiatives, and an eagerness to promote the impact of 
their work. This way, it can keep growing and evolving.  

My informants were all interested in hearing about my own research and pre-
vious experiences on the subject of norm critical museum projects. They wanted to 
exchange experiences, and talk about their frustrations as well as successes. Again, 
there are no explicit mission statements in British museums actively supporting 
LGBTQ content, and not enough staff members are involved in these projects. 
This creates a strong sense of support and interest for norm-critical projects across 
the board. My informants are professionally and often personally invested in these 
projects. As I will discuss in chapter two, frustrations seem to come from not 
knowing where or how to start, how to promote initiatives, and gain support from 
all levels of the museum. I did not have to worry about a lack of questions for the 
interviews. Perhaps, this is because I expected my informants to be less willing to 
share information. Overall, my informants did not avoid any specific questions. 
Difficult themes can be identified through what the conversations steered away 
from. I was there on their terms, in their world. Even so, my informants did not 
come across as particularly defensive or territorial. On the contrary, they are ac-
tively seeking out collaborations with peers as well as external communities.  

I did all transcriptions myself and this was valuable to my research process for 
a number of reasons. Transcribing the interviews enabled me to highlight a number 
of important themes that passed me by during the original conversations, when I 
was busy taking notes, and being actively engaged in the dialogue. As my study is 
qualitative in nature, it was important to explore conversational meta-narratives by 
going through the interviews word by word myself. Transcribing the interviews 
enabled me to create a distance to my own subjective role as an interviewer, and 
pay more objective attention to how the interaction between interviewer and inter-
viewee generated specific themes.63 These could vary a lot between interviews, 
even though they all encompassed the same general theme. I analyzed how the 
theoretically prepared semi-structured interviews practically progressed. The inter-

                                                
63 The writer of the following article lists four main things you learn when transcribing. I am touching upon 
the same themes in my text; these include details previously missed, improving your interviewing technique, 
creating new questions, and being able to provide undivided attention during the interviews themselves.  
Stockton (2015), “4 Things You Learn by Transcribing Interviews”, on Transcribe [2016-06-16].  
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views generated unique data from each person, and I wanted to follow that process 
along first hand, by transcribing everything myself. I went through the whole in-
terviews rather than just transcribing ‘the most relevant’ parts. I wanted to retain a 
sense of context easier to trace whenever I return to the material. In terms of objec-
tivity, as a researcher I have had to interpret and analyse individual opinions. The-
se can by no means be considered representative of any whole institution. Howev-
er, it has enabled me to trace different problems for each project. 

After transcribing, I compared what my informants had in common and where 
their opinions varied. My informants agreed to not be anonymous as the case studies 
focus on specific museums and projects. The informants who requested to review 
quotes I intended to use did so. Ethically, I made compromises at times about what 
material to publish, for the sake of my informants. I decided to publish the names of 
my informants as the ongoing projects I refer to are public knowledge and many rely 
on outreach and external collaboration. At times, I am referring to informants' per-
sonal projects and websites. Because there are not many LGBTQ museum projects 
in the making, my informants are all actively contributing to long-term change. They 
can all be considered figureheads or champions to some extent. They did not have a 
problem with being named in this study. Perhaps because they are eager to develop 
collaborations and find others interested in these themes.  

The first activity-based observation was undertaken at the Wallace collection's 
LGBT History month event OUT at the Wallace. The following day, the V&A 
hosted a number of talks and movie screenings organized by the organization 
LGBT History month, which I also attended and observed. The third observation 
opportunity was during the British Museum's LGBT History month late event Love 
throughout history, which took place the week after. These were the main observa-
tion opportunities organized around specific events.  

 
1.4.3 Selection and limitations  
 
I wanted to look at projects in another city and country because I am more familiar 
with Swedish initiatives than with others. I wanted to widen the scope international-
ly but at the same time keep the study as specific as possible. London museums have 
not yet been analyzed the way many museums in Sweden and the U.S. have. As 
mentioned in the ‘previous research’ section, there is not much written on this sub-
ject yet. The previous manager at the Unstraight Museum, Eleonora Fors Szuba, 
suggested art museum projects in the U.K., in addition to some which I already had 
knowledge of. I knew of some efforts taking place at the V&A because I attended a 
talk with the curator Zorian Clayton from the V&A organized by TUM during 
Stockholm Pride in 2014. Because I have previously lived and worked in London, I 
already have some familiarity with the museum world there, in terms of how I have 
related to these institutions as an outsider/visitor (but not in terms of doing analytical 
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studies). It seemed more reasonable to compare the V&A to other art museums than 
to pick a few others in the same city more or less at random. As Fors Szuba pointed 
out, there is a fundamental difference in the way an art museum and a social history 
museum work with collections (accessioning, categorizing, communicating, etc.), 
and too many variables to take into consideration for a single master's thesis.64 In my 
opinion, museums all have differing missions; depending on factors such as what 
they collect and how they convey their contents to the public. By narrowing down 
the type of museum to include in my study, I could exclude a number of factors that 
would have taken up additional time in terms of processing data. Because of the time 
assigned to this project, a wider scope of museums would mean more generaliza-
tions and less detail and originality. Narrowing the type of museums down affects 
the questions I have formulated for interviews, observations, and the ways in which I 
have searched for answers. It also affects the kind of museum professionals I have 
been in touch with.  

Focusing on ongoing projects, I can investigate individual perspectives. I also 
study various economical aspects, power structures and systems of communica-
tion. This study highlights examples of how museums can and do work to question 
heteronormative standards. It aims to develop an open-minded approach to muse-
um language. It does not try to cover everything that needs attention on this matter. 
However, it will locate some ongoing efforts and analyze their various success 
rates in terms of change to the museums’ cultural makeup. I suggest that focusing 
on a specific type of museum meant I could observe conditions, possibilities and 
limitations of museum spaces more intricately.  

When researching this thesis, I asked myself what the most important starting 
points would be. A previous internship at the Leslie-Lohman Museum of Gay and 
Lesbian Art was influential. Particularly because many well-meaning straight/non 
LGBTQ-identified visitors wouldn't necessarily think that the museum existed for 
them as well. An indirect distinction between ‘gay’ and ‘straight’ art spoke of het-
eronormative standards, prestige and status. Some visitors seemed to believe that 
the art on display at Leslie-Lohman wouldn't be possible to view at the nearby 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, or in other mainstream contexts. This made me think 
about the heteronormative filters through which many people view art. It is easier 
to conclude that this is an ongoing problem in museums, than it is to pinpoint the 
who and the why ‘responsible’ for the situation. The problems facing a communi-
ty/minority museum such as Leslie-Lohman, when it comes to reaching audiences 
outside of the particular community represented, are very different, and deserving 
of their own investigation. When discussing similar issues with the curator at the 
Jewish Museum, she said that on one hand, people who identify as Jewish might 
say something like, “why should I have to go to a Jewish museum, when I already 

                                                
64 As discussed via email conversation, December 2015-January 2016, translated and loosely referenced by the author.  
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know what it's like to be Jewish?” On the other hand, people who don't identify as 
Jewish might not think that the museum is ‘for them’ as well, because they don't 
share a Jewish heritage. As Joanne Rosenthal pointed out, “you don't have to be a 
dinosaur to go to the Natural History Museum”.65 The same principle applies.  

 
 

                                                
65 From interview with Joanne Rosenthal, 2016-02-16. 
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2. Presentation of case studies   

2.1 A brief historical context and background  
This historical context will briefly explain the usefulness of understanding processes 
involved in museum heteronormativity and the construction of national museums 
developed during the Victorian era in London. The British Museum opened to the 
public already in 1759. The V&A was established in 1857, The National Portrait 
Gallery (which is briefly mentioned) opened in 1859, and The Wallace Collection 
opened in 1900. The Victorian era (1837-1901) included the rise of 'social sciences' 
such as anthropology and psychology, which, in English Professor Donald Hall's 
words, “all provided perspectives, and implicit judgments, on social subsets such as 
non-whites, women, the working classes, religious minorities and criminals”.66 Of 
course, sexual minorities would be no exception to this examination. In this context, 
as I have mentioned previously, it is worth pointing out that the word 'homosexual' 
itself was also invented during this era.67 Jonathan Ned Katz, a historian of human 
sexuality, argues that most history has been written as the history of white people. 
However, it has not often focused on the changing, historical ordering of whiteness, 
its uses and abuses. “Dominant racial category and power structure continues to be 
privileged, normalized, naturalized, and forgotten, like heterosexuality”.68 Again 
referring to an intersectional approach to my study, I argue that identifying heter-
onormative practices is about demonstrating how everything is connected in critical 
discourse; privileged/underprivileged, discriminating/discriminated, majori-
ty/minority, power/powerless. In short, the implications of a historically specific 
heterosexuality are many and far reaching in the museum environment.  

The Victorian normative standard was a heterosexual, white, church going, 
(working) middle-class man, meaning that all others would be compared to this. 
Many public museums at this time had specially designated visiting hours for 
working people and upper-class females, populations that, in Amy K. Levin's 
                                                
66 Hall (2006), p. 105. 
67 More specifically, the term was invented around 1868. The first use of ‘heterosexual’ listed in the Oxford 
English Dictionary Supplement is in 1892, its origins also tracing back to 1868. Katz (1996), p. 10.  
68 Katz (1996), p. 15-16.  
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words, “overlapped little in the 19th century”.69 The very notion of ‘museum’ was 
constructed during this colonial era of romantic nationalism. The foundation of 
Victorian museums is to some extent resting on perceptions typical of the time.  

These museums’ historical standards and traditions might be slightly unde-
served. For example, a museum such as the V&A could be considered quite social-
ist in its beginnings, because it was free and open for all, and encouraged working 
class people to come and learn, as public education wasn't as easily avaliable as it 
is now. The museum’s own website states that ”its founding principle was to make 
works of art available to all, to educate working people and to inspire British de-
signers and manufacturers”.70 Queen Victoria's belongings are on display in a small 
room in the British galleries, and that's about it - not exactly a grand celebration of 
the monarchy. In this sense, the V&A has always been about celebrating diversity, 
rather than imperial and colonial principles of the Victorian era. Although free 
admission was a step towards creating a more accessible and educational space for 
the public, many working class citizens for one might have been unable to priori-
tize these free museum hours over their work schedule. In addition, I can imagine 
an era's obsession with cultural snobbery, sociopolitical status and privilege as 
making the museum seem dauntingly inaccessible at a time when not all lifestyles 
and social standings would have allowed for a swift visit. I suggest that it is appro-
proate to question if the museum was actively reaching out to working class com-
munities from the beginning. By today's standards, referring to the museum as ‘so-
cialist’ may seem like a slight exaggeration, despite its early democratic ambitions.  

I also find it interesting to note that museums in Victorian London could also 
function as rather homophile places, contrary to what was mentioned earlier. The 
journalist Kate Smith, who in 2006/7 wrote an LGBT web-trail around the British 
Museum and some other institutions for the website Culture24, notes that “the 
Greek statue rooms at the British Museum were one place where Victorian men 
could go and look at the male form without fear of arrest”.71 In addition, although 
Great Britain was a colonial superpower, London itself is incredibly diverse and 
multicultural, and not necessarily very representative of the U.K. as a whole.  

On the subject of the British Museum, they did have a secret collection, the 
Secretum, created in 1865 and running for some time. The secret room required a 
special permit for entrance, which was only granted to people “of mature years and 
sound morals” according to one article. You'd have to dress and look the part of a 
sophisticated, educated person to get in.72 Here, objects relating to sex, sexuality, 
gender, and anything that suggested that ancient civilizations had very different 

                                                
69 Levin (2010), p. 2.  
70 The Victoria & Albert Museum website > content > articles > A Brief History of the Museum [2016-03-20]. 
71 Culture24 website > Gay History - A Trail Exploring LGBT Heritage in London Collections [2016-01-30].  
72 Leckert (2014), “Secret Museum Rooms: The Hidden Homes of Ancient Erotica, Sacred Objects, and Flesh-
Eating Beetles”, on Atlas Obscura [2016-03-18].   
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attitudes than the dominant culture (meaning, objects that were deemed to be ob-
scene) were gathered and segregated into a separate category. It was not formally 
accessioned. So, the museum was collecting materials that might otherwise have 
been destroyed, but was also making it very inaccessible to the public. Around the 
same time the 1857 Obscene Publications Act was legislated in the U.K. This wor-
ry about morals kept the Secretum operating as a separate category of the British 
Museum until the 1960s. Not until then were these segregated objects dealt with, 
“like any other object”.73  

The Wallace Collection can also be considered a product of this era, even if, like 
the British Museum, the collection stretches further back in time. The collection 
consists mainly of 15th to 19th century artworks, such as paintings, porcelain, furni-
ture and armour. The Wallace Collection is a closed collection, meaning that no 
works of art are added except for in “exceptional circumstances, such as completing 
an existing work of art”.74 The Wallace is based on a private collection possibly lack-
ing the democratic ambitions exemplified by the V&A. In addition to predominantly 
European Old Master paintings, there are various artefacts within the collection with 
African or Asian origins, objects that have been traded or otherwise transported to 
the U.K. by (white male) Western colonizers. For example, the collection holds a 
golden trophy head, part of “the fabulous golden treasure of King Kofi Karikari of 
Ashanti (Asante), an ancient kingdom in Ghana, West Africa. The treasure was 
seized by British soldiers on the orders of their commander, Field-Marshal Viscount 
Wolseley, during the Ashanti campaign of 1873”.75 Sir Richard Wallace later bought 
the Ashanti treasure at a charitable auction, which benefited wives and families of 
British soldiers killed or harmed during the 1873 Ashanti War.  

I will now move on to my case studies. I will first present the British Museum 
and their involvement with LGBT History month and the web trail turned book pro-
ject, A Little Gay History. Secondly, I will write more in depth about the Wallace 
Collection, referencing both internal and external perspectives on norm creative ini-
tiatives. After this I will talk about the V&A, where except for LGBT History 
month, additional factors such as the museum's LGBTQ network and artists in resi-
dence also play a part in how the museum relates to non-heteronormative content. 
Once I have developed the introductions to each of the cultural institutions, I will 
analyze the collected data from interviews (and to a smaller extent, from observa-
tions) in relation to the main questions and previous research that guide this study.  

                                                
73 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10.  
74 The Wallace Collection website > the collection > history of the collection > collecting the history [2016-04-05].  
75 The Wallace Collection website > explore > the collection > search the collection > Asian and African art > 
search > trophy head [2016-04-05].  
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2.2 Case study: The British Museum  
Generally, the British Museum (BM) is a world history museum, and not specifi-
cally focused on art, however, it is one of several abundant themes. Although my 
informants have told me that the museum is keen to work with LGBTQ inclusive 
themes, for the past few years this has been more or less limited to February 
(LGBT History month), and perhaps one other event each year. Partially due to the 
fact that there are so many anniversaries to pay tribute to, it has been suggested to 
me that there isn't enough time or resources available for more. With the 50th an-
niversary of the decriminalization of homosexuality in England and Wales coming 
up in 2017, the British Museum will have a several displays relating to this around 
the museum.76  

As mentioned, I contacted museums based on mission and scope. I approached 
others based on some prior knowledge of ongoing non-heteronormative projects. 
With the British Museum, I had heard of A Little Gay History. As a starting point I 
contacted Professor Richard Parkinson, who had been instrumental in its execu-
tion. Parkinson no longer works at the BM and was kind enough to provide me 
with names of individuals currently employed by the museum with an interest in 
LGBTQ themes - Stuart Frost and Laura Phillips.  

