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Feminist Art Histories and Masculinity: Reading the Mainstream Art Museum  

K.A. McPhail (pronouns: they/them/their) 

 

This thesis investigates the impact feminist art histories have had on mainstream art 
museums. The key finding of this thesis is that masculinity, or the traditional hetero-
masculine box, continues to impact the mainstream art museum. The research is 
approached through two case studies: Tate Modern, London, and the National Portrait 
Gallery, also in London. Each case study is conceptualised as comprising three, 
interconnecting and overlapping spheres: the organisational sphere, the curatorial sphere 
and the physical sphere. 
 
This thesis finds that, alongside the overwhelming impact of masculinity, structural 
faults in the collection, caused by historic bias, have created obstacles for curators. 
However, feminist art historical approaches are being implemented within the curatorial 
sphere in order to attempt to fill gaps and to correct biases. Although within the 
organisational sphere there is evidence of a feminist legacy, masculinity continues to 
have a large impact on experiences within physical art spaces, leading to questions 
about whether the actions museums are taking to diversify their collections is enough.  
 
The thesis argues that as some gaps in collections are addressed, others are being 
ignored and continue to grow. This is most evident in the case of transgender narratives.  
Despite the rise in the number of women artists and/or artists of colour, these artists are 
not given the same space as artists accepted within the art historical canon. This causes 
a lack of equivalency of scale between artists. Additionally, there are often specific 
spaces and times given to the display of marginalised artists. For example, the thesis 
finds that often the interpretation of an artist’s queerness is limited to certain spaces 
within the gallery, or confined to special events and displays. 
 
Ultimately this thesis contributes to the growing field of queer feminist art histories as 
well as a queer reading of museums, while also exploring transgender and gender non-
conforming narratives in art spaces.  
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Introduction: his/her/hirstories of art  

 

In the 1990 documentary Paris is Burning drag queen Dorian Corey described 

the term “reading” an individual as ‘[i]f you found a flaw, and exaggerated it, then you 

got a good read going.’1 This is perhaps the terms first foray into the mainstream 

popular culture. In queer culture, “reading” refers to wittily pointing out flaws and 

exaggerating or elaborating on them. In the glossary of E. Patrick Johnson’s Sweet Tea: 

Black Gay Men of the South, reading is understood as: ‘“I’m going to tell the truth on 

you”’ or ‘“call out or put in [their] place”’.2 In this thesis, subtitled “Reading The 

Mainstream Art Museum”, the term “reading” has two meanings: in the academic sense, 

reading means to look carefully and to get a deep understanding of a topic; and as used 

in queer culture, it means pointing out flaws and elaborating on them. This thesis does 

not aim to exaggerate, as Dorian Corey suggested, however it does aim to get a good 

read on two mainstream art museums, specifically reading the ways in which the 

feminist art historical legacy has impacted these museums. 

The thesis sets out to investigate the legacy of feminist art histories within two 

large mainstream art museums and to explore the representation and interpretation of 

gender, sexuality and identity at both sites: Tate Modern and the National Portrait 

Gallery in London. Drawing on a diverse literature and using a novel methodology 

which has enabled me to undertake a rounded and thorough analysis of these two 

national art museums, the research explores their organisational, curatorial and physical 

spheres. Significantly, the research finds that the legacy of a feminist influence on 

practice in art museums is evident in the organisational sphere of the two museums 

through policy and organisational planning, and that there are efforts in the curatorial 

sphere. However, in the physical sphere – what audiences actually see and experience 

during their museum visit – both museums are coming up short, leading to questions of 

whether museums foster the legacy of feminist art histories in a way which has the 

potential to challenge stereotypes and make a significant contribution to society. Indeed, 

one of the key findings of this research finds that it is the concept of masculinity which 

continues to have a deep influence on what audiences ultimately experience during their 

 
1 Dorian Corey, quoted in Paris is Burning, directed by Jennie Livingston (1990; New 
York City: Miramax, 2007), Film. 
2 E. Patrick Johnson, Sweet Tea: Black Gay Men of the South (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 555. 
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museum visit. This finding raises challenging questions, not just about the legacy of 

feminist art histories, but about the key messages, ideas and responses in relation to 

gender, sexuality and identity that visitors are exposed to at these two large mainstream 

art museums. This finding additionally raises questions about the actions taken by 

museums in terms of diversity, questioning whether these are continuous actions or 

superficial statements.  

 

 

Rationale: visibility and faux-feminism  

 

This research is significant as it includes analysing of representation of 

marginalised people, which is important for those underrepresented and misunderstood 

in mainstream culture. What is mainstream? Although a term that seems commonly 

used, what exactly does it mean and what does it mean in the context of this thesis? 

Mainstream can mean an idea or organisation that is used or accepted by most people.3 

Another way of thinking of mainstream is through the notion of conformity, or what 

society thinks one should be or look like. This is additionally linked to the idea of a 

trend. A museum can be mainstream if it is used by a large number of people and enjoys 

an amount of popularity in society. This usually means that in order for it to be accessed 

by a high volume of people, it should be located in a larger urban setting. These 

museums often conform to established notions of art history, as audiences expect to 

have certain experiences in museums. It is important to examine the trends in the 

mainstream.  

Since these museums reach a wider audience, reflecting a wider breadth of 

representation is important. Patrick Charpenel argued that the ‘role of museums is to 

respond to the community and what is happening in the world. Art can change the 

perception about our political conditions. Museums should be aware of the roles they 

play—that is why we have to build platforms in relation to our own community.’4 There 

is an accountability and responsibility for museums that enjoy mainstream attention and 

success to represent society, and to represent the communities in the places they are 
 

3 https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/mainstream 
4 Patrick Charpenel, quoted in Maximilíano Durón, “Mission Accomplished?: As 
Mainstream Art Museums Rush to Diversify, What is the Role of Culturally Specific 
Museums Working for a Cause?”, ArtNews, 20/09/2018 [accessed 17/06/2019], 
http://www.artnews.com/2018/09/20/role-culturally-specific-museums/.  
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located. This is why representing a wider range of artists, including women and artists 

of colour, is important. Additionally, it is important to include queer content and not 

ignore the queer community. However, this is not necessarily a trend in mainstream art 

museums, therefore gaps in queer and feminist content continue to grow.  