The first ‘proper’ LGBT History month event, this year called Love Through-
out History, took place at the museum on a Friday night in February 2016. It is not 
uncommon for London museums to be open late during certain evenings every 
month. These late nights are often attached to special events or themes. As one of 
my informants viewed it, marking LGBT History month with a theme night made 
it more accessible and noticeable to the general public that might not have come to 
the museum specifically for this event. Although the British Museum has been 
involved in earlier LGBT History month projects to a smaller extent, 2016 was the 
first year that they had a dedicated programme consisting of talks, workshops, and 
activities.77 For Love Throughout History, the museum was reaching out to mem-
bers of the public to investigate what kind of LGBTQ themes, people and stories 
that visitors would like to see at the museum. According to my interpretation, this 
means the museum is acknowledging the potential of the public to contribute in 
some of the aspects where the museum itself may be lacking theoretical and/or 
practical tools. It should also be said that the museum does not yet have any guide-
lines when it comes to working with non-heteronormative/LGBTQ content and 
interpretation. This goes for all museums included in my case studies, so I mention 

                                                
76 According to my BM informants Stuart Frost and Laura Phillips. The following article talks about the era 
surrounding 1967 and the decriminalization of homosexuality. Bedell (2007), “Coming out of the dark ages”, 
in The Guardian [2016-06-16].  
77 The PDF programme available for download from the BM website lists a very diverse amount of activities. British 
Museum website > What's On > Events calendar > LGBTQ special event: love throughout history [2016-02-10]. 
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it here in order to avoid repetition later on.78 At this point in time, anything non-
heteronormative within the museum is still the initiative of certain individuals who 
want to make it happen. My informants connected to the British Museum all hold 
different job positions. Thus, I suggest that they all have unique viewpoints and 
experiences, and work with non-heteronormative content in relation to their indi-
vidual job roles and interests.  

 
2.2.1 Interviews  

 
Interpretation  

 
My first informant, Stuart Frost, works as head of interpretation and volunteers at 
the British Museum. In the context of our interview, he focused on telling me 
about the interpretation role involved in his job, and his remit to advocate for audi-
ences. Frost is interested in how the museum relates to sexuality, gender and 
LGBTQ themes, because it has struggled with diversity over time. The nature of 
his job means that he's interested in how museums become more effective at repre-
senting histories and stories accurately and meaningfully to a large and diverse 
audience.79 He seemed aware that it was a personal interest that had mainly con-
tributed to his involvement in ‘diversity and representation issues’ specifically 
around sex, sexuality, gender and LGBTQ history in the museum environment.  

As I would summarize it, one common argument for why museums do not ad-
dress LGBTQ history is the notion that there is no representation of such themes in 
their collections. This perception is a legacy inherited from previous generations of 
museum professionals. This established pattern could theoretically be reproduced 
ad infinitum unless the museums do more to actively address the issue. The fact 
that this pattern is hard to break does not necessarily have much to do with an ac-
tual lack of artefacts. According to Frost, often there isn't any meaningful discus-
sion around things that visitors are likely to find the most interesting about objects. 
This process can be complicated due to a number of factors; practical limitations 
such as labelling guidelines and lacking terminology make up a few. These issues 
were mentioned by several of my informants. For example, Frost referred to the 
museum's house style of the old galleries, with 75- or 80-word standard labels. He 
questioned how subjects are to be meaningfully addressed in that type of word 
count, “especially when nothing else in the galleries is talking about open attitudes 
to, say, sexuality and gender”.80  

                                                
78 My sources for this claim are all of my informants.  
79 ‘A large and diverse audience’ defined both as the museum's current audiences, as well as those that the 
museum would like to come to the museum.  
80 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10. 
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The opinions on whether the museums require specific catalysts as starting 
points for a more inclusive approach to non-heteronormative content vary. Frost, 
for one, was of the opinion that the museum's acquisition of the Warren Cup in 
1999 was an institutional turning point. The cup was purchased by the British Mu-
seum for 1.8 million pounds, the most expensive single purchase by the museum at 
that time. “The decoration consists of two scenes of male homosexual love-making 
[…]. On the obverse the older, active lover (erastes) is bearded and wears a wreath, 
while the younger, passive partner (eromenos) is a beardless youth.” 81 To put that 
example into context, the British Museum had previously been offered the oppor-
tunity to purchase the cup in the 1950s, but declined, likely due to legal framework 
and issues about obscene publications. The cup had also been offered to the Metro-
politan Museum of Art In New York, but “due to its explicit imagery, the cup was 
refused entry to the USA in 1953”.82  

Therefore, I argue that the Warren Cup is interesting in documenting changing 
attitudes and what people feel comfortable with. Once the cup was acquired, which 
was well covered by the media, it went on public display in the permanent galler-
ies. As far as Frost knew, there had never been any complaints. So any institutional 
nervousness had been uncalled for, as the experience of displaying the cup showed 
that society didn't seem to have any issues with it. I suggest that it is a potentially 
challenging object because of the age of the lovers on the cup. There have been 
issues with more recent legislation that technically makes it illegal to own images 
that depict children / young adults in the context shown on the cup.83 However, I 
agree with my informant Frost that as a cultural artefact in its historical context, 
the acquisition and display of the cup has shown that change is possible. The cup 
raised awareness that the museum possessed material, which could be used to tell 
different types of history that had not been addressed before. Perhaps it also 
proved that audiences were ‘ready’ for this. According to another informant, “the 
great thing is that the Warren cup went on public display, instantly. I think running 
an exhibition about it was probably braver than acquiring it”.84  

Frost works with interpretation of exhibitions. Therefore, the idea of putting 
together proposals to mark the 50th anniversary in 2017 of the decriminalization of 
homosexuality in England and Wales was important to him. Although the pro-
posals came from Frost and Laura Phillips (my second informant at the BM), with 
some input from Richard Parkinson, it was up to the museum directorate to make a 
decision about what (if anything) the museum should do to mark this anniversary. 
It was more important for the anniversary to be on the radar as opposed to how 
‘big’ or successful the final outcome would be. At the time of our interview, it 

                                                
81 From the British Museum website > Research > Collection online > The Warren Cup [2016-04-01].  
82 BBC website > A history of the world > Warren Cup [2016-04-01].  
83 As mentioned by my informant Stuart Frost during our interview, 2016-02-10.  
84 From interview with Richard B. Parkinson, 2016-02-12. 
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seemed like two different proposals highlighting this anniversary had been accept-
ed. One of them to mark 1967 as a moment in time. The other to build on Profes-
sor Parkinson’s work with A Little Gay History. The second proposal would also 
highlight different aspects of LGBT history in the museum collection as well as 
some of the challenges around presenting history “that is inherent to the subject”.85 
Frost again pointed out the importance of the Warren Cup. As he saw it, the cup 
was a catalyst for changing institutional attitudes in regards to artefacts in the mu-
seum's collection. In Frost’s words; “even though there's obviously a lot of 
LGBTQ people working in the museum in different levels in the organization, it 
needed a catalyst to energize the latent desire to do something, and that the cup 
encouraged change to happen”.86  

Several of my informants spoke of a general shift in museums from being 
mostly curatorially driven, to focus on interpretation and audiences. It was not re-
ally until after the year 2000 that museum departments were created with a focus 
on marketing and interpretation. Visitor research has also become important in 
attracting a more diverse crowd. Every museum has a different remit and every 
project has a different set of parameters. This means that the museum works simul-
taneously on many different levels. As Frost phrased it, “a proposition can filter 
people in, or inadvertently, titled a certain way, filter people out”.87 I argue that the 
language and terminology used by the museum are means of control and power. 
Gender theorists, such as Foucault, urge us to acknowledge the complexity of 
power networks that selectively construct language. The author of Gender, Sexual-
ity and Museums, Amy K. Levin, also points out how much of the museums’ au-
thority stems from their “ability to promulgate carefully controlled images”.88  

When a free admission display is created in the museum, it will be experienced 
by a vast amount of visitors. This way, I mean that the museum becomes an arena 
for negotiating cultural values reflected on various levels of society, through label-
ling and other curatorial choices. Deconstructing heteronormative standards could 
highlight this constant negotiation of meaning and value, and instead grant arte-
facts and histories fluid identities. Bearing high visitor numbers in mind, I suggest 
that the museum should indeed be reinvented, and utilized as a site of progressive 
social change that advances human rights through its representations.89 

Both Stuart Frost and Laura Phillips believe that community knowledge can 
compliment the museum's internal resources and pre-existing knowledge. One 
method for the British Museum to work with LGBTQ content has been to consult 
members of the public, and create a list of things to search for in its collections. 

                                                
85 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10. 
86 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10. 
87 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10. 
88 Levin (2010),  p. 2.  
89 See James H. Sanders III's arguments mentioned in chapter one.  
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From an intersectional standpoint, this is a norm critical method that highlights 
traditional power structures and questions what is ‘normal’. All in all, the chal-
lenge as summarized by Frost, is just finding things, “because they are not neces-
sarily being catalogued in the most helpful way, depending on what you are look-
ing for”.90 This challenge can be met by creating peer advisory groups consisting of 
representatives from different museums, and by allocating resources for communi-
ty consultation. I suggest that a potential problem with peer advisory groups is that 
the museums all look to each other and don't know where to start themselves. An-
other issue, mentioned by several informants, is the apparent responsibility of in-
dividual staff members to initiate norm critical projects. Inside the museum, every-
one is usually supportive of LGBTQ projects, but doesn't necessarily have the time 
to get involved. As Frost phrased it,  

That's generally the nature of museum work, people do extra things outside of regular hours 
because they want to do it. There are core parts of the day-to-day job that you have to do, but 
they're not necessarily the ones you find the most rewarding. You have to do the administra-
tion and the other things, and then try and get some of the creative bits.91  

 
Every project presents different challenges, and functions as a learning process that 
shapes future projects. So all in all, things move forward. As Frost concluded, it's 
becoming increasingly common to integrate LGBTQ histories in museum contexts 
without opposition. This is an example of institutional culture change, that testifies 
to the heteronormative filters still shaping the museum structure, but also to their 
continuously decreased influence. Developing intersectional filters such as the 
ones above may help the museums to understand the social codes that have histori-
cally contributed to semi-conscious oppression.  

 
Community partnerships 

 
My second informant works as head of community partnerships at the department 
of learning and national partnerships at the British Museum. Laura Phillips’ team 
identifies and reaches out to audiences who wouldn't otherwise visit the museum. 
A lot of their work revolves around building partnerships - creating programs with 
rather than for audiences. Much of this builds on the work of Richard Parkinson. 

None of the museum staff I interviewed work exclusively with LGBTQ 
themes. Phillips mentioned several times how the groups they want to bring in to 
the museum are massively diverse. Thus, LGBTQ audiences would be one of sev-
eral examples of what's considered ‘outside the general visitor profile’ at the Brit-
ish Museum. One might suggest that that LGBTQ audiences have always existed, 
however it is not until recently that the museum has consciously made an effort to 
                                                
90 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10. 
91 From interview with Stuart Frost, 2016-02-10. 
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address this community. On the subject of accessibility and why it is important for 
the museum to address specific communities, Phillips said “if we increase access 
for one kind of group, we are probably increasing it for a lot of other people as 
well”.92 Often, working with community groups means linking a diaspora group 
with their own heritage inside the museum. These assumptions risk reproducing 
traditional discrimination and contribute to maintained inequality rather than ques-
tion traditional standards. Phillips commented:   

Obviously, people have a real interest in lots of different areas of the collections, and because 
the LGBTQ community is so diverse in itself. [...] People do self-select but they also purpose-
fully try to avoid those kinds of stereotypes and terminology, so it's a difficult community, or 
set of communities, to work with.93  
 

Interviewing museum staff in various positions was one way for me to investigate 
how one can work with non-heteronormative content in museum environments 
from various viewpoints. For Phillips’ team, it might be a more obvious task to 
work with external communities, than it is for many others employed by the muse-
um. When I inquired about her motivation to address this area, she told me that 
somebody had approached her from the [LGBTQ] community. As a result, Phillips 
agreed to work on something together. Like Frost, Phillips identified collaborative 
processes as an important tool to move things forward (in terms of how the muse-
um relates to non-heteronormative content). Without individual interest, things 
don't move forward. This is because general museum guidelines from the direc-
torate relating to LGBTQ content are still lacking. In Phillips’ opinion, some work 
has been developed in the past few years, but none of it has necessarily been con-
nected. It's not difficult to gain support and interest for exploring various historical 
narratives within a museum like the British Museum since the staff is fairly di-
verse. Phillips suggested that utilizing the museum's existing [LGBTQ] staff sup-
port network (which seems to function mostly as a social group) to seek out col-
laborators would be a useful next step. Phillips isn't personally part of this net-
work. So, it may have seemed like a naive suggestion that the LGBTQ network 
hadn't thought of themselves. However, I argue that this shows how isolated dif-
ferent members of staff across this vast museum can be. Projects relating to non-
heteronormative content may well run more or less parallel to one another.  

On the subject of difficulties in working with non-heteronormative content, 
Phillips thought that there's likely more of a resistance in terms of how these histo-
ries are meant to be found, rather than a resistance in terms of a homophobic un-
willingness to tell these stories openly. I suggest that this is far from the only ‘is-
sue’ for the museums from a gender theoretical viewpoint. As expressed by Amy 
K. Levin, contemporary museums attempting to focus on marginalized populations 
                                                
92 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
93 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
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gain inflection from “three inextricable and commanding forces: the institution's 
past and present relationship to dominant groups; the politics of control inherent in 
spectatorship and display; and the evolving economics of marketing culture”.94  

Phillips isn't part of the curatorial team at the BM and was unsure if there are 
taboo areas of the collection. In comparison, Frost seemed convinced that this is 
indeed an issue sometimes, or at least that it had been historically, referring to the 
museum secretum. Phillips thought that they are probably sometimes more con-
cerned than they need to be. So how come it has taken the museum so long to start 
working with non-heteronormative content? Phillips suggested that this is linked to 
contemporary notions of homophobia, and stressed the importance of bringing this 
issue into the conversation.95 As the British Museum thinks of itself as a museum 
of the world that tells stories through objects, it creates narratives and histories 
through the evidence made up of these objects. Intersectionally speaking, ‘evi-
dence’ has often been interpreted as naturally heterosexual, and therefore I argue it 
has seldom been questioned or problematized. In the same way it has often been 
assumed white and male, which has made additional interpretations difficult to 
trace. “If the objects are teling the stories then it's okay, because they can be inter-
preted in lots of different ways, and if somebody else wants to come and use that 
object to tell a different story, then who are we to judge?”96  

In Phillip’s opinion, the problem is knowing what to look for, as well as what 
qualifies as an LGBTQ object. The process of searching for artefacts is affected by 
the museum's internal power structures. My analysis shows that how the staff is edu-
cated and their personal interests in highlighting these histories are also important 
factors. Skills such as the ability to apply homonormative rather than heteronorma-
tive filters are required when actively seeking out traditionally undermined stories. 
As mentioned on the subject of gender and queer theory, I argue that it is necessary 
to negotiate cultural identities. Phillips hopes to see a future where LGBTQ narra-
tives exist throughout the galleries alongside all other interpretation and information 
without being viewed as ‘weird’. If dominating heteronormative filters didn't have 
such an iron grip, telling LGBTQ histories wouldn't still be referred to as ‘weird’ 
metadata. According to Phillips, this has more to do with “messing with the flow of 
the gallery”, by identifying a specific story or a particular theme. She can imagine 
that it would take some skill and thought to be able to incorporate new narratives. 
This goes back to the invisible filters and social codes still at work in the museum 
space, forcing any underrepresented voice to fight in order to be taken seriously in a 
hierarchical structure it has never historically been a part of. As gender theory and 
                                                
94 Levin (2010), p. 4. 
95 I argue that overall, the potential complications with this type of work are vague, and linked to traditional 
power and inequality structures relating to social codes made up by perceptions of whiteness, manliness, gen-
der identity, heterosexuality and social standing as examples. Abstract markers such as these are difficult to 
identify, and deconstruct, because they exist on many levels reflected within as well as outside of the museum.  
96 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
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intersectionality would point out, traditional museum ordering strategies may be 
perceived as natural because these narratives are so commonly reproduced. Howev-
er, ‘traditional’ ordering strategies are derived from assumed Western normative 
filters of themes such as heterosexuality and masculinity.  