Both museums have mentioned widening visibility, therefore the case studies 

are relevant, but widening visibility has become more pertinent and has taken on more 

urgency. Gender non-conforming artist Alok Vaid-Menon asked: ‘[w]hy should I have 

to disappear myself in order to make other people more comfortable?’5 It is evident that 

for people who have genders, sexualities or identities that go beyond cis man and 

woman, a meaningful visibility and representation is important, and yet the visibility of 

these identities is mostly non-existent in mainstream museums spaces. The controversy 

surrounding an image of a gender-nonconforming body on a poster for a mainstream 

exhibition is an interesting example of how gender non-conforming bodies are 

demonised in mainstream media and culture. 

The exhibition, Homosexuality_ies (2015), a collaboration between Berlin’s 

Deutsches Historiches Museum and Schwules Museum*, engaged with ‘watershed 

moments in gay liberation within the German state,’6 as well as ‘recent and 

ongoing struggles of LGBTQ people…’7 The exhibition included gender diverse artists 

such as Cassils and intersex artist Ins A Kromminga. Controversy arose when the 

exhibition went on tour as the Deutsche Bahn AG – a German railway company – did 

not allow the display of the exhibition poster in its train stations.8 The poster in question 

featured the artwork Advertisement: Hommage to Benglis by Cassils (Figure 1) which 

depicts the artist Cassils ‘wearing only a jockstrap and bright-red lipstick, with short 

 
5 Alok Vaid-Menon, “There Are No Clothes for Nonbinary Femmes Like Me, So I 
Made My Own,” them., 25/04/2018 [accessed 25/04/2018], 
https://www.them.us/story/alok-vaid-menon-new-fashion-collection.  
6 Editors of ArtNews, “‘Homosexuality_ies’ at Deutsches Historisches Museum and 
Schwules Museum, Berlin,” Artnews, 25/09/2015 [accessed 25/09/2018], 
http://www.artnews.com/2015/09/25/homosexuality_ies-at-deutsches-historisches-
museum-and-schwules-museum-berlin/.   
7 Ibid. 
8 Maximilíano Durón, “Ad for LGBTQ Show With Photo by Trans Artist Cassils Is 
Banned by German Rail, Then Allowed,” ArtNews, 05/12/2016 [accessed 25/09/2018], 
http://www.artnews.com/2016/05/12/ad-for-lgbtq-show-with-photo-by-trans-artist-
cassils-is-banned-by-german-rail-then-allowed/.  



 11 

brown hair and one nipple pierced.’9  The Deutsche Bahn AG claimed that the ad was 

‘sexist.’10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This image has been removed by the author of this thesis for copyright reasons. 

 
Figure 1. Homosexuality_ies exhibition poster, featuring Advertisement: Hommage to 
Benglis by Cassils. Source: Homosexuality_ies website. 

 

 The Schwules Museum* released a statement following the refusal to display 

the poster, highlighting the transphobia expressed through the ban:  

 

We, the Schwules Museum, on the other hand consider the allegation and the 

resulting advertisement ban wrong and inappropriate [.…] It is interesting that 

the Deutsche Bahn AG has no problems showing people—with nudity—in 

advertisements when they conform [to] heterosexual norms. Yet an image that 

obviously questions such norms is being ‘censored’ and considered 

unacceptable for public display.11 

 

The artist Cassils additionally expressed concerns over the transphobic statements the 

ban was projecting, stating:  

 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Schwules Museum*, quoted in Ibid.  
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This faux-feminist opposition to the display of the image is a glaring incident of 

transphobia, not just homophobia. The phobic response to Cassils’s image here 

calls to mind broader instances of transphobia which seek to prohibit the 

presence of trans and gender-nonconforming bodies from public spaces.12 

 

Although the ban was eventually lifted, it exposed a transphobic attitude and the 

policing of heteronormative body norms by the Deutsche Bahn AG onto gender non-

conforming bodies such as Cassils’s.  

 As the above example demonstrated, political art and sentiments can make 

institutions uncomfortable. However, art is political, as Amy Fung stated: ‘There no 

such thing as apolitical art. Everything is political; the power and privilege to not 

engage in politics is a position held only by those who can afford to do so.’13 For people 

who have genders, sexualities or identities that go beyond the “norm”, representation is 

highly significant and political, as the example of Cassils has proven. However, the 

political gesture behind representation needs to be significant, thoughtful and 

meaningful, not simply filling a diversity quota or checklist. Drawing across examples 

from both museums, I provide cases of how these institutions must go beyond check-

listing, ghettoising or tokenism, and the voices of those represented need to be involved. 

CN Lester wrote that ‘For generations to build upon each others work, the work must be 

available. For communities to wield social influence, they must have a presence, 

however small.’14 It is meaningful to examine and monitor visibility of those who have 

been historically marginalised, but it must be a representation that is continuous. 

Museums have fallen into the trap of check-listing or head counting marginalised 

people, which does not challenge systemic inequalities in the institution. 

Homosexuality_ies, for example, did not challenge systemic inequalities. Dawn 

Hoskin, former co-chair of the Victoria & Albert (V&A) Museum’s LGBTQ Working 

Group, stated what while at a conference in Berlin that Homosexuality_ies was seen as a 

“one-and-done” situation, with the Deutsches Historiches Museum suggesting they “did 

 
12 Cassils, quoted in Ibid. 
13 Amy Fung, “How to Review Art as a Feminist and Other Speculative Intents,” Desire 
Change: Contemporary Feminist Art In Canada, ed. Heather Davis (Montreal & 
Kingston and Winnipeg: McGill-Queen’s University Press and Mentoring Artists for 
Women’s Art, 2017), 239. 
14 CN Lester, “Been Seen,” in Loose Associations, 4, issue i (2018):16. 