Phillips would pragmatically think of funding as a necessary step in order to 
make [norm critical] changes happen in the [permanent] galleries, which is more 
complicated than it may outwardly seem. In terms of peer pressure and museum 
politics, Phillips seemed sure that as soon as one or two organizations start doing 
something, it pushes the rest of the sector. This can be in the shape of best practice 
examples, as well as things that may not go very well. However, these should still 
be considered learning experiences. Phillips summarized it by saying “if you don't 
have a go, you become very obvious in your absence”.97  

In order to generate change and create conversation inside the museum, Phil-
lips suggested some important steps. These include utilizing online platforms for 
objects and histories, presenting more programming, “getting it talked about”, and 
hopefully move on to have publications (like Professor Parkinson did with A Little 
Gay History). All in order to up the profile of a certain ‘cause’ or interest, such as 
non-heteronormative content. Equally important in Phillips' opinion is finding 
one's allies because you might be working hard with your head down instead of 
spending time trying to create new relationships. To summarize, the issues [for 
Phillips’ team] in terms of working with non-heteronormative content revolve 
around how [LGBTQ] objects and stories are to be found. How to get those stories 
embedded in the permanent galleries is another challenge. Testing out ideas with 
‘new’ audiences, or involving different audiences to work with displays, is quite a 
new thing for the museum. As Phillips stated, there are a few projects developing 
at the moment that use different methodologies for doing this. It all seems to be 
coming together at the same time. 

Another thing that my informants seem to think would be interesting to change 
at some point for the British Museum, would be to update the database terminology. 
Currently, it is not even possible to search for terms such as LGBT. As I will point 
out several times, adding terminology increases visibility. However, incorporating 
more queer theory in museum work would focus explicitly on gender as a social 
construction. This would in turn enable possibilities to work with themes of gender 
and sexuality that are both more open and outside of norms and binary constructs. 
Phillips and my other informants don't think that a lack of potential non-
heteronormative objects is the issue with the collections. Rather that the collections 
are very hard to search for LGBTQ related artefacts and histories. This relates to the 
museum's dual role in enabling people to find themselves within its collections, and 
its responsibility to represent diversity. The BM considers itself a museum of world 

                                                
97 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
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history; therefore it needs to make an effort to represent the diversity of these world 
histories. In addition, how the L's, B's, G's, T's and Q's are ‘best’ represented is an-
other issue, which demands exploration. As Phillips put it; “because they were unre-
corded histories, it's bad enough in terms of gay histories, but as soon as you start 
looking into lesbian histories, or trans histories, it gets much more difficult”.98 I sug-
gest that the application of queer theoretical perspectives would encourage museums 
to create multi-dimensional narratives that aren't based on stereotypes, by including 
a greater diversity of interpretation and viewpoints, for example.  

The museum seems hesitant about making interpretive assumptions. One rea-
son is the fear that ‘new’ interpretation would affect the museum's credibility.99 
Summarized by Phillips, “it's very difficult for a museum like the British Museum, 
which is so based on rigorous research, and so based on what we know, to say, 
well... we may be taking a bit of a creative leap here”.100 According to my analysis, 
this links to power structures and the potential unwillingness of traditional curato-
rial roles to relent or share control over knowledge production. The definition of 
who “we” are in the context of “what we know” is relevant in terms of who is al-
lowed to produce knowledge, and to what extent. As I mentioned in chapter one, 
the history of art (and museums) tends to rely on high culture ideas and ideals of 
continuity, a status not granted the LGBTQ community until relatively recently. 
Critical theory encourages analysis of the museum as an arena for knowledge pro-
duction, while highlighting the responsibility of museum staff to question rather 
than uphold ideas of ‘well-respected continuity’.  

Phillips’ team worked with Love Throughout History. It is considered quite 
significant to host a couple of LGBTQ events in a year. As Phillips phrased it,  

None of the organizations who come to us and say, we would like to do x, y and z, none of 
them are being ridiculous. All of them are completely valid, because our collections are so 
broad, that all of them connect in. Because we have such a broad collection, and such a diverse 
audience, we can't even do [something for] Chinese New Year every year when the Chinese 
high commisioner is asking us to do it. Cause if we did all of the things every year, we'd have 
15 things up for each day of the year, because there's just so many things that we could do.101  
 

This is why work on collections can be considered more important than hosting 
events, because it raises the priority within the museum. It would render non-
heteronormative and/or LGBTQ content better known and understood throughout 
all the different channels, levels and work roles within the museum. It could also 
have effects through collections documentation and online presence. This is some-
thing that most of my informants returned to. Currently, these events generate visi-
bility, and are open to all museum visitors. As I experience it myself, you don't 
                                                
98 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
99 Pretty much the same thing as disturbing the status quo (and power structures regulating social behaviour and networks).  
100 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
101 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
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have to identify as LGBTQ, you don't have to know about it in advance. It's not hid-
den away, it's out in the open, and anyone can join. My study suggests that what 
should ideally happen next would be to consider the legacy of these events, both in a 
historical context and in terms of future plans. Analyzing these activities from a sub-
versive queer theoretical perspective may deconstruct heteronormative assumptions 
about the value of LGBTQ culture. As well as create a more inclusive idea of cultur-
al heritage in mainstream contexts. This could be done by creating dialogue about 
knowledge production and knowledge exchange with various museum professionals 
and community members. This could, I propose, encourage personal, lived experi-
ences to play a bigger part in how cultural heritage discourses are produced in main-
stream contexts. It could also help challenge the elitist ideals that have long excluded 
many perspectives from ‘high culture’ museum value production.  

In the late fall of 2009, the BM hosted the pre-launch event of LGBT History 
month 2010. Phillips’ team worked hard to have a big rainbow colored bus with a 
massive rainbow flag flying in the forecourt of the museum. Because this night-
club bus seemingly had little to do with the museum, it received mixed responses 
from the staff. To Phillips, the important thing was that it manifested itself so 
proudly, and welcomed people to the event. I suggested that the pride flag could 
manifest stereotypes of gay party culture, even if that's not what it was originally 
created for.102 However, if you take it as a symbol of what it set out to be, a symbol 
of inclusivity, it's very efficient. Although some were displeased with the display 
of the bus, it sent out a clear message of inclusivity. This manifestation undoubted-
ly put additional pressure on the conversation about who can do what within a mu-
seum, and questioned the status quo of traditional power structures. In terms of 
intersectionality, I would like to remind the reader of the importance of examining 
the impact of various biological, cultural and social categories when it comes to 
privilege and discrimination, respectively. This way, I suggest that focus can be 
renegotiated, so we may learn to ask who wants to do what within the museum 
rather than who can or is allowed to act within its boundaries. By extension, these 
borders are questioned and increased by actions such as Phillips’ ambitions with 
the rainbow bus. It sends out a message to the wider world and questions how mu-
seum culture is defined.      

Although Phillips and Frost work with displays, interpretation and community 
co-creation, neither one is a curator. They are the ones doing the legwork, in order 

                                                
102 Gilbert Baker in San Francisco originally designed the rainbow flag in 1978, when he was challenged by 
Harvey Milk to come up with a symbol of pride for the gay community. “A positive alternative to the pink 
triangle [...]. Hot pink stood for sexuality, red for life, orange for healing, yellow for the sun, green for nature, 
turquoise blue for art, indigo for harmony and violet for spirit.” The current standard version of the flag with 
seven rather than eight colors apparently comes from the first massproducing company of the flag not having 
fuchsia flag fabric available. Today, hot pink is no longer a non-standard color in flag fabric production, and 
so both versions of the flag are usually available. San Francisco travel website > media > articles > A brief 
history of the rainbow flag [2016-04-04].  
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to make it happen. This might be downplayed in the end, so that people are more 
comfortable about it inside the museum. In my interviews it was hard to get be-
yond an ascertainment that there is usually “something intangible” at play, which 
can get in the way of norm critical initiatives. According to a gender theoretical 
analysis, it can be concluded that power structures influence both psychological 
and ideological boundaries of participation. Concluding that progress takes time, 
Phillips said, “sometimes, you don't even realize that you have barriers on different 
levels within the museum, working against what you do”.103  

 
A Little Gay History 

 
A key project to move things forward when it comes to the British Museum has 
been A Little Gay History.104 At the time of his involvement, Parkinson was work-
ing as a curator at the British Museum. He is currently Professor of Egyptology at 
the University of Oxford, and agreed to speak to me before his scheduled talk on 
men loving men in ancient Egypt for the event Love throughout history.  

Kate Smith from the cultural website Untold London contacted several muse-
ums in 2006, the BM and the V&A to name a few, asking if anyone would be in-
terested in writing an LGBTQ history using the museum collections. At the British 
Museum, this inquiry found its way to Professor Parkinson. Without proving that 
there was a demand for this sort of project (from the LGBTQ community, LGBT 
History month and Untold London), it might not have been possible for Parkinson 
to push it through. As he phrased it,  

In an age of austerity, museums are rightfully very worried. About doing anything that might 
offend anybody, that would make them loose money, or get them bad publicity. And that is a 
terrifying restraint on anything. So any project has to go through gateways, decision-making 
processes, and basically, unless you have somebody who is going to champion a project, it 
will never get through the decision making process.105  

 
While museums strive to represent and address a more diverse audience, they also 
want to avoid offending existing patrons who might represent a generalized ma-
jority culture in the shape of white, straight, middle class people of a certain age.106 
I suggest that applying more inclusive, intersectional perspectives could help chal-
lenge inequalities while at the same time promote social justice. For example, my 
observations have demonstrated how many LGBTQ-themed events strive to en-
gage ‘straight allies’ as well as people part of the LGBTQ community. Often by 

                                                
103 From interview with Laura Phillips, 2016-02-10. 
104 The original web trail was published on Untold London's website, and the book A Little Gay History: De-
sire and Diversity across the world was published by the British Museum Press. British Museum website > 
explore > themes > Same-sex desire and gender [2016-04-04].  
105 From interview with Richard B. Parkinson, 2016-02-12.  
106 This statement is my own conclusion. It has also been echoed by several of my informants.  
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offering a little bit of everything and encouraging visitors to become involved in 
various projects stretching outside of the museum space itself – illustrating societal 
context and the difference each individual has the ability and potential to make by 
contributing with input from their own unique perspective and lived experiences.     

Whenever Parkinson spoke about the project, he got mixed responses. Muse-
um professionals would often say how wonderful it was that he had managed to 
get the project through. Meanwhile, people from the LGBTQ community would 
ask why he hadn't done more, in terms of more content, more stories, more of eve-
rything. One way I look at it, is that incorporating a queer theoretical approach can 
create more transparent decision-making processes and question heteronormative 
bias, for starters simply by not taking normative values and historical assumptions 
for granted. This doesn't necessarily impact the museum's credibility. Because it is 
dynamic by nature, queer theory continuously renegotiates traditional museum 
practices of labelling. Parkinson stressed that he didn't have much influence in 
terms of funding, public relations, and publication of the project. In addition, the 
museum did not make any explicit constitutional statement in favor of LGBTQ 
rights and staff. In Parkinson's words; “it doesn't matter whether people who are 
working with this are LGBTQ or not, they shouldn't be doing it in their spare time, 
on top of their other duties, because they feel it has to be done. The museums insti-
tutionally should put their institutional implicit weight behind it”.107 This project 
was made possible partially due to the museum director's vision of being inclusive 
of the whole community.108 This approach may not have been popular with all 
staff, but Parkinson thought it was the right thing to do by not compromising on 
this. It might not have been popular with all staff because some may have been 
perfectly happy the way things were before; I’m guessing that some people might 
have found it silly or unnecessary to put time into incorporating an integrationist 
approach to a collection of world history that ‘is what it is’ anyhow, a ‘timeless 
concept’ if you wish. As I have previously argued, people that prefer to leave the 
status quo undisturbed are usually not the ones negatively affected by its discrimi-
natory practices. Parkinson also suggested that having A Little Gay History on 
public display in the museum bookshop has done a lot of good. The book/project 
aimed to reach a wide audience as well as to remind people that LGBTQ stories 

                                                
107 From interview with Richard B. Parkinson, 2016-02-12. 
108 At the time of the project's development as well as the time of our interview, the British Museum director 
was Neil MacGregor. As this case study shows, it is unlikely that these projects and events could have hap-
pened in the museum without the director's explicit support. However, it was recently announced that Hartwig 
Fischer is taking over as director of the BM (he came into position on April 4, 2016). Thus, the future of these 
projects in terms of directorial support is unclear. Jonathan Jones writes, “it will not be easy for this foreigner 
[Fischer is originally from Germany] to take over from a national intellectual hero”. Fischer is the first foreign 
director of the BM since 1827. Jones (2016), “British Museum’s new director brings lessons of German histo-
ry”, in The Guardian [2016-04-01].  
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have always existed within the museum. This project integrated diverse representa-
tion, a line of action common in gender theoretical approaches to social inclusion.  

Parkinson said no one openly opposed the project, even if people might have 
been nervous. He thought he had been allowed to undertake the project because he 
was an established curator. In that way, if the project went well, it would be great 
progress for the whole museum. If it didn't go well, he would be willing to take the 
blame. He was always an academic working in a museum and he had a permanent 
contract. Therefore, taking on this project did not feel like the gamble it might 
have been to someone who wanted a career in the museum and who was on a 
short-term contract. Parkinson also facilitated the project by putting Kate Smith 
(from Untold London) in touch with other museum staff. He was someone well 
respected, who had been at the museum for a long time and was unlikely to betray 
the museum. The outside stimulus for A Little Gay History and the response from 
the community functioned as a catalyst for working with non-heteronormative con-
tent according to Parkinson. As he saw it, it had been concluded that if even the 
British Museum can do it, it must be safe. The project was a success, and the book 
has become one of the museum bookstore's top sellers.  

The book title was chosen with ‘search-friendly’ key words in mind.109 As Par-
kinson viewed it, ‘gay’ was useful for the title because everyone knew what it 
meant, and then they could deconstruct it in the book. It was useful for the sake of 
visibility. However, along the lines of queer theoretical social constructs, Parkinson 
wanted to include objects in the book that are more than just black or white; the un-
expected and less visible, the subversive and inclusive. Parkinson thinks of this as 
‘post-gay’. The next step would be for the whole idea of LGBTQ projects to be ren-
dered unnecessary. This may take some time. Parkinson exemplified with bookshops 
rarely having LGBT areas anymore and how integrationist and wonderful and pro-
gressive this is. However, it can be a nuisance if that's what you're looking for.  