 13 

LGBTQ” and were therefore shifting focus to other topics.15 This is similar to the 

predicament presented with the exhibition elles@centrepompidou at the Centre 

Pompidou in Paris, curated by Camille Morineau. The exhibition ran between May 27th 

2009 and February 21st 2011 and presented an alternative history of art. Over 500 works 

by women ranging from the early 20th century to the present time were displayed in the 

museum, with many of the artworks by male artists put in storage. The exhibition 

proved a great success, increasing attendance to the Centre Pompidou by 25%.16 

However, as Maura Reilly explained, Morineau’s colleagues saw this exhibition as the 

end of the story on women artists at the gallery: 

 

In the post-elles hang only 10% of the works are by women [in 2012], which 

was exactly the same as it was pre-elles […] Moreover, the acquisition funds for 

women artists has dried up. [Camille Morineau] says her colleagues say ‘we 

have already done women’.17  

 

The exhibition elles@centrepompidou was significant and revolutionary, however it 

should not be the final exploration into women in the art world. Would one say of a 

Pablo Picasso exhibition that ‘we have done Picasso’, and move on to another collection 

focus? Clearly this has never been the case for art museums, including Tate Modern and 

the NPG. A successful exhibition should not be an excuse to cease engagement with the 

topic. Exhibitions such as Homosexuality_ies and elles@centrepompidou, as stated by 

Robert Storr, should not be a one-and-done for organisers and be a once-in-a-lifetime 

experience for visitors.18 Rather, these exhibitions should be the beginning of a 

conversation and create space that, in the words of Mary Jane Jacob, ‘[makes] room for 

individuals to find their own place in relation to the work of art.’19  

 However, does the discomfort caused by topics of gender, sexuality and identity 

exempt them from being presented continuously in museums? Or do they get a 

temporary display which limits them to a specific temporal and spatial context? It is 

 
15 Dawn Hoskin, in discussion with author, January 2018. 
16 Maura Reilly, “Towards a curatorial activism,” (presentation, Civil Partnerships? 
Queer and Feminist Curating, Tate Modern, London 19 May 2012). 
17 Ibid. 
18 Robert Storr, “Show and Tell,” in What Makes A Great Exhibition, ed. Paula 
Marincola (Philadelphia: The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage, 2015), 27. 
19 Mary Jane Jacob, “Making Space For Art,” in What Makes A Great Exhibition, 136. 
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important to raise these questions regarding the actions museums are taking towards 

those who have been marginalised by the histories of art. As feminist art histories have 

expanded beyond thinking about women into thinking about broader ideas of gender, 

sexuality and identity, it is key to monitor how museums engage with these topics. 

Although these topics present challenges, engagement needs to go beyond the 

superficial. This thesis is significant as it examines decisions, visibility, interpretation 

and content, but additionally the influences in the context of the three spheres. 

Museums claim that current efforts focus on representations and visibility of gender and 

identity in their institutions, but does the deep influence of masculinity obscure 

museums from completely fostering lessons from feminist art histories?  

 

 

Context: #MeToo  

 

In October 2017 the floodgates opened. It began with a New York Times 

investigation by Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey that exposed multiple sexual assault 

allegations against Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein.20 Soon, more women began 

to come forward with their stories of harassment from Weinstein. Many others came 

forward with stories and accusations of sexual harassment from others in Hollywood 

and beyond.21 Tarana Burke started the MeToo movement in 2006,22 but in 2018 the 

hashtag #MeToo ‘became a rallying cry against sexual assault and harassment’23 on 

Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. Nadia Khomami stressed the magnitude of the 

movement, pointing out that “Facebook said that within 24 hours, 4.7 million people 

around the world engaged in the #MeToo conversation, with over 12 [million] posts, 

comments, and reactions.”24 Millions of people used the hashtag, exposing the breadth 

of misogyny in the everyday lives of women, and how often they are kept silent and 
 

20 Daniel Victor, “How the Harvey Weinstein Story Has Unfolded,” New York Times, 
18/10/2017 [accessed 22/11/2017], 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/18/business/harvey-weinstein.html.   
21 Alyssa Milano, quoted in Nadia Khomami, “#MeToo: how a hashtag became a 
rallying cry against sexual harassment,” The Guardian, 20/10/2017 [accessed 
22/11/2017], https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/20/women-worldwide-use-
hashtag-metoo-against-sexual-harassment.   
22 me too., [accessed 25/09/2018], https://metoomvmt.org/.   
23 Nadia Khomami, “#MeToo: how a hashtag became a rallying cry against sexual 
harassment”. 
24 Ibid. 
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their concerns ignored. #MeToo provided an opportunity for women, among others, to 

share their stories.  

#MeToo has had an influence on the art world and museums. Jillian Steinhauer 

for artnewspaper said that ‘museums have been forced to confront, publicly and in real 

time, ethical dilemmas such as how or whether to show work by alleged abusers—but 

there is no standard or accepted institutional response to such situations.’25 Museum’s 

responses have ranged from changing labels, cancelling exhibitions, removing works 

and cutting ties with artists. However, some have opted to do nothing at all. Many 

museums display artists who have been accused of abuse without any changes to their 

labels. Is not engaging with #MeToo an option for museums? Maggie Mustard stated 

that ‘[t]he worst thing a museum can do is plug its ears and hope it’ll go away.’26  

The allegations against Weinstein and the rapid spread of the #MeToo 

movement was timely for this thesis. When I began this process in 2015 I could not 

have imagined the events that would unfold. Although I had finished my fieldwork, 

these events had a large impact on the writing up of my thesis, in particular on the 

organisation of themes in the “Masculinity” section. It brought to light issues of power 

abuse, eventually spreading to the art world and beyond. The allegations brought up 

against artists and those with power in the art world did not come as a surprise for 

many, the subject of an open letter that will be discussed in chapter four. #MeToo 

provided an opportunity to expose and explore inequalities and hardships in the art 

world that have previously been overlooked. It exposed the reality that this form of 

abuse was often expected, systemic and not surprising to those working inside the field.   

This thesis is not about the abuse of power per se, but the #MeToo movement is 

important to this research because it places it in a masculine, systemically misogynistic 

environment. Furthermore, it provided further evidence towards my early finding of the 

prevalence of masculinity. #MeToo stresses that the art world does not sit outside this 

predominantly masculine dominated environment.  

 

 

 
 

25 Jillian Steinhauer, “Museums too: what should institutions do when artists are 
accused of abuse?” artnewspaper, 07/06/2018 [accessed 14/07/2018], 
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/analysis/museums-too-what-should-institutions-do-
when-artists-are-accused-of-abuse.   
26 Maggie Mustard, quoted in Ibid. 
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Feminist art histories and masculinity: concepts  

 

The two key concepts explored in this thesis are feminist art histories and 

masculinity, or, the ‘traditional hetero-masculine box’.27 Feminist art histories is the 

addition of feminist knowledge and thinking to the histories of art. Often this is 

interpreted as alterative histories or outside of history, for example Griselda Pollock 

stated that ‘feminism is already posited as the difference, that is, as something other to, 

and outside, art history…’28 In 1982 Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard indicated that 

feminism, as the historical discovery of women, has prompted:  

The rediscovery and reevaluation of the achievements of women artists, both 

past and present […but] Feminism has raised other, even more fundamental 

questions for art history as a humanistic discipline, questions that are now 

affecting its functioning at all levels and that may untimely lead to its 

redefinition.29 

 

Feminist art histories began in the 1970s as a project to rediscover, re-evaluate and 

redefine art histories by not just exploring the stories of women artists, but more 

importantly by asking questions that dismantle the canon and the traditional ways of 

masculine thinking. Feminist art historical scholarship has since evolved from exploring 

the role of women to exploring the role of gender; from binary to multiplicity. 