I propose that this aspect of visibility is important, as I will also get back to. How 
the museum will go about working with non-heteronormative content depends on the 
problematics of labelling. This includes how fixed identities can become more fluid in 
terms of permanent gallery label limits. Parkinson concluded that labelling might be 
useful to help people find an identity for another generation or so, but that it will hope-
fully be rendered unnecessary someday in the not too distant future. As I have previ-
ously discussed on the subject of queer theory, choices aren't always free or easy, but 
crucial for the museum to discuss in instances where breaking down paradigm is re-
quired to develop sustainable and inclusive museological practices. 

                                                
109 For example, according to the following article, the original trail used ‘same sex desire’ because the aim 
was to use terminology appropriate for all periods and cultures, and because the phrase ‘LGBT’ wasn’t trans-
parent enough for “most visitors to the British Museum’s web-site”. Parkinson (2015), “A Little Gay History 
from Ancient Egypt to the modern museum: a personal view”, p. 4. Courtesy of the author who has not yet had 
this article published.     
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The British Museum is working on breaking down heteronormative paradigms 
by for example placing Hadrian and Antinous’ busts together. The label states that 
they were lovers, without diving into cultural concepts of gender and sexuality.110 
Presenting the facts in this manner might not seem like a dramatic gesture. Grant-
ing Hadrian and Antinous’ relationship a sense of normalcy rather than stigma 
proves the opposite. It goes a long way in combating the kind of latent homopho-
bic, heteronormative filters and narratives that have guided how Western museums 
present information and knowledge to the public. According to critical theory, our 
knowledge about the world is made up of contextual constructions of reality. Mu-
seums are becoming more interested in highlighting who and what constructs these 
‘opinions’ of reality. Because language is an important factor in how reality is per-
ceived, it also has great critical and emancipatory potential to normalize a subject.  

For Parkinson, a presence in permanent galleries is the priority for LGBTQ 
content. That way LGBTQ content becomes embedded, and cannot easily be re-
versed. What is alarming to him about A Little Gay History is how important it 
remains. When asked if that's because he didn't think it would be as groundbreak-
ing as it turned out to be, he replied that it's just a little gift book. “We couldn't 
have got a groundbreaking book through. We could get a little gift book through, 
and we did. I was fully aware of what I hoped it would do. And it has done that. I 
think I'm just rather surprised it has done it to such an extent that people are still 
asking for the anecdotal history”.111 This illustrates how this project had a surpris-
ingly big impact not in terms of the subject matter being ‘hidden’ per se, but rather 
because it had been avoided until that point; no one had seemingly dared to pro-
pose a similar idea or even assumed that there would be enough material to base a 
project like this on. Therefore, this project paved the way and defied taboos that 
seemed very unnecessary and ill informed to begin with.112  
 
2.2.2 Some activity-based observations 

 
I attended the Love throughout history event. Viewing the program in advance, I was 
impressed by the variety of activities, workshops and talks. As Laura Phillips men-
tioned a few days earlier, the museum had relied on external collaborators for ideas 
and suggestions. Even with a small budget, they managed to cover a lot of ground in 
a makeshift kind of way. The evening included a wide range of subjects all relating 

                                                
110 Relating to this are texts available on the British Museum's website about Hadrian's life. One text entitled 
An emperor in love states that “Ancient sources make it very clear that Hadrian formed a homosexual relation-
ship with a young Greek male called Antinous (...). A Roman man was free to choose sexual partners of either 
gender and there is no word for homosexuality in Latin.” British Museum website > explore > themes > lead-
ers and rulers > Hadrian > Life and legacy [2016-04-04]. A photo of the busts of Hadrian and Antinous was 
chosen for the cover of A Little Gay History.  
111 From interview with Richard B. Parkinson, 2016-02-12. 
112 Author’s own opinion.  
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to LGBTQ history. Although the events were crowded, it still felt very intimate and 
personal because they were hosted by people who were very passionate about their 
work. The activities all took place between 18.30-20.30. Because the events were 
scattered throughout the museum and activites also overlapped one another, it was 
very hard to experience each and every one with the time allocated for these events. 
I aimed to attend activities as different from each other as possible, taking place in 
various parts of the museum. Because they were spread out, I might have been able 
to experience a higher number of activities if I had focused on the ones located 
around the Great Hall. Instead, I wanted to observe how the activities I did attend 
related to the different departments of the museum. A talk about same-sex desire in 
ancient Egypt (in galleries which looked rather traditional in their layout with majes-
tic steles and archaeological artefacts) encouraged attendees to appreciate the more 
subversive nature of questioning how and what histories get to be represented in the 
museum space. Another talk about LGBTQ archives taking place in a rather librari-
an part of the museum invited listeners to sit down and think about the difference 
they can make by taking part in making these archives visible to the public. The 
Great Hall functioned as a hub where a number of workshops, talks and performanc-
es took place. Anyone walking through could see something was happening. People 
would gather and listen to various talks and presentations around the museum. Even 
those who were not here specifically for an LGBTQ event have also dropped by 
until each even space filled up. I noticed a fairly mixed audience in terms of age, 
gender, and ethnic background. Overall, the acitivites and the audience were equally 
diverse. Visitors seemed excited about being invited to participate in negotiation of 
cultural values and narractives in the musem. Many speakers encouraged the guests 
to engage in ongoing and future projects within and outside of the musem. The mu-
seum functioned as a platform for participatory exploration of its collections. The 
activities displayed an open attitude to who could participate, co-produce and medi-
ate their contents. One could point out that some of the activities might have seemed 
physically inaccessible in that they were spread out across the museum, and because 
took a little while by foot to get from one place to another. However, the activities I 
attended were all wheelchair accessible, albeit slightly far apart. The events were 
inspired by a queer theoretical mentality; impossible to define by any one character-
istic and therefore often contested. As Phillips had expressed earlier, the museum 
wants to actively involve visitors’ lived experiences as resources. I propose that per-
haps the museum is finally acknowledging its heteronormative bias, and beginning 
to (re)negotiate historical narratives. 
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2.3 Case study: The Wallace Collection   
The Wallace Collection stands apart from the other museums in this study for sev-
eral reasons: although it is now a national museum (with a focus on art and visual 
culture) like the others, it's founded on the private collection of artworks amassed 
in the 18th and 19th centuries by the first four Marquesses of Hertford and Sir 
Richard Wallace, the son of the 4th Marquess. Sir Richard's widow, Lady Wallace, 
bequeathed the collection to the British nation in 1897.113 The museum represents a 
combination of a very wealthy family's fancies and fetishes, as well as those fash-
ionable works of art they would have been advised to invest in at the time. Since 
the bequest, nothing has been added to the collection, whereas the British Museum 
and the V&A still acquire artefacts.  

I initially contacted the museum based on the criteria that it is a national art 
museum located in London, with free admission to its permanent galleries. I had 
no prior knowledge of LGBTQ projects organized by the museum. I was curious 
whether they did anything at all, and how the factor of keeping the collections in-
tact and unchanged over time might affect working with different themes within 
the collection. The person who responded to my email told me that for the past 
three years, the Wallace has programmed one annual evening event for LGBT His-
tory month. Since 2012 they have also put on smaller LGBTQ events. The first 
few LGBTQ themed talks and events were oversubscribed, so the museum asked 
artist Sadie Lee to curate an evening event which would fit a larger audience. For 
this case study I interviewed one permanent member of staff at the Wallace Collec-
tion, as well as one external freelancer and artist who has curated the LGBTQ 
evening events for the past few years. I also attended Look Out At The Wallace 
Collection, the Wallace's “third annual LGBTQI History month extravaganza”.114  

It should also be said that the Wallace’s director is due to leave his position as 
head of the museum, and take up a job at Hamburger Kunsthalle in October 2016. As 
with the British Museum, it is therefore difficult to guess at how the museum’s work 
with LGBTQ themes will develop, and whether the directorate will support it.115  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
113 The Wallace Collection website > The Collection [2016-04-05].  
114 As described on the Yplan website > London > look out at the Wallace collection [2016-01-30].  
115 While searching for a new director, the collection will be cared for by António Horta-Osório, Chairman of 
the Wallace Collection. The Wallace Collection website > Behind the Scenes > Director, Dr Christoph 
Vogtherr, to leave the Wallace Collection [2016-05-10].   
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2.3.1 Interviews  
 

Education and target audiences  
 

Anne Fay responded to the initial email I sent out to several members of staff at 
the Wallace Collection. When she became head of education at the museum and 
the museum director, Christoph Vogtherr (an openly gay man, as described by 
Fay) started in his position in 2011, Fay was interested in doing some LGBT relat-
ed events at the museum, because it was an audience that hadn't been targeted be-
fore. Of course, one could say that this would have been an audience that came to 
the museum anyway, however it wasn't an audience that had been specifically tar-
geted or catered for until that point. It seemed important for Fay to point out that 
Vogtherr was not interested in reinterpreting artworks from a queer perspective if 
there was no factual basis for it. Whenever Vogtherr gave talks on LGBTQ sub-
jects, it related to people and stories that might not be so well known, but nonethe-
less based on facts rather than fiction and/or rumour.116 The Wallace's motivation 
for working with non-heteronormative content relates mainly to diversifying audi-
ences. Fay seemed to think that although this is something they have started work-
ing with relatively recently; there are no limitations to what can be done, as long as 
it's got a factual basis. Because the museum director is openly gay, Fay suggested 
that decision-making processes run more smoothly. I inquired if it would have tak-
en longer to start working with non-heteronormative content if the director had not 
been openly gay. Fay said that this wouldn't necessarily have been the case. She 
saw it as an area that hadn't been explored before, and her role in the education 
department meant she would want to do something anyway. At the same time, she 
thought that it certainly helped to have a director who was interested in doing 
something on this theme.   

Fay suggested, that having a permanent collection that never gets added to 
means that the Wallace has an opportunity to focus their time and attention on re-
searching artefacts already in the collections. Fay herself seemed certain that the 
museum wouldn't actively withhold histories that were part of an object, and that it's 
important to bring up difficult and/or challenging discussions whenever relevant. 
Speculating along the lines of intersectionality, she pondered whether curators from 
a different background other than the white middle class now represented among the 
curatorial staff would uncover different interpretations of objects. I would argue that 
just as decision-making processes have to become more inclusive and non-
hierarchical, representation within different departments also requires thought. 

                                                
116 My informant exemplified with a talk that Vogtherr did about Louis XIV's younger brother Monsieur 
(1640-1701), who was a famous cross-dresser at the time, and about different perceptions of love and sexuality 
in the 18th and 17th century. From interview with Anne Fay, 2016-02-11. 
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The Wallace asked the artist Sadie Lee to curate their LGBTQ events because 
they didn't assume to have the theoretical and / or practical tools to do it them-
selves. This is another example of an intersectional approach to curating, which 
helps the museum avoid obliviously making decisions based on heterosexuality as 
the norm, as may otherwise be the case. As Fay put it;  

Programming LGBTQ events is not something that we would presume to go ahead and do 
ourselves. Because, one, we wouldn't know who to ask to come and be part of the event, and 
two, it would end up being one of our other types of lates, and it wouldn't feel as... authentic. 
[...] I couldn't presume to know how to curate for that audience.117  
 

Community consultation is considered as key from the museum's perspective. 
When I inquired about some of the terminology used by Sadie Lee to introduce the 
event, Fay said that Lee might be able to say certain things that she herself could 
not, because Lee identifies as being part of that community. As touched upon in 
previous interviews, I suggest that this mentality of not presuming to put on exhi-
bitions without community consultation is a fairly recent phenomenon in the mu-
seum sphere. Utilizing museum spaces in this way can empower a more diverse 
audience, as well as overcome discrimination based on current and historical social 
norms and cultural appropriation. Gender theory can assist museums in explaining 
how social norms shape individual behavior and create meaning, by encouraging 
the museum [staff] to identify their own normative assumptions that may influence 
their behavior and priorities. Ideally, the museums will become more intersectional 
in their approach to diversity, understood through gender theoretical methods and 
influenced by postcolonialism and queer theory. This could be in the shape of de-
veloping more contextual research on artefacts, updating object files, and encour-
aging museum visitors to interact not only with displays themselves but also reflect 
on how normative museum standards promote certain perspectives on history and 
art, by making for example curatorial choices more transparent.  

In terms of discrimination and privileges viewed from an intersectional stand-
point, Fay agreed that it can be difficult to work with non-heteronormative content. 
The community the museum is trying to reach in this instance is challenging be-
cause it is so diverse and consists of individuals who identify as more than specific 
sexualities and genders. Also, the gender identification or sexual orientation of the 
artist is not necessarily reflected in the art housed at the museum either because 
patrons commissioned much of it. The way Fay sees it,  

The idea that artwork is made for the artists to express themselves is very much a 20th century 
notion. I think we are different from a lot of contemporary museums where you would get a 
split between what the art is about and what it's trying to say, what message it's trying to con-
vey, and obviously a lot of people do, you know, you can come here and you can look at some 
of our artwork and you can put a queer... interpretation on it, the same way you could put a 

                                                
117 From interview with Anne Fay, 2016-02-11. 
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marxist interpretation on it or the same way you can put a feminist interpretation on it, but... it 
doesn't necessarily mean that.118  
 

Working with Sadie Lee for the LGBTQ events has been ideal for the museum ac-
cording to Fay, because Lee is mindful of what can and can't be done in the galleries. 
While some might find these constraints difficult, Fay seemed positive that Lee under-
stood how to make the most of it.  

Budget constraints are a common excuse for why there isn't more LGBTQ pro-
gramming in museums. Fay pointed out how it's easier to advertise events when there 
is a national LGBTQ festival going on. Fay blamed financial matters and budget cuts 
for having to introduce a charge to events that used to be free. As she sees it, it's not 
about trying to capitalize on the pink pound but rather a means to keep the events go-
ing even though they run at a loss.119 The Wallace has to raise £2 million each year, so 
the museum has to be inventive in order to survive. Museums are also unlikely to re-
ceive significant governmental funding unless they do more for their audiences.120 
LGBTQ events show how the Wallace is catering to a more diverse crowd. This may 
also help to increase profits. As my study shows, I conclude that the ideal seems to be 
a balance between commercial and sociocultural aspects. 

Even though the visitors to the LGBTQ event I attended at the Wallace was mostly 
white middle class, Fay agreed that it was also a more contemporary audience than the 
museum's traditional patrons. Thus, one long-term effect of these events is attracting an 
audience who may not have visited the museum otherwise. I therefore suggest that these 
events serve a purpose of representation and empowerment. They also encourage ‘new’ 
audiences to come back and explore the museum. Developing intersectional strategies 
can make the museum more accessible to audiences of all ages by analyzing museum 
practices as embedded in social life. This is useful because the Wallace wants to attract 
millennials in general, not just LGBTQ visitors.121 These events appeal to an audience 
who wants to engage in social as well as educational activities. It's about “people be-
coming aware of the museum, and enjoying themselves, learning something, and going 
away from this experience spreading the word”.122  

Fay is optimistic about doing LGBTQ events at [art] museums, because the 
‘regular’ museum audience might get exposed to something they would never get 
exposed to otherwise. This ‘clash of worlds’ and notion of crossover audiences 
was something Fay spoke of enthusiastically. The museum can be utilized as a 
participatory meeting point that a Wallace Collection pop-up event in a gay club 
could not. With this example, Fay meant that in a gay club scenario, you might 

                                                
118 From interview with Anne Fay, 2016-02-11. 
119 To clarify, ‘the pink pound’ or ‘pink money’ refers to the purchasing / economical power of the gay community.  
120 Again, the shift from the ‘old’ museological focus on the curatorial role as an ultimate authority, to the 
‘new’ museological focus on the potential of audiences becomes apparent.  
121 “Millennials” defined as those born after 1980, the first generation to come of age in the new millennium. 
122 From interview with Anne Fay, 2016-02-11. 
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reach a ‘new’ audience in terms of gay clubbers, whereas you wouldn't reach any 
of the ‘traditional Wallace Collection audience’. This multifaceted museum audi-
ence is not a new phenomenon in itself. However, the [mainstream] museum has 
not until recently seemed interested in inviting this diverse audience to collabo-
rate.123 I wonder, does this lead to more open-mindedness and acceptance? Do we 
need to highlight differences in order to demonstrate that we are all ultimately hu-
man? Are these museums thinking in terms of post-gayness without putting it into 
words or integrating it as a philosophical mission?  