Consequently, the ways of thinking about gender, sexuality and identity are continually 

changing.  

Zachary Small, in critiquing the interpretation of Robert Rauschenberg in 

specific exhibitions, mentioned that referencing Rauschenberg’s sexuality could ignite 

the ‘fear of overturning the traditional hetero-masculine box.’30 Small theorised that 

 
27 Zachary Small, “Why Can’t the Art World Embrace Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer 
Community?,” Artsy, 19/05/2017 [accessed 25/09/2018], 
https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-art-embrace-robert-rauschenbergs-queer-
community.  
28 Griselda Pollock, Differencing the Canon: Feminist Desire and the Writing of Art’s 
Histories, (London: Routledge, 1999), 8. 
29 Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, “Introduction: Feminism and Art History” in 
Feminism and Art History: Questioning the Litany, ed. Norma Broude and Mary D. 
Garrard, (New York: Harper & Row, 1982), 1. 
30 Zachary Small, “Why Can’t the Art World Embrace Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer 
Community?,”  
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this is a box that the ‘art world likes to see our modern misters fit inside.’31 The concept 

underlined by Small I believe is central to the art world and has had an influence on the 

interpretation and presentation of artists and art histories. It is significant to question art 

institutions through the traditional hetero-masculine box, a term I define as a conception 

of museum space which prioritises traditional notions of gender and power, to stress 

masculine domination, or the norms, ideals and assumptions that exist about art and 

artists. This system caused communities to be marginalised. Pierre Bourdieu argued: 

[We must] give a place, and no doubt the central place, to the history of the 

agents and institutions which permanently contributed to the maintenance of 

these permanences [...] and which many vary, at different times, in their relative 

weights and their functions.32 

 

There are several ideas within the concept traditional hetero-masculine box that need to 

be unpacked (Figure 2).  

 

 

 
 
Figure 2. The Traditional hetero-masculine box. Source: Author. 
 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Pierre Bourdieu, Masculine Domination (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), 
83. 
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Figure 2 breaks down the concept of the traditional hetero-masculine box into the 

following: 

1) traditional refers to a concept or idea that is reproduced or passed on. This 

concept or idea might be used as a justification, using history as a reason to continue a 

practice or an idea.  

2) Hetero-, here meaning heteronormativity, refers to the normalisation of a 

specific sexuality, and anything that deviates from this (hetero-) sexuality is considered 

worthless and unimportant.  

3) Masculine, or masculinity, refers to a set of gender roles and expectations that 

men are meant to follow, which have implications on the roles women are meant to 

have. Masculinity leads to the creation of a hierarchy in which women, femininity and 

femmes are in an opposing binary to men, or masculinity. 

4) Finally, box references that the concept is bounded and not to be blurred.  

 

This concept was discovered while attempting to find feminism, and has influenced 

many aspects of art museums, it was through searching for feminism that the themes 

and questions of masculinity arose. Therefore, it is perhaps more helpful to further 

explore masculine domination of narratives presented in museums alongside feminism.  

 

 

Feminist art histories and masculinity: literature  

 

This research is part of a wider queer feminist reading of art, building on the 

concept of queer feminist art histories, which is the intersection of feminism and queer 

theory in art histories. This notion explores the need to think differently and challenge 

what is being presented. Maura Reilly’s Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of 

Curating recognised the importance of queer in curation, noting that ‘“Queering” has 

also become a common curatorial practice.’33 Reilly observed that queer feminism is a 

curatorial strategy that acts as “curatorial activism”, defined by Reilly as a type of 

curation and curators that ‘have committed themselves to initiatives that are levelling 

hierarchies, challenging assumptions, countering erasure, promoting the margins over 
 

33 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism: Towards and Ethics of Curating (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 2018), 161. 
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the center, the minority over the majority, inspiring intelligent debate, disseminating 

new knowledge, and encouraging strategies of resistance […]’34 This leads to the 

marriage of feminist and queer theory in the study of art.  

Since the 1990s, feminist art historians have been using queer strategies more 

frequently. Alex Pilcher gave further thought on the term queer and its implications in 

art in A Queer Little History of Art: 

 

[the sense] of queer I want to highlight goes back to the word’s older usage: 

describing something as odd or strange. Like those two adjectives, queer has no 

intrinsic essence. It is not a specific category but a deviation from what is 

perceived as a norm. This makes it both slippery and potentially subversive. We 

have become used to a model of lesbian and gay identities coexisting with a 

default heterosexuality – a serene multicultural desire. ‘Queer’ gives a name to 

what this model leaves out. It demands to know, what’s so “normal” about 

heterosexuality? What are we excluding when we picture our sexual 

‘orientations’ as fixed and consistent?35 

 

A queer reading of art questions what is thought of as, and destabilises, “normal” and 

challenges the default. For example, Jonathan D. Katz questions why it is important to 

mention sexuality in the case of Pablo Picasso but not for other artists. 36  

In addition to challenging and questioning norms, there is a strong connection 

between feminism and queer. Amelia Jones and Erin Silver, in addition to Christopher 

Reed, demonstrated that queer art gained popularity through graphics produced in the 

1980s and 1990s which were meant to combat media misrepresentation during the AIDs 

crisis.37 These artists and activists borrowed media tactics of feminist activism as well 

as art strategies of 1980s feminist artists such as Barbara Kruger and Jenny Holzer.38 

 
34 Ibid., 22. 
35 Alex Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art (London: Tate Publishing, 2017), 12. 
36 Jonathan D. Katz, “Hide and Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture,” 
in Hide and Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture, ed. Jonathan D. Katz 
and David C. Ward (Washington, DC.: Smithsonian Books, 2010), 15. 
37 Amelia Jones and Erin Silver, “Queer feminist art history, an imperfect genealogy,” 
in Otherwise: Imaging Queer Feminist Art Histories, ed. Amelia Jones and Erin Silver 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016); Christopher Reed, Art and 
Homosexuality: A History of Ideas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).  
38 Ibid., 29. 
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What is disregarded is that it was queer femmes of colour that contributed greatly to 

queer activism. This gap is often unacknowledged in queer spaces and narratives.  