It makes the Wallace look good to attract a wide audience through these 
events. In line with this approach, I suggest that highlighting the diversity of mu-
seum visitors is an important factor in developing strategies for the future. The 
current focus on visibility would ideally lead to a more integrationist approach to 
museums as social spaces. What the audiences can do for the museum seems 
equally important to what the museum can do for its audiences. Queer theoretical 
methods of curating LGBTQ events in the museum serve a dual role in empower-
ing historically underrepresented individuals as well as educating visitors from 
various communities.  

As Fay viewed it, it would be ‘fascinating’ if the museum discovered some 
sort of queer nature to one of their objects. It's not something that they are actively 
seeking out. At the same time, according to Fay, if somebody did research on an 
object from a queer angle, it would be included in its object file and be used for 
interpretation as long as it was properly substantiated. I would argue that applying 
queer theoretical interpretations of objects signify nonnormativity. This approach 
can contribute to an increase in inclusive interpretation and research, while com-
bating latent homophobic fear and ignorance.   

During interviews I have inquired why non-heteronormative projects in main-
stream museums haven't been initiated earlier. The responses vary. I was told that 
the theoretical tools and a general sense of support were lacking. Fay told me that 
there wouldn't necessarily have been any opposition (internally, or from the direc-
torate) for the past 10-15 years. In addition to worries about how it would affect 
the museum's reputation, departments such as public engagement, learning and 
visitor services are fairly recent phenomena. Changing government agendas also 
play a part. As mentioned, the museums are expected to address a diverse audience 
in order to get their grant and financial aid. Agreeing with my own views on the 
shift from ‘old’ to ‘new’ museum practices, Fay spoke of the increased focus on 
visitors and their experience of the collection. She said;  

                                                
123 To clarify, I base this assumption on my own research, mainly in terms of tracing LGBTQ related activity 
in the museums involved in my study. When I write that this multifaceted museum audience isn’t a new phe-
nomenon, I simply mean that LGBTQ people have of course always existed, and therefore, very likely have 
frequented museums just as non-LGBTQ identified visitors have.  
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I think museums are vitally important for wellbeing, and everyone should know and feel like 
they are welcome here, cause it's their collection. I mean, they pay for it. And I don't want to 
be in a situation where anyone would feel that they couldn't walk through our front doors and 
not feel welcomed. That might be because they may not feel intellectually up to it, or they feel 
that their histories are not being... represented, or they feel that they're shouted at for being 
loud... I think museums have come a long way in changing that perspective... Obviously, some 
people would prefer to go back to when we had 200.000 rather than 425.000 visitors each 
year, cause you'd wander through the galleries almost entirely by yourself. And there is some-
thing really magical and spiritual about... that connection with the art. But you know, we have 
to... adapt. In a way, it's better that more people get to see it and enjoy it than a select few.124  

 
In a not too distant future, ideally LGBTQ themes would be incorporated in main-
stream interpretations rather being considered as optional. As Parkinson also 
touched upon when speaking about integrationist perspectives, Fay spoke of how 
there is still a place for targeted events. I propose that this demand might not go 
away so easily just as something becomes more accepted in mainstream contexts. 
People will likely continue to get together based on similar interests, whether that 
would have something to do with gender, sexuality, national or ethnic identity, or 
age. I agree that niches serve important functions too.  

Trying to find a balance between bringing in new audiences and retaining the 
audiences you already have is a main concern for museums like the Wallace Col-
lection. As Fay perceived it, this is what makes working in a museum interesting. 
In the grand scheme of things and in the history of museums, it hasn't been long 
since London art museums first started working with non-heteronormative content. 
As society becomes more accepting of the LGBTQ community, this is increasingly 
reflected in museums. How much more time is needed is hard to say. In my inter-
view with Fay we touched upon how complicated it can be to address such a di-
verse community with its own norms and outsiders. For example, depending on if 
you’re asking an intersex or transgender person about what they would like to see 
in the museums in terms of representation, you're going to get very different re-
sponses. There isn't always necessarily any one unifying political agenda that eve-
ryone in such a diverse community can agree upon. I would definitely argue that 
this community is more than ‘just different’ from some sort of universally 
straight/heteronormative mainstream majority.  

 
Art and museum education  

 
Sadie Lee is an artist and museum educator. She is a resident artist at the National 
Portrait Gallery in London (NPG, where she has worked for 18 years), the driving 
force behind the NPG's “Queer Perspectives” programme series, and the curator of 
the Wallace LGBTQ events. The first time I heard of her work in museums was 

                                                
124 From interview with Anne Fay, 2016-02-11. 
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when I stumbled upon one of the NPG's “Queer Perspectives” events.125 After some 
research I discovered that she was the artist curating the LGBTQ History month 
event at the Wallace Collection. At both the NPG and the Wallace, Lee has worked 
with incorporating the acronym LGBTQI+. Therefore, this will be used when writ-
ing about this interview.126 Lee is an award-winning British figurative painter. Her 
work explores and challenges notions around the representation of women in art, 
gender, sexuality and the aging body. In 1992, her double portrait ERECT was 
exhibited at the BP Award portrait competition at the NPG. The painting was also 
used to advertise the entire exhibition. A lot of her work touches on themes of pho-
torealistic androgyny and queer sexuality. I was curious to find out more about her 
motivation to work with interventions in museum spaces.  

Lee agreed that working with non-heteronormative content seems to be op-
tional for museums due to lack of official guidelines. I would guess that she based 
this opinion on having worked in museum environments for many years and put-
ting together a number of projects herself, as no one else would, or could, due to 
lack of guidelines. It's in the interest of museums and galleries to target LGBTQI+ 
audiences, but how it gets implemented varies depending on the institution. Queer 
theoretical methods can prove useful for museums. It encourages actively ques-
tioning heteronormative standards while at the same time opening up to more sub-
versive interpretation.  

Lee said that her introduction to working at the education department and the 
NPG was ‘through the backdoor’. In 2007, she was approached by the Gallery to 
put together a tour looking at the collection from an LGBTQI+ perspective. This 
was initiated by Sumi Ghose, who was then running the Gallery's public program-
ming. As Lee understood it, it was his personal idea, which was encouraged by the 
NPG. Ghose then approached Lee as well as the writer Shaun Levin, to do a talk 
based on their own interests. It started off in this low-key manner. With time, Lee 
kept doing performances, talks, and film screenings on her own, accompanied by 
various guests. Lee seems relatively free to do her own programming for these 
events that still run regularly.127 Similarly to what other informants have said, Lee 
thinks it's difficult to work with non-heteronormative content in an official context 
at the museum because there have never been any guidelines. She thinks that much 
has to be speculative by necessity because evidence and documentation is often 
                                                
125 This event, which was a film screening, took place on 4 February, 2016.  
From the NPG past event archive website: “In celebration of LGBT History Month, join the host of the Gal-
lery's Queer Perspectives programme, artist Sadie Lee, as she introduces a screening of one of her favourite 
films of recent years, The Duke of Burgundy.” National Portrait Gallery website > What's On > Queer Perspec-
tives: Screening of the Duke of Burgundy [2016-04-07].  
126 In chapter one, I have explained why I am generally using the acronym LGBTQ throughout this study, and 
how this does not by any means exclude I+ for example.  
127 She said so herself when I asked her during our interview, on the subject of what instructions she would 
receive from other permanent members of staff at the NPG in regards to these events. From interview with 
Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 



 
54 

lacking. Lee wondered rhetorically, if that means that you can't claim something as 
a queerly identified thing by contemporary interpretation. This is an ongoing de-
bate, one in which I would argue that personal relevance plays an important part in 
deconstructing discourses through queer and critical theoretical reflection. Lee 
thought that “Queer Perspectives” has paved the way for LGBTQI+ activities in 
other museums, even though it's not always acknowledged. Interpreting queer ob-
ject identities without official supporting documentation is a gray area. I suggest 
this may particularly be the case with cultural and historical institutions such as 
museums, which are traditionally based on rigorous research, empirical and ‘scien-
tific’ knowledge.128 Perhaps, I find, that means that someone like Lee is given more 
artistic freedom than a museum academic would. Regardless, the museums are in 
the early stages of working with LGBTQI+ content.  

In Lee's opinion, it is important for museums to train and educate staff on the 
subject of non-heteronormative content.129 This way, staff can interact more sensi-
tively without judgment when addressing visitors or answering questions. I pro-
pose that an open approach to identity would create a more welcoming and inclu-
sive atmosphere. From a critical/queer theoretical standpoint, I suggest that these 
seemingly simplistic methods change the museum's cultural makeup, and how the 
museum reflects society. When Lee organized training, she noticed that staff at the 
NPG had many questions around these subjects. She explained:  

A lot of things came up that had to do with toilets, and language... How to address people. 
They [the staff] weren't sure what gender or what pronoun they should use so we talked about 
appropriate language... A lot of it was just common sense but reassuring people or trying to 
find alternative ways or saying things that may, in an attempt to be polite, actually offend peo-
ple. Some of those terms are quite outdated and unnecessary, and just saying ‘hello, how can I 
help you?’ is much better than saying ‘hello, sir’, or ‘hello, madam’... You know, it's not really 
necessary to declare what somebody is when they come to the information desk.130  
 

The importance of language and terminology cannot be understated. Things that 
Lee would deem ‘common sense’ might not be self-explanatory to all museum 
staff. Therefore, I conclude that staff training is probably as important as commu-
nity participation. Museum staff needs to understand why things such as neutral 
language are important, and how to sustain these practices in the long run. In short, 
it is important to make all kinds of visitor diversity feel welcomed and encouraged, 
and develop a neutral and non-discriminatory language. I argue that this is some-
thing that doesn’t demand the same kind of budget and time frame as for example 
a complete update of collection information and database terminology might do.  

                                                
128 This was echoed by for example Laura Phillips. The reason I put ‘scientific’ in single quotation marks is 
because this type of knowledge production has historically been extremely elitist and based on the findings of 
some select few individuals.  
129 As discussed during interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
130 From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20.  
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Some museums seem to have an idea about ‘diversifying’ their audiences by 
doing something ‘for the gays’ (as if LGBTQI+ people weren't visitors already). 
Intersectionally speaking, by addressing specific minority groups, I propose that 
these activities can also make a difference for other underrepresented communi-
ties; it creates accessibility for a more diverse audience overall.131 When it comes to 
re-contextualizing works within collections, Lee thinks that it's important to allow 
for open interpretation. Objects shouldn't be labelled as queer just for the sake of 
representation. However, if there was ever a possibility that an LGBTQ perspec-
tive existed, it shouldn't be ignored.  

Just allowing that dialogue to take place seems like common sense to me. We're only getting 
half the picture. And it will normalize these things and make it easier for us to talk about it. 
Quite frankly, I think it's time that we aren't so embarassed and awkward talking about these 
things, and everybody will have a much more rich and rewarding understanding of what these 
things possibly were about.132  
 

Considering the subversive character of queer, taking away the focus on sexuality 
and sexual experience and use it as a more fluid term, makes it difficult to define 
(due to its social constructedness). As an artist, Lee finds this fascinating, although 
she acknowledges it must be an institutional nightmare. Working with queer and 
LGBTQI+ content is complicated because museums work with the classification of 
things, and an object is never just one thing. From gender and queer theoretical 
viewpoints, it is obvious to me in my own interpretation that social constructions will 
always influence how museums work due to their institutional structure. However, I 
would also propose that museological practices are becoming increasingly self-
reflective. More fluid and nonnormative categories are being developed.  

In an article that Parkinson wrote about A Little Gay History, he mentioned that 
it is important for members of specific communities (such as the LGBTQI+ commu-
nity) to get involved because their intellectual authority allows them to implement 
non-heteronormative projects in an efficient manner.133 I asked Lee if she thought 
this is limiting, having to out oneself professionally, or labelling one's work too spe-
cifically. As she makes a living off her art, Lee replied that it's a win-win if you can 
present your work to a wider audience without selling out.  “I think you can get a 
chip on your shoulder if you feel that you are tokenistic, a pawn in someone else's 
game like that. It depends on how much you want to succeed and how important it is 
to you just to stay true to what your original political goal was”.134  

Lee spoke of how there is sometimes a slight dumbing down in the language 
that accompanies LGBTQI+ museum events due to a fear that it may seem dry 
                                                
131 Laura Phillips had a similar attitude to community representation and the difference it may make for various groups.  
132 From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
133 Loosely referencing Parkinson (2015), “A Little Gay History from Ancient Egypt to the modern museum: a 
personal view”, p. 14. Courtesy of the author who has not yet had this article published. 
134 From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
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otherwise. To make an event feel more attractive and special, the language might 
be adapted. This way, an event can seem more inviting and less intimidating. It 
also makes the event seem special in comparison to everything else the city has to 
offer. As Lee saw it, the feeling that these events are special and catered to a spe-
cific target audience is important, because the LGBTQI+ community has histori-
cally been victimized and discriminated against. These things might be easier for 
someone like Lee, who identifies as part of this community, to talk openly about 
than it would be for well-meaning heteronormative museum staff trying to be po-
litically correct (in relation to this, I would like to remind the reader of the act of 
“othering”, which I mentioned in chapter one). Lee also thought it was important 
that the (soon to leave) openly gay director of the Wallace was supposed to be part 
of the event by doing a talk. He ended up having to cancel due to illness. His pres-
ence as official decision maker could have contributed to the feeling that 
LGBTQI+ events matter to the museum and can feed into ongoing processes. As 
expressed by Parkinson and Lee in our interviews, the explicit support of the direc-
torate is vital to incorporate non-heteronormative content in the museum.135  

Lee is of the opinion that these events have great potential to influence the 
workings of the museum. Referring again to the NPG, where she has been imple-
menting non-heteronormative themes for a longer time than at the Wallace, Lee 
optimistically spoke of how the interpretation and labeling of objects now attempt 
to reflect more open readings, even if it's taking a while to creep through. “I'd quite 
like there to be some kind of legacy of the events that are happening now. I think 
that we'll probably look back on these events and find that they're slightly quaint... 
You know, and hopefully things will move probably at quite an alarming rate 
where we can't believe that we were quite so clunky”.136 Although these LGBTQ 
museum events have good intentions, Lee would like to get rid of this “tokenistic 
LGBT History month thing”.137 I would argue that currently, they exist to prove 
that a lot of work remains for many museums. LGBTQI+ content should exist 
throughout the ‘normal’ program, rather than as inadverted one-off, slightly pat-
ronizing events. As suggested by Hall’s gender theory in chapter one, and my own 
analysis, historical cultural contexts of discrimination need to be challenged. 
‘New’ target audiences should not only be addressed as compensation for histori-
cally heteronormative oppression. I suggest that it is equally important to work 
with crossover audiences. As summarized by Lee; “these stories offer an interest-
ing way of looking at something, and shouldn't just be applied to people once or 
twice a year... It should be part of our life”.138  

                                                
135 These informants were not the only ones, however for the sake of referencing: From interview with Richard 
B. Parkinson, 2016-02-12, and from interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
136 From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
137 From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
138 From interview with Sadie Lee, 2016-02-20. 
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2.3.2 Some activity-based observations 
 
“Specially chosen artists celebrate and explore LGBTQI past and present inspired 
by the treasures of the Wallace Collection”. 139 Some examples of the evening’s 
activities include a concert in the Great Gallery, an orchestra playing in the 
cortyard restaurant, a makeover station, life drawing, and several talks. Attending 
the event was not free. These events run at a loss and that's the main reason for the 
£10 charge. I did not find out what the budget for the event was, or how much the 
performers would have been compensated. The museum has previously hosted a 
number of free events on various themes (I know this because I discussed it with 
Fay, and I have attended several myself). Tickets could be booked in advance or 
purchased at the door. The event had mainly been advertised through online chan-
nels and the Wallace's partners, such as Yplan.140 This is a conscious effort to at-
tract more millennials, rather than the museum's ‘traditional audiences’ (who are 
perceived as slightly older), hinting at a postmodern approach to inclusivity as well 
as income-generating methods. The audience, as far as my general impression 
went, seemed made up of people in their twenties, and people in their fifties or 
above. Overall, I would consider the audience mostly white middle class, perhaps 
more contemporary than on a regular day. As a millennial living on student financ-
es, £10 seems like a reasonable charge for a special event hosted by the museum, 
with so many activities included. Then again, the other events I attended for LGBT 
History month were free of charge.  

I was able to attend a larger amount of activities during this event because the 
Wallace Collection is smaller than the British Museum. Also, the event went on for 
longer (from 18.30 to 21.30). During Fingersnap's concert in the main gallery on 
the top floor, live music was intermixed with art historical tidbits from the singer, 
reflecting on the developing research on paintings hanging in the gallery. The 
space was granted a sense of modern relevance through the music, even though 
everything had been carefully planned out to not disturb the artworks. There was a 
sense of intimacy and gratitude. I wasn’t the first or only one to point out that with 
the often over the top, slightly garish decorations at the museum, it does possess a 
certain amount of camp potential.141 The evening was a show and tell of possibility 
and promise as much as an ambitious cabaret performance. The singing drag queen 
Virgin Xtravaganzah took a moment between performances to marvel at the oppor-
tunity ‘to do something like this’ in a place such as the Wallace Collection. The 
                                                
139 Yplan website > London > look out at the Wallace collection [2016-01-30]. 
140 Yplan is a mobile-first event discovery and booking service.  
141 The expression ‘camp’ in this context refers to stereotypical, kitschy ideals and/or effeminate ways of mani-
festing gayness. According to Wikipedia, the term and its meaning derives from the French term ‘se camper’ 
meanng “to pose in an exaggerated fashion”, which, at the time period during which the Wallace Collection 
was amassed, wouldn’t necessarily have been associated with [male] homosexuality. English Wikipedia > 
search term: camp (style) [2016-06-16].  
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Virgin didn't seem to be the only one almost humbled by the experience of per-
forming in such a traditional art museum space. Then again, what heteronormative 
filters on the art itself has decided that it can't be open to interpretation anyway?  

To be a bit cynical in my approach, this event could be considered a success in 
terms of charming the intended audience (was this extra effort made to catch up on 
lost opportunities in the past, or a conscious attempt to target previously over-
looked audiences?). What I don't necessarily see is how all of this - the masquer-
ade/baroque-inspired makeup- and hair workshop, the orchestra in the bar area 
playing instrumental renditions of pop songs, and the ‘scandalous’ people with 
their ‘sensational’ life stories being referred to by the museum's tour guides - ties 
in with a norm critical approach to the museum's collection at large. Special events 
can be hosted in collaboration with singing drag queens as much as they can be 
hosted in collaboration with an international bank or other organizations.142 It's a 
cosy atmosphere, sure. However, low key activities such as the DJ spinning vinyls 
in the upstairs foyer, and the badge workshop in the basement, demonstrated how 
the collection could be utilized as a social playground and inspiration. This mixture 
of activities appeals to the diversity of the target audience. Already displaying cer-
tain queer theoretical tendencies in terms of wanting to render the collections 
available to everyone and open to interpretation (to a certain extent, on a factual 
basis), the museum demonstrates that it is willing to renegotiate its functions along 
with what it can and wants to offer to the public. 

 2.4 Case study: The Victoria & Albert Museum    
The museum's LGBTQ Working Group, founded in 2008, has paved the way in 
developing methodologies for working with non-heteronormative content in muse-
ums. They organize museum tours, workshops, talks and other activities. The offi-
cial webpage “LGBTQ Histories in the V&A” states that;  

The museum's collections contain a vast range of objects that relate to Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, and Queer histories and concerns. The Museum's LGBTQ Working Group unearths 
previously hidden or unknown LGBTQ histories in the collections and aims to facilitate under-
standing of LGBTQ identities and histories through research, events, discussion and debate.143  

 
LGBTQ related activities and projects go on more actively throughout the year at 
the V&A than they do at the British Museum or the Wallace Collection. Increas-
ingly, the Working Group seems to have an influence on the museum as they are 
becoming better known. Collaborations within and beyond the museum seem like 
a big ambition, based on my interviews (so more about this a little later on). In 

                                                
142 Especially if they lease the space for private events as this can generate a lot of well needed revenue for the museum. 
143 Victoria & Albert museum website > page > LGBTQ histories in the V&A [2016-04-08].  
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addition, their blog inspires museums and scholars all over the world, not just in 
the U.K.144 Because the V&A’s LGBTQ Working Group is fairly well established 
by now, others look to them for inspiration and methodological tools. I was intro-
duced to the work of the LGBTQ Working Group at the V&A in 2014. For this 
year's national LGBT History Month festival, the museum hosted a full day of 
events exploring a range of LGBTQ history topics, for example, book talks, de-
bates, and film screenings.145  
 
2.4.1 Interviews  

 
The LGBTQ Working Group and curatorship 

 
Zorian Clayton is Assistant Curator in the Prints section of the Word & Image de-
partment at the V&A, as well as co-chair of the LGBTQ Working Group. On the 
subject of the founding of the Working Group, Clayton said, “we started doing it 
for our enjoyment, and because we felt it was important. And it needed to happen 
anyway”. 146 Clayton was one of my initial points of contact, and introduced me to 
my second V&A informant. Generally, Clayton thought that it's only in the last 
two or three years that the efforts of working with more non-heteronormative con-
tent in the museum has really come together. Most, if not all, of this has happened 
thanks to the LGBTQ Working Group. When we met for a chat, our conversation 
immediately went into the current efforts of the LGBTQ Working Group. Namely, 
integrating LGBTQ inclusive terminology in the cataloguing system. Temporary 
displays and events come and go and Clayton among other informants concluded 
that preserving a legacy can be difficult. Adding 29 terms to the cataloguing sys-
tem has ensured a more tangible change that is harder to undo or take back. As the 
system previously excluded even terms such as gay and lesbian, it would have 
been difficult to update the museum's collections with more information. I argue 
that this type of norm-critical work builds on notions of critical theory that lan-
guage is not natural but systematic (such as mentioned in chapter one apropos 
Foucault). Therefore, it may take some self-reflexive exploration, exemplified by 
Clayton's work, to question and deconstruct traditional standards. The LGBTQ 
Working Group is utilizing their advantage as museum staff to highlight the power 
of language in terms of representation.147 By doing this, the museum's role in pro-

                                                
144 My informant Zorian Clayton exemplified with the following blog post. Clayton (2015), “From Shanghai to 
Sevenoaks – the Denton Welch bequest”, on The Victoria & Albert Museum blog > out in the museum > from 
Shanghai to Sevenoaks [2016-04-01]. 
145 The full list of events can be found on the V&A's and LGBT History month's websites, for example on the LGBT 
History month website > event > LGBT history month national festival 2016 > London hub at V&A [2016-02-01].  
146 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
147 As well as identifying normative structures that have historically discriminated and excluded various 
groups from museum classification systems, and so on.  
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ducing and upholding normative readings is addressed. Clayton as well as Matt 
Smith, my other V&A informant, made connections between racial terminology 
documents and LGBTQ terminology documents (under development), on the sub-
ject of norm critical tools. As well as describing how to work with historical terms 
now deemed inappropriate, these documents suggest politically correct alternatives 
and explain the difference between the two. These documents help to avoid mak-
ing assumptions about content and terminology. For the racial terminology policy doc-
ument, an outside expert/consultant evaluated the museum collections and produced the 
document. For the LGBTQ terminology policy document, this is being done by the internal 
LGBTQ working group. 

The main problem for the LGBTQ Working Group, according to Clayton, is time. 
Clayton and the other co-chair of the network, Dawn Hoskin, hope for more time in 
research and for cataloguing. As long as all official job tasks are completed, Clayton 
told me that the LGBTQ Work Group has always been allowed a couple of hours per 
week to work on ‘their’ projects. A lot of projects and research are still being done in 
the evening and over the weekend. Clayton said that it would be useful if one of them 
(Clayton or Hoskin) were bought out of their current contract for a period of time, so 
they could focus their attention on shaping LGBTQ projects. A private donor who 
wants to fund something LGBTQ related recently contacted the museum’s research 
department. Therefore, the Working Group might soon receive funding to work on a 
policy document. 

The idea of getting some research money, it's going to propel us into another sphere, because 
just to have the paid time to spend all day every day going through the system with names, 
putting it all into the records, doing more research, maybe compiling things for more papers, 
publications, it just makes it all much more accessible, and embedded, and fun. So it's a real 
joy to work on it and be at the forefront of this kind of stuff, 'cause it's a long time coming.148  
  

Like many of my informants, Clayton agreed that museums spur each other on when 
it comes to working with non-heteronormative content. With the 50th anniversary of 
the 1967 decriminalization of homosexuality in 2017, several informants have told 
me that various LGBTQ museum networks are planning projects and events (not 
much of this has been made public yet, which is why I am not going into specifics). 
No museum wants to be left behind. The V&A LGBTQ Working Group is thought 
to be paving the way. It was among the first to add LGBTQ terminology to the cata-
loguing system. This is something they are now sharing the methods of with other, 
smaller institutions. With increased activities and visibility for this kind of work, the 
Working Group gets more positive feedback that proves there is a public demand for 
this development. I conclude that this shows a need and demand, just as Professor 
Parkinson spoke about the increased support for his project at the British Museum. 
Research and exhibition teams across the museum are starting to consult the 
                                                
148 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
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LGBTQ Working Group more often, making the museum seem more genuinely 
inclusive. This may ultimately lead to the incorporation of LGBTQ content and per-
spectives in all sorts of contexts, “getting it right without even thinking”.149 Accord-
ing to Anzaldúa's queer theory, I suggest that this process questions traditional defi-
nitions and creates new meanings, by breaking down paradigm and creating space 
for additional interpretations and terminology.  

We spoke of examples where homoerotic imagery has been included in exhibi-
tions but excluded from explanation on labels. “What people really want to see, is 
that there's no shame in it within the label”.150 According to queer theory, what is 
signified by terms such as ‘heterosexual’ or ‘queer’ will change over time. Sociocul-
turally constructed concepts of gender don't allow for multiple readings. Therefore, I 
argue that some degree of linguistic instability is important in this context. I mean 
that some instability is useful because once the underlying principles that govern the 
meaning of language are identified and analyzed, they can also be questioned and 
continuously developed and negotiated, by tracing the processes of cultural value (as 
I mentioned on the subject of Saussure in chapter one). It may not be a museological 
standard, but I do believe that it can prove useful to allow more experimental read-
ings of artefacts and exhibitions in order for these institutions to attract more diverse 
audiences and remain relevant for some time to come, rather than appearing aged 
and out of touch.  

There is an increasing awareness in the museum of LGBTQ guidelines and the 
existence of the Working Group. This provides ample opportunity for any mem-
bers of staff to contact Clayton or Hoskin with questions about how to present a 
subject. In this way, the efforts of the LGBTQ Working Group have made impacts 
across the museum. More members of staff seem to understand that rather than 
labelling things as ‘gay’ or LGBTQ, norm critical work matters because it opens 
histories and artefacts up to a bigger context. It can also problematize traditional 
cultural values. Rather than sensationalizing LGBTQ content, these efforts have a 
powerful long-term intersectional effect. They affirm the portrayal of a diverse 
range of subjects as equal to one another. Intersectionally speaking, heterosexuali-
ty is becoming less important as a standard measurement. I would suggest that one 
reason this is the case is because of general societal developments in the Western 
world, which means that heterosexuality is becoming less relevant as an identity 
marker. It is still a powerful concept bound up with value judgments (such as cul-
ture at large, as mentioned in chapter one). However, the museological develop-
ments I have identified through my case studies seem more focused on how ques-
tioning this constructed concept relates to other dominating cultural markers, and 

                                                
149 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17.  
150 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
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how the museums can mediate various meanings and interpretations, rather than 
classifying and accepting it as a timeless and universal phenomenon.  

Speaking of the LGBTQ Working Group, Clayton said that it's fairly small. It 
consists of LGBTQ identified as well as straight members of staff who are keen to 
see more diversity across the museum. It should be said, that not all LGBTQ iden-
tified members of staff at the museum are involved in the network either. “It's real 
progress when it's not just people from that demographic [...]. It's positive, wel-
coming, it's for everyone”.151 As Clayton sees it, that's the way it should be, that the 
projects are championed by a diverse group of people. Meaning, that this is rele-
vant to everyone; it is not just a side issue.  

I propose that the museum has an opportunity to increase revenue by focusing 
on ‘new’ target audiences. Still, the events prove that working with non-
heteronormative content in the museum space isn't a niche thing anymore. Events 
are packed and books such as A Little Gay History become top sellers. If anything, 
I mean that this goes to show that there's not enough content available for the pub-
lic to access.  

Clayton was surprised that these norm critical projects weren't initiated earlier 
but is still excited about how things “really have changed in a very visible, very 
tangible way”.152 Relating this to the 2017 anniversary, there seems to be a lot of 
solidarity between the major museums in terms of ‘out’ and proud programming. 
This might encourage further progress, and get LGBTQ content embedded in fu-
ture cataloguing systems and publications. I am of the opinion that embedding 
more non-heteronormative content makes it accessible to everyone without com-
promising on its intellectual history. This way, the museum and its visitors can 
explore social categories, through queer theoretical lenses. For example, this could 
mean that the visitors are encouraged to question assumptions about ‘normalcy’ 
that may otherwise contribute to discriminatory practices. This is as relevant to an 
art museum as it would be to any other type of museum, I argue, because its visi-
tors are all human beings who relate to social norms and can be encouraged to 
move beyond standard practices.  