This literature uncovers common gaps and missing aspects relating to queer 

feminism in the art world, while being critical of feminism itself. Beginning in 1963 and 

ending in 2015, with the article “Appendix: There is No Feminism (A Love Letter) Or, 

A Working Chorology of Feminist Art Infrastructures in Canada” Gina Badger explored 

a chronology of examples of queer feminism in Canadian art histories. Badger noted 

that the list does include queer and trans narratives, despite their treatment by some 

feminists: 

 

I’ve been able to respectfully weave together diverse threads while avoiding the 

colonialist gestures of white and cisgender feminists that are all too common in 

both academia and pop culture – namely, non-consensually claiming the cultural 

production of trans, black, Indigenous, and radicalized people in the name of a 

feminism that’s never cared if they are dead or alive. White supremacy and 

transphobia remain the festering wounds of feminism’s present. Simultaneously, 

trans, women of colour, black, and Indigenous feminisms offer learning and 

healing for all those who are invested in feminist politics and the movement we 

build together.39 

 

Badger used an intersectional facet of feminism that does include and is aware of queer 

thinking. Badger critiques feminism, pointing out potential transphobia and racism, 

providing an example of a reflexive outlook. Badger’s assertion that, as stated above, 

white supremacy and transphobia remain in present day feminism is particularly 

pertinent today.  

The pertinence of this statement is evident in the book Trap Door: Trans 

Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility, edited by Reina Gossett, Eric A. 

Stanley and Johanna Burton, which opens with the sentence: ‘We are living in a time of 

 
39 Gina Badger, “Appendix: There is No Feminism (A Love Letter) Or, A Working 
Chorology of Feminist Art Infrastructures in Canada,” in Desire Change: 
Contemporary Feminist Art In Canada, 270. 
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trans visibility. Yet we are also living in a time of anti-trans violence.’40 The term “trap 

door” references the complexities of transgender issues being in the spotlight: 

 

In today’s complex cultural landscape, trans people are offered many ‘doors’- 

entrances to visibility, to resources, to recognition, and to understanding. Yet 

[…] these doors are almost always also ‘traps’ – accommodating trans bodies, 

histories, and culture only insofar as they can be forced to hew to hegemonic 

modalities.41 

 

Gossett, Stanley and Burton argued that a meaningful and more inclusive representation 

of gender is needed as to not fall into the “traps” of the past: ‘if we do not attend to 

representation and work collectively to bring new visual grammars into existence (while 

remembering and unearthing suppressed ones), then we will remain caught in the traps 

of the past.’42 The core concept for not only trans representation and queer feminism, 

but also the wider feminism art histories, is visibility. 

Queer feminism is a way to engage with queering and queer politics, and 

Heather Davis saw queer feminism as a refusal of normalcy: 

 

Queer politics emerged in response to the growing normalization of mainstream 

lesbian and gay identities, and sought to be more inclusive to a diversity of 

genders and sexual roles beyond a sex binary. Queerness can be thought as a 

refusal of the categories of sexual normalization, ones that are difficult to 

contain […]43 

 

Davis used words that recall queer politics, such as her description that feminism is 

multiple, refused boundaries and the acknowledgement of ‘no neutral position in the 

world.’44 Queer feminism can be described as non-neutral, against normalcy, 

 
40 Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley and Johanna Burton, “Known Unknowns: An 
Introduction to Trap Door,” in Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics 
of Visibility, ed. Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley and Johanna Burton, (Cambridge, Mass. 
And London: The MIT Press, 2017), xv. 
41 Ibid., xxiii. 
42 Ibid., xviii. 
43 Heather Davis, “Introduction,” in Desire Change: Contemporary Feminist Art In 
Canada, 8. 
44 Ibid., 7. 
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“otherwise” and, as Jones and Silver established, ‘exploring the ever-fluid and 

politically productive relationship between feminist and queer theory in relation to 

visual arts.’45 Amelia Jones and Erin Silver suggested that ‘a visible and influential 

queer feminist art history remains elusive,’46 meaning that it is important to continue to 

establish queer feminist art histories, or hirstories.   

 

 

Theoretical framework  

 

Feminist art histories have evolved and expanded over the years, going from 

looking at a singular positionality (white cishet women artists) to exploring wider issues 

and including a plethora of positions in feminist art historical analysis. This evolution 

and movement into multiplicity is due to influences beyond art histories. Feminist art 

histories has origins in the rights movements of the 20th century, but it was not until the 

1970s that it was named and popularised by art historians. During this iteration of 

feminist art histories, most analysis was focused on women, or the lack of white western 

women artists in art historical narratives, reflecting the feminist activism popular 

outside of art histories. This feminism disrupted the view of art history as a patrilineal 

history of cishet white male artists. It is a patriarchal tactic to build yourself into a 

position of power, and art histories were built by white cishet men to glorify other white 

cishet men. The 1970s (white cishet) women-centric iteration of feminist art histories 

challenged this patriarchy.  

As the years progressed, feminist art histories began to focus on wider issues, 

including women beyond the white cishet norm. Feminists outside of art history became 

to think about and critique the white cishet-centric feminism popularised by earlier 

activisms. This influenced a global turn in feminist art histories. In the 1980s and 90s 

queer activism became influential in feminist activism, with AIDS activist art help 

introduce queer themes into feminist activism. This combination of queer and feminist 

activism eventually led to a queer feminist art histories. This iteration furthered the 

challenge and disruption of patriarchy by asking questions about gender, sexuality and 

identity of art and artists. Additionally, it challenged binary notions that often plague art 

 
45 Amelia Jones, “Introduction: sexual difference and otherwise,” in Otherwise: 
Imaging Queer Feminist Art Histories, 2. 
46 Ibid., 3. 
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histories. Today, as trans rights become more urgent, a transfeminist art hirstories has 

developed and has become increasingly important, especially in thinking about 

representation of wider communities in art museums. It is clear when looking a brief 

evolution of feminist art histories (a more in-depth analysis is found in chapter 2) that 

there is a strong outside influence on the themes that inspire feminist art histories. As 

identity politics in spaces outside art history expand and change, so does feminist art 

histories. Activisms inspire art and artists, and these identity politics are drawn in 

museum spaces, whether it is good representation or not. Feminism, and feminist art 

histories, have picked up on these activisms and changes, leading to an expanding 

feminist art histories. The evolution of a feminist art histories that has gone from 

focusing on women, people of colour, queerness and transness reflect issues of identity 

and representation that have become urgent in our culture and society.  

This is why I have chosen a queer feminism and queer feminist curation as a 

method of analysis for this thesis. The erasure of queerness and transness in museums, 

and the misrepresentation and misunderstanding of queer and trans identities in 

museums and beyond due to the lack of meaningful representation is an urgent issue 

today. As a trans person myself it was important for me to analyse museums through a 

queer feminist perspective because: a) it utilises a feminism that goes beyond thinking 

about women and looks at a wider breadth of identities, b) challenges the patriarchy but 

also challenges the binary and c) includes trans perspectives and hirstories. Specifically, 

queer feminism is defined by Mimi Marinucci as: 

 

Simply the application of queer notions of gender, sex, and sexuality to the 

subject matter of feminist theory, and the simultaneous application of feminist 

notions of gender, sex, and sexuality to the subject matter of queer theory. 

Although the word ‘queer’ is commonly associated with sex and sexuality, queer 

theory is a way of understanding, not just sex and sexuality, but also gender. 

Specifically, queer theory avoids the binary and hierarchical reasoning usually 

associated with these concepts.47 

 

 
47 Mimi Marinucci, Feminism is Queer: The Intimate Connection Between Queer and 
Feminist Theory (London: Zed Books 2016), 191-192. 
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Queer feminism has its origins in queer theory writings generated in the early 1990s, 

and two very important theorists to this concept are Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick.       

Initially the work of Pierre Bourdieu, in particular his work around ‘the game’,48 

was central to my thought process around the idea of marginalisation in art museums. 

Bourdieu argued that the social world is divided into fields, some of which overlap, 

with unique sets of rules, knowledges and laws of functioning.49 One’s positionality can 

put a person at an advantageous position in the field. As Bourdieu explained, there are 

particular rules that one enforces and imposes on others and performing expectations 

when active in the game.50 The rules of the game are performative, repetitive and 

ritualistic, which then naturalises certain behaviours and roles.51 In the art world, the 

analogy of the game can be implemented to understand the dominance of white cis male 

artists, who continually receive better representation, more retrospectives, better space 

on museum walls, or “win” the game.  

The idea that the rules are performative is reminiscent of Judith Butler’s concept 

of performativity. Butler contributes to queer feminist art histories with her notion that 

gender is performative, fluid and unfixable. The concept of performativity is 

particularly valuable when considering gender, sexuality and identity. I began to think 

about how (queer) feminist art histories have shifted from thinking about women to 

thinking about the wider notions of gender and identity. This is why Butler’s 

performativity theory became more relevant, therefore becoming more central to my 

thought process and framework. 

I then shifted focus onto the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in particular her 

work in Epistemologies of the Closet, which contributed to the framework of this thesis 

with her notion of a performative gender in her critique of the canon, which provides 

crucial foundations for queer feminist art histories. In a queer notion of feminist art 

histories, it is clear that the canon should be rejected. Sedgwick has questioned the 

canon by stating: ‘has there ever yet been a Socrates of the Orient, an African-American 

 
48 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Florence, 
USA: Taylor & Francis Group, 1986); Routledge, ‘Field’, Social Theory rewired, 
[accessed 12/01/2019], http://routledgesoc.com/category/profile-tags/fields.  
49 Pierre Bourdieu, Sociology in Question (London: Sage, 1993). 
50 Pierre Bourdieu, In Other Words: essays towards a reflexive sociology (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1990). 
51 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble, (Oxon: Routledge, 1990 [2007]). 
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Proust, a female Shakespeare? [...] Has there ever been a gay Socrates? Has there ever 

been a gay Shakespeare? Has there ever been a gay Proust?’52 Sedgwick theorised that 

not only could there be a gay Shakespeare and so on, but their names could be 

Shakespeare, Socrates or Proust. Sedgwick continued this thought: 

 

What’s now in place, in contrast, in most scholarship and most curricula is an 

even briefer response to questions like there: Don’t ask. Or less laconically: You 

shouldn’t know. The vast preponderance of scholarship and teaching, 

accordingly, even among liberal academics, does simply neither ask nor know.53 

 

Or, as Sedgwick put in simpler terms: 

 

Don’t ask, You shouldn’t know. It didn’t happen; it doesn’t make any difference; 

it didn’t mean anything; it doesn’t have interpretive consequences. Stop asking 

just here; stop asking just now; we know in advance the kind of difference that 

could be made by the invocation of this difference; it makes no difference; it 

doesn’t mean.54  

 

Queer feminist art histories contest a singular canonical art history. One should ask, you 

should know about wider histories, narratives and identities in art and beyond. Queer 

feminist art histories seek to ascertain knowledge about wider histories of art.  

If one is to destabilise the canon and discover broader histories, queer tactics 

should be utilised in museum practice. However, what exactly is queer curating? Writer 

and curator Adam Barbu suggested that queer curation could is significant as it 

destabilises: 

[queer curation could] trace lines of thought that reject assimilationist art 

historical narratives and essentialist interpretation of identity, community, and 

shared history. The ‘queer’ in queer curating is not simply framed as a stable 

sexual identity category, but rather signifies a pursuit of difference itself.55  

 
52 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, (Berkley: University of 
California Press, 1990 [2008]), 51-52. 
53 Ibid., 52. 
54 Ibid., 53. 
55 Adam Barbu, “Queer Curating, from Definition to Deconstruction,” Canadian Art, 
04/04/2018 [accessed 16/04/2018], https://canadianart.ca/features/queer-curating/. 
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Jordan Tannahill and William Ellis, founders of the former queer arts space Videofag, 

stated that queer curating is simply, but not so simply, queering curation: ‘[it is] about 

levelling the traditional hierarchies that have embedded themselves in art-world 

relationships, finding new collaborative models, and seeking to support, listen and learn 

from artists who find themselves on the margins.’56 Artist Kama La Mackerel furthers 

this definition by noting that queer curation is about multiplicity and always should be 

intersectional: 

 

I have always thought of queer curating, queer art and queer cultural production 

as practices that cannot be reduced to a single definition or form. I see the 

practices of queer curating, first and foremost, as located in identity politics: 

‘Queer curating’ as an umbrella term that represents multiplicities of bodies and 

identities that inhabit the LGBTQ+ spectrum […] 

 

It is also important to think of processes of queer curating through an 

intersectional lens. I do not believe that there is a process of queer curating that 

is just queer: queer curation can and should be queer and Indigenous, queer and 

Black, queer and diasporic, queer and disabled, etc.57 

 

Intersectionality, listening and providing a platform for those marginalised not only 

within society, but even within the queer community is key in a queer feminist 

curatorial and art practice. Having a multiplicity of voices contributing to a project that 

creates a conversation where many voices are working together, as highlighted by artist 

Sasha Velour: 

 

Good art is not going to come without really listening, and paying attention, and 

informing ourselves first about what’s going on. Listening to the voices that 

maybe aren’t necessarily on the forefront, but have more important things to say. 