Just because it's in a case with a label, that's only the tip of the iceberg. The collections are for 
everyone, they're for the nation. So we're supposed to make it easy for people to get into that 
and not make it seem like we're in charge and we're just gonna tell you this thing about it, 
that's a sort of liberating and empowering way that I can come in, for me to interpret it in my 
own way, I think is probably the strongest message of the whole thing.153  
 

Returning to power structures and decision-making processes, Clayton thinks that 
the LGBTQ Working Group has generally been supported. However, the amount 

                                                
151 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
152 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
153 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
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of allocated time for projects depends on their managers. Staff is required to fill 
out annual performance reviews. One of the questions asks how you have assisted 
in diversifying museum audiences. In Clayton's perspective:  

I don't know what a lot of people must put on there, if they don't do the kind of work that we 
do. Because if you do your day-to-day job, and you're just looking at, you know, 18th century 
ceramics, or Tudor woodwork, or something, and that's your speciality, then you're not doing 
anything to diversify the audiences, or for equality. Like, you're just in a tiny realm of academ-
ia related to some kind of craft. Usually, our part of that form is huge, because we do all of 
these events. People are really glad that we do it, but at the same time, we still don't get any 
funding specifically for that.154  
 

The museum's high turnover of staff remains a concern for the LGBTQ Working 
Group. As employees come and go, it is essential to permanently incorporate non-
heteronormative content in the museum's mission. “We're trying to get it into the 
records so it can't be removed, and it doesn't matter if I'm still at the museum or 
not, because if it's in the record, then that's it. It's in there”.155 Again, educating staff 
on all levels of the museum and encouraging them to contribute ensures continu-
ous support and influence of the LGBTQ Working Group. Clayton pointed out 
how some members of staff were hesitant to join the network, unsure if it would 
benefit their careers. Once they realize that working with diversifying museum 
audiences could be advantageous to their careers, they may do it for that reason if 
nothing else (as suggested by Clayton). The motivations to work on these projects 
vary. It all contributes to how the museum works with non-heteronormative con-
tent in the long run. “If it wasn't through people, it being important to the people 
that work here, like me, Matt [Smith], and Dawn [Hoskin], and everyone, then it 
wouldn't trickle down, it wouldn't filter through, I suppose”.156  

 
Museum residency and intervention 

 
My introduction to Matt Smith's work as a historian, curator and artist came from 
Zorian Clayton. In addition to his PhD Making Things Perfectly Queer: Art's use 
of Craft to signify LGBT identities, Smith was the V&A's Ceramics Resident artist 
between October 2015 and March 2016. At the time of our conversation, he was 
still working in the ceramics studio at the museum. Quoting the V&A's website:  

Using clay and its associated references, Matt Smith explores how cultural organizations oper-
ate using techniques of institutional critique and artist intervention. He is interested in how his-
tory is a constantly selected and refined narrative that presents itself as a fixed and accurate 
account of the past and how, through taking objects and repurposing them in new situations, or 
creating ‘lost objects’, this can be brought to light. Of particular interest to him is how muse-

                                                
154 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
155 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
156 From interview with Zorian Clayton, 2016-02-17. 
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ums can be reframed from an outsider perspective, and often this outsider perspective is taken 
from an LGBT viewpoint.157  
 

The lack of official guidelines for working with LGBTQ content makes it im-
portant for different departments to have shared goals, according to Smith. I pro-
pose that the ‘diversifying audiences’ evaluation form can be a useful strategy to 
achieve this. Another method may be to have artists in residence that explore and 
move between different departments in the museum without being labelled as hav-
ing only those departments’ interests in mind. Because Smith was not on a perma-
nent contract in the museum, I got the impression that he can push projects through 
efficiently and avoid some of the associated admin work that a permanent member 
of staff would have to deal with. This can be compared to how Sadie Lee as an 
external artist is considered to have more freedom in terms of curating an LGBTQ 
special event at the Wallace Collection, as well as to Professor Parkinson's differ-
ing view on possibly having more freedom as a permanent employee. 

Smith and Clayton spoke about the influence of new labels in the collection, 
something Smith has been working on alongside the curatorial department. They 
seemed to share an understanding that these small details make a big impact in the 
long run. From a queer theoretical angle, this highlights the importance of incorporat-
ing various narratives and voices. Meaning, I argue, that without adding these new 
labels, for example, tangible change in the museum at large could take longer, because 
museum staff who aren’t actively engaged in the LGBTQ Working Group wouldn’t 
necessarily have as easily accessible tools to use for working more inclusively.  

Smith was unsure whether the unwillingness of sponsors to include LGBTQ 
content excuses the museum's inability to take a stance in favor of a more diverse 
representation. “It's not the sponsor who looks homophobic. You've got a really big 
branding problem at the museum”.158 The English Equality Act bans discrimination 
against LGBTQ people. Still, there are few visible signs that museums are updating 
their official missions in favor of LGBTQ rights. The legislation identifies the fol-
lowing eight protected characteristics: age, disability, gender reassignment, mar-
riage and civil partnership, race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual orientation.159 
This can be compared to the equivalent Swedish anti-discrimination legislation, 
which ‘only’ mentions seven protected characteristics; sex, transgender identity or 
expression, ethnic origin, religion or other belief, disability, sexual orientation, and 
age.160 Still, as mentioned in my introductory chapter, Sweden has paved the way 
nationally and internationally for working with LGBTQ content in museums, and 
elsewhere, on a cross-section of sociocultural levels. 
                                                
157 Victoria & Albert museum website > content > articles > ceramics resident: Matt Smith [2016-04-11].  
158 From interview with Matt Smith, 2016-02-17. 
159 Legislation.gov.uk website > UK pga > 2010 > 15 > contents > Equality Act 2010 [2016-04-11].  
160 Swedish government website > Ministry of Integration and gender Equality > January 2009 > fact sheet > 
New anti-discrimination legislation and a new agency, the Equality Ombudsman [2016-04-11].  
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What the museums may have to implement is a change to the cultural makeup, 
as suggested by my informant. Smith made references to certain (British) broadcast-
ing companies that nowadays have strict intersectional inclusivity criteria on race, 
gender and sexuality. He questioned why museums are late to catch on to this. Even 
though museum directorates are becoming more supportive of working with non-
heteronormative content, it still appears to be optional.  

I was interested in what happens if we take a heteronormative filter off and put a homonorma-
tive filter on. And just to see what would happen, it felt like an experiment. And I didn't have a 
huge, ‘I want to gay all the museums’, you know, that wasn't a big motivator, it was more... 
this is weird. Let's look into it. If heteronormativities go on, then class will be going on, and 
race privilege will be going on.161  
 

People tend to either understand privilege or not. What I mean is, that those who 
have been discriminated because of factors such as their gender, race, age, abilities 
or class often may be more aware of the dominant culture that suppresses them. On 
the other hand, it might be hard to understand privilege if you have never been 
forced to question the status quo. This really boils down to the tagline of privilege 
being that it ‘works out fine’ as long as the status quo of the privileged isn't dis-
rupted or questioned. I asked Smith if he thought that non-heteronormative content 
has a dual function to empower historically underrepresented groups as well as to 
educate ‘majority’ museum audiences. He said; “what really frustrates me is the 
speaking like we're bringing people out of the closet, when we're actually just tell-
ing the truth. We stopped lying. It's not a big deal, when all we want to do was to 
stop discriminating, and lying”.162 As Smith sees it, the notion that homophobia is 
still an acceptable prejudice has to change. He suggested that a cultural shift is 
needed to impact museum policies. This could combat homophobia much the same 
as an active stance has been taken against racism. Some of what Clayton had spo-
ken of in regards to policy documents touched on the same theme. Smith finds race 
an interesting example to look at in terms of how non-heteronormative practices 
could be developed in the museum. Not because he equates race with sexuality or 
defines LGBTQ as an ethnicity, but because a lot of the issues that came about 
from race can be compared to LGBTQ content. I argue that the museums might 
fail to understand that they are reproducing faulty systems because they are una-
ware of the associated discrimination. If we don't understand the consequences of 
discrimination we need to learn. This is an example of how intersectionality can be 
applied to museums to analyze how classification and categorization of people 
play a part in discriminative practices and what can be done to change this. “There 
needs to be a desire from the top down that this is an area that needs to be looked 

                                                
161 From interview with Matt Smith, 2016-02-17. 
162 From interview with Matt Smith, 2016-02-17. 
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into. And staff, money and time needs to go into it”.163 This brings us back to the 
fact that currently there are a lot of people within museums doing ground-up work, 
often in their spare time, without any budget. All things considered, I postulate that 
they cannot be expected to change the institutional culture on their own without 
explicit support from the museum directorate.  

For museums, external funding is always a concern. However, as state-run in-
stitutions, they are also backed by taxpayers’ money.164 After telling Smith about 
the Swedish government's LGBTQ inclusive museum policies, he agreed that the 
equivalent British government department for culture, media and sport (DCMS) 
needs to be more active about what it expects for its money when it comes to di-
versity and representation. I suggest that this could help link various LGBTQ mu-
seum initiatives and shine a light on their potential impact. 

Continuing, Smith suggested that an additional reason to why museums have 
struggled to work with non-heteronormative content might be because the evi-
dence required of heterosexuality and homosexuality are completely different. 
Heterosexuality as representative of mainstream/majority culture will always be 
privileged unless actively questioned - it is the default. “If there's no information, 
they're straight. And that's how power works”.165 I suggest that applying gender and 
queer theory as a critical lens when working with museum collections may under-
mine the judgments and seeming timelessness of conceptual heterosexuality as a 
given normative standard. One effect of this could be that historical cultural con-
texts of discrimination would be challenged through distributing power across a 
more diverse, and less hierarchically structured demographic. The further you go 
back in history, the more evidence has been destroyed. At the same time, I would 
suggest that's when it gets interesting, but also challenging, to question the heter-
onormative filters that shape what documented [art] history looks like today.  

 
2.4.2 Some activity-based observations 

 
I attended some of the events that were part of the daylong celebration (from 11.00 
to 17.30) of this year's LGBT History month festival at the V&A. My selection of 
events was based on approximately the same idea as my selection of activities dur-
ing my other observations. This being that I tried to sample as great a variety and 
breadth of talks, etc. as possible, during the limited time frame. I decided to not 
research any of the speakers in advance, but rather, to show up and move between 
activities once I arrived. I did this because I did not want to read too much into the 
events in advance by applying my own normative assumptions about which ones I 

                                                
163 From interview with Matt Smith, 2016-02-17. 
164 Keep in mind what my informant Anne Fay said about these museums really being owned by the public, 
and that the museums therefore should make more of an effort to represent the diversity of that public.  
165 From interview with Matt Smith, 2016-02-17. 
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would be the most interested in. For most of the day two events ran concurrently. 
As with my method of choosing individuals holding different job positions for the 
interviews, I tried to attend activities covering different areas, so as to explore how 
and why they prioritized various agendas. My overall impression was that these 
activities were organized around a clearly crystallized theme of LGBTQ histories, 
which managed to explore a range of perspectives. These had been planned to cov-
er different interests to try and make it easier to choose which one to attend. For 
example, all trans-themed events had been scheduled so they wouldn't interfere 
with one another, for those who would like to attend all trans-related talks, debates 
and screenings.  The events were all located in the museum's Learning Centre, in 
seminar rooms one & three. In the hallway between the seminar rooms, there 
seemed to be a constant mixture and flow of visitors to the events; flyers, infor-
mation about various organizations, projects and exhibitions, and a lot of mingling. 
Even though I have been at the museum many times before, I had never visited the 
Learning Centre until now. Considering the vastness of the museum, it took me a 
while to find the place. This made it feel slightly tucked away from the rest of the in-
stitution. However, it does seem practical to have the Learning Centre a bit to the side, 
with the many activities for children (I can imagine these to get loud and messy, and 
therefore good to try and isolate slightly from the rest of the museum), workshops, and 
events such as the day-long LGBT History month festival, which requires a certain 
amount of space and time.  

Even though the events were open and free for all, and didn't require you to 
sign up in advance, I doubt they would have been as easy to stumble upon as say 
for example at the British Museum (or, in comparison to strolling past the Wallace 
Collection on a Friday night and realizing there seemed to be some special event 
going on, that you could go and get a ticket for at the door). Therefore, it felt like 
the audience consisted mostly of people who had planned to visit the museum for 
this specific event. Even if these people would visit the museum anyway, they 
could well be visiting the LGBT History month festival particularly in capacity of 
their queerness.166 At the same time, the slightly intimate mentality encouraged the 
audience to ask plenty of questions and also contribute actively to various ongoing 
discussions. These events had not only been sought after, but also initiated by 
members of the community represented. Here, the museum facilitated a space for 
enlightening and empowering discussions, where not only research was presented, 
but also ongoing projects and future ideas in need of feedback.  

LGBT History month seemed to have consciously included as many lesbian- 
and trans-related events as possible. I can relate this to what has been discussed 
during a number of the interviews, namely that histories and artefacts relating to 
homosexual men are less hard to find than those of other non-hetero or unstraight 

                                                
166 To clarify, ‘queerness’ as in identifying as part of the LGBTQ+ community, not as in being weird or odd.  
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identities. One of the speakers, Jane Traies, said that although next year's 50th an-
niversary of the decriminalization of homosexuality in England and Wales will 
certainly receive coverage in mainstream media, companies such as the BBC will 
likely cover stories of mostly white gay men.167 These stories are often easiest to 
find because there are more documented cases. More women than men have spent 
large parts of their lives in private and isolated spheres of society. Everything else 
inbetween is even harder to uncover. So, it's important to diversify history with 
additional contributions. The speaker in question had been working on a project of 
collecting stories from elderly lesbians in the U.K. She spoke of how older genera-
tions may be stuck in the closet even in death, and that the paradigm shift between 
older and younger generations is important to document. Even though these stories 
are difficult to find, as well as convey to others, they are important in relation to 
museums’ willingness to change, and tell more diverse histories. 

The events I attended all illustrated with different themes and subjects just 
why diversity in history (and museums) is important. A general argument seemed 
to be that because history - be it gay or straight or anything inbetween - tends to 
generalize and focus on figureheads, the private sphere of people's lives becomes 
all the more important to preserve and research, in terms of creating understanding 
and acceptance over and through time. In terms of accessibility, another general 
theme of the day was the importance of organizing these types of history festivals 
in non-academic contexts, or at least in spaces (such as the museum) that make 
academically researched content more accessible to the general public. The talks I 
attended with a focus on elderly people's life stories had speakers that were keen to 
point out that older generations often follow binary structures in terms of sexual 
identities. This is interesting to compare to younger generations possibly being less 
hung up on any one fixed identity. In terms of highlighting the theoretical as well 
as practical tools developing with each generation to not only express, but also 
question the social constructedness of cultural identities. I remember another 
speaker saying that we can only talk about ourselves in the language that our gen-
eration gives us. Discussing these ‘private matters’ and histories in context of the 
museum created a feeling (for me, as a visitor) that the museum doesn't just want 
to host these events as an act of good faith and support, but also in order to high-
light the importance of community co-creation in terms of having an impact on 
mainstream history and storytelling.  

                                                
167 BBC - the British Broadcasting Corporation - a British public service broadcaster, encompassing television, radio, etc. 
Based on notes from Jane Traies’ talk “No Secret Anymore: Lesbian Life Stories” which took place during the 
National Festival of LGBT History organized by LGBT History Month at the V&A museum.  
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3. Conclusion 

Firstly, a quick recap of my theoretical starting points. Critical theory discusses the 
meaning of language in culture, and encourages critical self-reflection. Gender and 
queer theory aim to understand identity through deconstructing labels, power struc-
tures and other aspects of identity as social behaviour. Intersectionality highlights 
power relations in a postcolonial world, how inequality is being articulated through 
discursive notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’. Identity aspects such as gender, sexuality, eth-
nicity, and social standing are some examples that affect our understanding of hierar-
chies and power structures.  