And then, I think art can probably most importantly create spaces where 

conversations can happen. 

 
 

56 Jordan Tannahill and William Ellis, quoted in Ibid. 
57 Kama La Mackerel, quoted in in Ibid. 
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Queer art is as much about starting conversations as it is about making dramatic 

statements. It’s as much about the intersection of many people working together 

as it is about a single artist. And I think just that phenomenon, just the way that 

we make art, has something to offer this moment. And maybe the way we make 

art can affect the way that people think about how policy can be made, the way 

that people can think about how business is done frankly, to be more 

intersectional, to more responsive to people’s needs, to hold awareness of the 

real life-or-death issues that people do face within the queer community and 

engage with that.58 

 

Queer strategies intend on creating spaces that must be intersectional and engaging and 

create an open conversation. Allyson Mitchell and Deirdre Logue of Feminist Art 

Gallery (FAG) assert that through their art they would like to foster a queer feminism 

that creates an art world that is: 

 

Open to change, flexible, soft; 

Aligned with practices in social justice, politically alive, on the ready; 

Ego-boosting initiatives that centre the experience of the artist and values the 

artist as a worker like any other; 

Low-fi, DIY, on the ground, of the earth; 

Accessible, holistic, feeling, loving; 

Actively decolonizing, willing to do a complete rewrite; 

And always intersectional.59 

 

The definition of curatorial activism and queer curating that Reilly, Barbu, La Makerel, 

Tannahill, Ellis and FAG conceived touch on similar points. Tannahill and Ellis 

specified that this is not accidental: ‘By disordering dominant modes of thinking and 

action, queerness naturally lends itself to activism.’60 For example, Tannahill and Ellis 

 
58 Sasha Velour, quoted in James Michael Nichols, “How Drag Superstar Sasha Velour 
Keeps Herself Accountable To The Queer Community,” Huffington Post, 14/06/2018 
[accessed 1/06/2018], https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/entry/sasha-velour-pride-
2018_us_5b1c0acee4b09d7a3d72f669?guccounter=1.   
59 Allyson Mitchell and Deirdre Logue, quoted in in Barbu, “Queer Curating, from 
Definition to Deconstruction”. 
60 Jordan Tannahill and William Ellis, quoted in Ibid. 



 28 

argued that their project, Videofag, was not necessarily about the queer community, but 

rather ‘deployed queerness as a means of examining gentrification, colonization, 

patriarchy, immigration policy, intersectional identity, sex work, systemic racism and so 

on.’61After reading the multiple definitions, I have established what I believe to be 

queer feminist curation (Figure 3): 

 
Figure 3. Queer Feminist Curatorial strategies. Source: Author.  

 

A queer feminist curation aims to bring those from the margins, from many 

positionalities, into the centre of the art world by introducing and focusing on new 

stories and narratives that generate new knowledges about the art. It resists, challenges 

and levels the hierarchical art historical canon, as seen in the writings of Sedgwick. By 

presenting art as a spectrum rather than as a patrilineal and singular masculine history, it 

hopefully enables art to be more accessible to a larger audience, but also adaptable. In 

other words, queer feminist curation is about opening up, rather than closing in. It is 

able to adapt and change to include a wider definition of art. It has a chaotic element 

insofar as it levels and deconstructs normative narratives. As suggested by Kama La 

 
61 Ibid. 
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Mackerel, queer feminist curation is not easy to define, yet it is the foundation that this 

thesis takes when examining the case study institutions.  

As explained above, I chose to use the queer feminist iteration of feminist art 

histories in my analysis because it looks at a wider breadth of identities, it challenges 

the patriarchy and binaries and it is trans inclusive. I wanted to look for 

histories/hirstories beyond the patrilineal and binary histories typically represented in 

museums. So, reflecting on Figure 3, I decided to use queer feminist curation/art 

hirstories to: examine who was included, but also how they were included in museum 

narratives and how accessible these narratives are to museum audiences; how museums 

are attempting to resist, challenge and level the patriarchy and binary present in art 

histories, which could include how they introduce new narratives and perspectives but 

also how they interpret problematic histories.  

 

 

Structure 

 

The thesis is divided into two sections: “Feminist Art Histories” and 

“Masculinity”. Immediately after the introduction is a methodology chapter. My 

methodology chapter sets out in detail the novel three-sphere methodology I developed 

as well as the range of research methods I utilised to investigate each sphere and, as a 

result, build up detailed understanding of diversity and inclusion work at both Tate 

Modern and the NPG.  

Section one “Feminist Art Histories” includes two chapters, which explore the 

potential influence and legacy of feminism in mainstream art institutions. Chapter two 

entitled “Feminist art histories and art: a ‘hirstory of their own’” explores the literature 

on feminist art histories, looking at its many iterations and how it has developed over 

time. Beginning in the 1970s, this chapter outlines feminist art histories, the 

intersections of feminism and queer histories, and finally how the future is looking 

towards trans, or even transfeminist art hirstories. Alongside the literature review is a 

brief practice review, highlighting recent exhibitions that have explored, or attempted to 

explore, gender in a more open and multiple way. Understanding the relations between 

feminism and art as more than a set of ideas, but actions that can be implemented, is 

important as it begins to suggest the ways in which stories of art are produced in large 

part in the space of the gallery.  
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Chapter three, “Feminist art histories and policy: ‘art changes, we change’” 

investigates how the case study institutions have rethought their collections and are 

thinking about wider diversity. This includes looking at the policy that Tate Modern and 

the NPG have developed to continue their commitment to diversifying their collections. 