I conclude that the way more museums are embedding non-heteronormative per-
spectives in their collections may have much to do with the changing of social norms 
over a period of time. This is reflected in museum culture and how increased 
knowledge about objects becomes embedded as layers in the identity and history of 
the artefacts. Viewed from a critical and queer theoretical perspective, I suggest that 
this is a step towards liberation from cultural domination. As mentioned on the subject 
of critical theory, museums can be considered active sites of constantly made and ne-
gotiated meaning. What my study has shown is how we perceive versions of reality 
that our culture communicates. Changing social norms encourage divergent thinking 
and an increased tolerance for ambiguity, something that goes against traditional mu-
seum values, and is changing the cultural makeup of museums. This study exemplifies 
how museums are working to acknowledge perspectives that have historically been 
missing. I have argued that the museums seem keen to get a more representative cross 
section of society into their organizations, as a means of negotiating cultural values. 
Writers of critical and queer theory such as Anzaldúa would probably agree with me 
in that this is a positive thing, because the future depends on the breaking down of 
paradigms. At the same time, if the museums fail to take an intersectional/multi-
cultural approach into account, this ‘shift’ or ‘change’ that they seem to be waiting for 
is very unlikely to occur on its own. As Steorn and other writers have wished for, the 
museums seem increasingly willing to deal with their own roles in producing and up-
holding normative readings. As many of my informants have concluded, it's not like 
LGBTQ audiences are lacking in any way, but the museums are only now starting to 
address them, as well as potential LGBTQ content, more openly.  

My informants have confirmed that visibility is currently key. I mean that with 
visibility comes power. With power comes the ability to reinterpret history with prac-
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tical and theoretical tools that have been lacking until recently. My study has shown 
that museums are becoming more critical in their approach; for one, they are increas-
ingly self-reflexive about how we grant some artefacts and histories meaning over 
others. In chapter one, I mentioned Saussure, Malpas and Wake's views on applying 
different languages to different situations. As these critical theorists suggest, language 
actively contributes to reinforcing normative standards. My investigation has shown 
how increased visibility for LGBTQ museum projects creates accessibility and main-
stream acceptance for LGBTQ perspectives as a valid form of meaning. By extension, 
I conclude that LGBTQ culture and other minority groups are likely becoming less 
vulnerable, and more powerful in terms of exposure through mainstream channels.  

All my informants agreed on the aim to develop occasional events and activities 
into long-term projects. Working on the visibility aspect now, LGBTQ as a specific 
theme would (ideally) be rendered unnecessary by the time it has become more in-
grained into majority culture, and considered as self-evident as any other approach. 
This study has demonstrated that it is becoming increasingly obvious to museums how 
unnecessary and aged it is to force their staff, visitors and collections into categories of 
gendered beings. According to the gender/queer theoretical approach championed by 
Foucault and Hall, and echoed in several interviews, museums are working to 
acknowledge the complexity of power networks by multi-dimensionalizing power 
relationships rather than reducing them to simplified top-down models. When it comes 
to the museum's brand implications, I am of the opinion that it must become unac-
ceptable to be seen to deprivilege a group, on all levels; socioculturally and beyond. 
That is also why the current focus on visibility is important in terms of properly mani-
festing a presence, and a mentality that allows for mainstream cultural filters to be 
questioned and challenged continuously (encouraged by norm critical queer theory). 

Traditionally, a common excuse for why non-heteronormative content is often ex-
cluded is that it does not exist within the museum collections. I have shown that this is 
commonly because the language of the museum tends to be assumed heterosexual. 
However, this perception is changing, echoing an intersectional philosophy that ques-
tions definitions and gives them new meanings. Not necessarily rendering the old, 
historically manifested meanings useless, but rather, creating new contexts that high-
light the importance of choice (not necessarily free or easy, but a possibility nonethe-
less). Museum collections are slowly being evaluated in respect to sexualities; at least 
that's the goal for many of the projects I have looked at. In terms of how norm critical 
projects might impact museum culture in the long run, I want to remind the reader of 
Nayland Blake's queer theoretical viewpoint. He wrote that to be queer is to cobble 
together identity, to pollute and deflate all discourses. Much in this way, I propose that 
the people I have interviewed all seem to cobble together their own queer perspectives 
on how museum content can be reworked. Because these queer theoretical perspec-
tives build on an understanding of culture as socially constructed, historical standards, 
heteronormative rules, and systematic power structures don't necessarily apply any-
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more. What I suggest that the internal power structures at the museums still do is regu-
late the pace of change. The act of labelling is still a form of exercising power, as stat-
ed in Foucault's writings. My study and analysis has shown that the ingenuity of the 
people involved in norm-critical projects has created means of democratically distrib-
uted power and influence. The social codes that create differences between ‘us’ and 
‘them’ will not go away. As some interviews have showed, subcultural identities are 
important in that they demonstrate how power and inequality relate to perceptions of 
manliness, whiteness, gender identity, heterosexuality and social standing to name a 
few examples. Community co-creation renders the museum visitors more influential 
and powerful. Everyone can participate in developing museum standards to reflect the 
breadth and diversity of contemporary and future societies. Paraphrasing Sanders, 
queer theory [in museums] allows for multiple readings according to any individual's 
values and experiences. As this study has shown, museums must become better at 
admitting when they lack the theoretical and / or practical tools to develop resources 
themselves, and instead turn to external consultation. This is one of the methods the 
museums in my study are applying to draw explicit attention to the limitations of 
modern identity politics as a framework for historical analysis (as I quoted Robert 
Mills on in chapter one). I suggest that an increased acceptance for queer theoretical 
concepts such as hybridity may assist museums in questioning and deconstructing 
heteronormative standards. I mean that we are all ‘others’ as representatives of diversi-
ty, as much as we are all the same as human beings - we are supreme crossers of cul-
tures. By reducing heteronormative filters that may essentialize the work of artists, or 
the characteristics of museum artefacts, viewers are encouraged to independently find 
new information and connections among the works.  

As LGBTQ histories are increasingly becoming considered an integral part of 
human experience, they ‘should’ also be an integral part of museum galleries, accord-
ing to my findings. I conclude that the process of changing heteronormative standards 
is complex. As I have shown, it can be guided by an intersectional approach that high-
lights how knowledge and academic practices are embedded in social life and part of a 
political struggle, as echoed by Mulinari and de los Reyes in chapter one. Challenging 
the existing structure of permanent galleries may seem daunting, and having special 
exhibitions is one way of telling history in a more nuanced way. However, I want to 
point out how labelling certain themes as ‘special’ also means indirectly denying them 
the same status as every other, already accepted mainstream theme that might be more 
commonly featured, and traditionally reproduced, within the museum.  

I have concluded that museums may also worry about how to work with an inter-
national audience that goes beyond the U.K. in terms of representation. By worrying 
about offending people representing different cultures, it may seem easier to reproduce 
standards that already discriminate against certain groups. 

I have identified a lingering fear in the museums about giving up control, and a 
tension between traditional curatorial roles and the idea of community co-creation. In 



 
72 

that sense, I suggest that one reason why museums haven't worked with non-
heteronormative content more, or for a longer time period, might be because they want 
to make sure all information is correct and historically accurate. Giving up part of that 
total control takes time. Some museums still think of themselves as untouchable and 
literal. However, my study concludes that museums increasingly acknowledge the fact 
that their visitors aren't naive either, even if this is a slow process. As theorized earlier 
on, museums can become more efficient at working against their own normative as-
sumptions (that may otherwise contribute to devaluing and discriminating practices) 
by applying a norm critical, intersectional filter. As my study has shown, it is im-
portant for museums to highlight the limitations of modern identity politics as a 
framework for historical analysis. According to Robert Mills, a queer theoretical 
framework creates an awareness of multi-dimensional processes of identity rather than 
a focus on a divide between straight and unstraight people. Nayland Blake went on to 
point out in his queer theoretical approach that this is important because essentializing 
artists and artefacts limits the viewers’ chances of being able to find new information 
and connections.  

As far as long term change and development go, I can summarize my findings as 
follows. What needs to happen is that the museums should look at what they want the 
legacy to be of current initiatives and projects, so it can have an ongoing impact. Gen-
erally, museum directorates should explicitly and actively support LGBTQ and non-
heteronormative content, and include this in museums’ mission statements and poli-
cies. This is important, I state, because it should be incorporated in the work tasks and 
mentality of all staff members. Like this, the museums can reinvent themselves as 
responsible and responsive institutions that revere human rights through their repre-
sentations (as Sanders suggested has been lacking until now). Museum staff will re-
quire training to make sure that everyone understands the importance of including 
LGBTQ themes, and that it's more than just a minority concern. Rather, my research 
has shown that it affects the way museum staff interacts with members of the public. 
Incorporating this in the museums’ policies could possibly lessen the ‘burden’ for 
those few actively initiating non-heteronormative projects on top of their other job 
duties; it would demonstrate that this should be a shared responsibility. In addition, the 
rights of LGBTQ staff must be championed. I would conclude that once policies and 
mission statements become more inclusive and appeal to a more diverse audience, 
non-heteronormative content might more easily receive funding (allocated through 
budgets, and granted through external financial aid). This would make it easier to uti-
lize multiple channels when working with LGBTQ content; for example, do more 
publications, outreach, PR, increase focus on online platforms, develop community 
co-created programming, and so on. Time should also be allocated to update museum 
terminology. Adding politically correct terminology to existing database entries helps 
make the collections more accessible (physically and virtually, within as well as be-
yond the museum). It also contributes to embedding an intersectional approach and 
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language in permament galleries, in one way protecting the effects from being re-
versed later on. This way, the work can continually progress without relying on specif-
ic members of staff to push things onward. The critical theory I have applied to this 
study has assisted me in tracing the production of cultural value and attribution that 
has thus far made change a difficult and slow process. In addition, my study has 
demonstrated how gender theory applied to museum spaces can challenge historical 
cultural contexts of discrimination through popular perception.  

My second main question, about who in the museum setting is making the deci-
sions relating to non-heteronormative content, proved very complex to answer and 
would have demanded more time for additional interviews. The museums’ internal 
politics might have been possible to uncover more of if I had interviewed the direc-
torate and the board of the museums included in my case studies.  

Already at the start of the interviews, it seemed rather clear that the individuals in-
volved in norm-critical projects at museums had a personal motivation and interest to 
get involved, and that this was something that their specific job roles did not define. 
The people working with LGBTQ content in museums are not necessarily the same as 
the people making final decisions. To generalize, the people that do work with non-
heteronormative content in museums come from various backgrounds and academic 
experiences. They don't necessarily share a certain job title, gender, sexual orientation, 
ethnic background, age, experience or social status. What motivates them mainly 
seems to be:  

1. A drive to ‘diversify audiences’ and specifically address certain (often, histori-
cally underrepresented) communities. Museum departments such as visitor services 
and events/programming have only recently come into existence, and function to 
make the museum space more participatory and user-friendly. This drive utilizes the 
museum space as a potential platform for social change. It makes the museum look 
good and modern in terms of audience participation, and worthy of hard earned grants 
and financial aid. Historically, the museums have been whitewashed and straight-
washed, and I would argue that nowadays they seem more keen on fluid interpreta-
tions and a critical theoretical approach to diversify audiences.  

2. An interest in acknowledging that histories reveal as much about the purposes 
and perspectives of museums and their staff as they do about the pasts they describe 
(echoed by the queer theory I have applied to this study, with the aim to deconstruct 
social categories and identity constructs). New job roles create a willingness to recon-
sider traditional [heterosexual] museum narratives.  

By applying a critical theoretical analysis, I conclude that these London museums 
are yet to produce any organizational response to working with non-heteronormative 
content. So far, it has been up to individuals to initiate various projects. Durable 
change might take thirty rather than three years, and the people I have interviewed in 
the museum sector for this project seem to share an awareness that this is a founda-
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tional time period in terms of how museums might work with non-heteronormative 
content in the future.  

I suggest that the museums acknowledge that working with non-heteronormative 
content really isn't taboo, or even very groundbreaking anymore, and that the only 
people seemingly still having a problem may be some within the museum that don't 
like the idea of change (disrupting the status quo). Commenting from a queer theoreti-
cal perspective, I would say that the inner struggles are played out in the outer terrains. 
In order to make inner changes, and then change society itself for the better, an aware-
ness of the situation at hand is required. Constant reworkings may seem tedious, but 
without adapting, museums would fall behind societal development even more. Alt-
hough the critical theoretical tools on how to create durable change may still be under 
[social] construction and negotiation, the myth that the ‘traditional’ museum visitor 
might be scared off by an increased visibility of LGBTQ presences seems invariably 
uncalled for. 

When asked who is making final decisions about non-heteronormative content, 
my informants would often come back to a fairly abstract notion of ‘the museum’, 
which, when asked, would usually boil down to the director. Some spoke of the bur-
den of having to choose between many ideas for each exhibition slot, and did not 
make a distinction between LGBTQ projects and other projects relating to minority 
groups in this sense. Politically speaking, it would have been very interesting to inter-
view directors and boards of directors on this subject, however it would have required 
more time.   

Several of my informants were of the opinion that, at this moment in time, long 
term change is an ongoing process that relies on individuals to put ideas forward and 
carry them through. As an outsider, it has been hard to ask the ‘right’ questions in or-
der to further investigate the power structures of the museum, partially because they 
are so ingrained in the structure as to be almost invisible. Often I would receive gener-
alized and discrete responses about institutional culture requiring an individual or a 
group of individuals to push things forward because ‘that's just how museums work’.  

In terms of community consultation and participation, my informants generally 
agreed that there's a desire within parts of the museums to look at co-curator displays, 
and that ideas don't necessarily have to be delivered by a museum curator. At the same 
time, it has been implied that although collaborative processes sound ambitious and 
forward, it would require the active involvement of internal staff such as museum cu-
rators to see it through and give the project an air of academic authenticity and quality.  
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Summary   
The purpose of this thesis has been to investigate and compare the efforts of three 
London art museums in terms of deconstructing heteronormative filters and homo-
phobic standards. As basis for my investigation and case studies, the museums 
have been the Victoria & Albert Museum, the Wallace Collection, and the British 
Museum. The aim was to study how various museums relate to LGBTQ content. 
Also, who it is that may initiate norm-critical projects, as well as who in the muse-
um setting is making the decisions relating to this. In order to answer the questions 
posed, I interviewed eight individuals who all, to some extent, work with LGBTQ 
content in museum environments. I focused on a selection of specific projects that 
my informants have contributed to, and I also did some activity-based observations 
during several LGBT History month events.  

The qualitative data that I have collected through interviews and observations 
has been analyzed and presented divided into three case studies. Overall, I have 
applied an intersectional perspective to the analysis, and a critical theoretical 
method and framework, which also encompass queer theory.  

The results of my study show that museums and their directorates are becom-
ing more open to the idea of incorporating LGBTQ content and perspectives. This 
might be because of changing social norms as well as a conscious effort to address 
various target audiences in order to ‘diversify’ museum visitor demographics. Cur-
rently, the focus is on visibility. Ideally, this will lead on to develop long-term 
change through updating terminology in collections management and museum 
galleries, staff training, policies explicitly supporting LGBTQ content and protec-
tion for LGBTQ staff, increased online presence and publications, and community 
co-creation, to name a few aspects. When it comes to decision-making processes, 
ultimately, it is usually the museum directorate that decides what gets prioritized. 
Individuals holding various job roles within the museum, as well as external free-
lancers or artists in residence may push LGBTQ projects through, but they are 
usually not the ones in charge of allocated budget and space. Many museums still 
seem to think of LGBTQ content as optional, and many people involved in 
LGBTQ projects have to allocate time and energy for these efforts in their spare 
time. A number of initiatives have occurred in the last couple of years, often in the 
shape of LGBTQ special events. Increasingly, the museums are thinking about 
what the legacy of these events should be, and how the museum's terminology can 
become more inclusive. There are no real coordinated efforts shared by the muse-
ums I have focused on for this study, however, they often look to each other for 
inspiration and support.  
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