These institutions intend on filling gaps that exist by rethinking their collections through 

various methods, including special displays, events and exhibitions. This chapter 

explores how feminism potentially influences decisions within the organisational 

sphere, which can lead to increased representation elsewhere in the museum. The 

chapter demonstrates how museums are thinking about gender, sexuality and identity in 

policy, as well as establishing how these institutions fight “structural faults”. 

Section two, “Masculinity”, includes three chapters which read the case studies 

through masculine domination. This section is based off of the early finding that 

emerged during fieldwork of the influence of masculinity. The term the traditional 

hetero-masculine box is further defined in chapter four “Masculinity and art: ‘Saying 

you’re a feminist is not enough’”. This chapter, apart from defining the term, examines 

how tradition, heteronormativity and masculinity have created a barrier and limited art 

histories, which have impeded the growth of a feminist influence in museums. Concepts 

of masculinity continue to influence the curatorial and physical spheres.  

Chapter five, “Masculinity and representation: ‘…inclusion is like this 

conditional welcoming’”, examines the role of labels, placement, inclusions and 

exclusions within the galleries to map out a better understanding of masculine 

domination. Overall the core concepts of this chapter are conditions and limitations. 

Alongside maps and labels, this chapter looks at race in the museum using an example 

of the inclusion of Andy Warhol in the Soul of a Nation exhibition at Tate Modern. This 

chapter uses the example of a conditional welcome in the NPG with the presentation of 

Mary Beale linked to Sir Peter Lely. The chapter establishes the key concept of 

conditional welcome, a concept which Fabian Romero suggested has an influence on 

how diversity is handled in the mainstream,62 which is built on in the following 

chapters. 

Another exhibition at Tate Modern, Robert Rauschenberg, alongside the NPG’s 

Speak its Name! display, are used as a springboard for the final chapter, “Masculinity 

 
62 Fabian Romero, quoted in Nia King, Jessica Glennon-Zukoff and Terra Mikalson, 
Queer & Trans Artists of Color: Stories of Some of Our Lives, (Scotts Valley, 
California: CreateSpace, 2014). 



 31 

and interpretation: ‘Don’t ask, You shouldn’t know’”. This chapter investigates norms, 

in particular how norms take the form of heteronormativity, cisnormativity and the 

normativity of whiteness to generate further inequalities. Although there are examples 

of events, exhibitions and displays that have been attempting to expose queer histories, 

these stories are still largely ignored in art galleries, recalling Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 

assertion that many institutions take a stance of ‘Don’t ask, You shouldn’t know.’ If 

these narratives are included, they are subjected to a plethora of norms which creates a 

limited story, such as the case with white cis masculine domination in the queer display 

at the NPG.  

Finally, the conclusion chapter summarises the results and main themes from the 

chapters, manifesting in four main concepts, or “reads” about the case study museums. 

Read One is structural faults/revising histories: structural faults in historic collections 

have created limitations, but, as revealed by interviews and document analysis, policies 

and curatorial methods have been put into place to attempt to diversify collections and 

combat erasures. Read Two is the key finding of the continuing overwhelming 

influence of masculinity, which sets the foundations for the following reads. This 

finding was discovered through examining labels and experiencing the museum in the 

physical sphere. Read Three is equivalency of scale: despite a rise in statistics, women 

artists are not given the same quality of space and clout within the gallery space, as 

measured through a visual analysis but also an analysis of labels. Therefore, the 

audience does not experience women artists, artists of colour or queer artists on the 

same level as cis white male artists. Read Four examines conditions: museum will 

engage with narratives such as gender, sexuality and identity, but this is limited to 

specific times and spaces. In other words, it is a conditional welcome.  Finally, Read 

Five examines norms: despite steps forward, norms continue to limit representations, 

whether queerness is ignored though heteronormativity, cisnormativity or there is a 

continuing overwhelming normativity of whiteness. The conclusion also discusses the 

contribution to knowledge made by the research and puts forward a number of 

suggestions for further research.  

 

Artist Sasha Velour stated that more needs to be done to include queer histories 

in the mainstream: ‘we need to change people’s minds and make noise where there’s 
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too much silence.’63 It is important to make noise as bigotry and exclusions have a wide 

effect on communities, as stated by Leslie Feinberg: 

 

Bigotry exacts its toll in flesh and blood. And left unchecked and unchallenged, 

prejudices create a poisonous climate for us all. Each of us has a stake in the 

demand that every human being has a right to a job, to shelter, to health care, to 

dignity, to respect.64 

 

Additionally, each of us has a right to, as argued in this thesis, a history, representation, 

visibility, and space. Feminist art histories is a tool that can help make this happen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
63 Sasha Velour, quoted in Fran Tirado, “Sasha Velour's Newest Film Project Celebrates 
the True Diversity of Drag,” them., 03/05/2018 [accessed 25/09/2018], 
https://www.them.us/story/sasha-velour-short-film-pirate-jenny.  
64 Leslie Feinberg, Trans Liberation: Beyond Pink or Blue, 3. 
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Chapter One – Methodology: defining the three spheres  

 

This chapter explores the specific methodology used in this research. 

Methodology is often defined as the system of methods or procedures used in a study. 

For this research a fluid methodology was used in the form of the three spheres. This 

chapter will define the three spheres, as well as further explain the methods used within 

the system. This chapter begins by stating the research questions then briefly describing 

the case studies. After there is a more in-depth analysis and explanation of the three 

spheres that are at the centre of this research. These spheres were important to the 

fieldwork and organisation of this research. Then an explanation of the methods used 

within the spheres is examined, specifically exploring how each method was used in 

which sphere.  

The main research question of this thesis is: 

 

How has the legacy of feminist art histories impacted the mainstream art museum? 

 

Before this question emerged, I developed a novel approach to examine the legacy and 

influence of feminism within the mainstream art museum. Firstly, this thesis used case 

studies. For my research I have investigated two primary case studies: Tate Modern in 

London, and the National Portrait Gallery, also in London. The same lens is used to 

investigate both cases, that is, examining the legacy of feminist art histories by looking 

at the representation of gender, sexuality and identity. Proximity and access played a 

role in the selection, as both galleries and their content were easily accessible to me. 

Nevertheless, the case studies were chosen specifically because of their relation to 

gender and identity. For Tate Modern, there has been an outward campaign for their 

rethinking of their collection with more women and diversity. The National Portrait 

Gallery has a specific focus on identity, stating that it has “identity at its heart” and in 

the Collection Development Policy has made a commitment to collecting more artworks 

of women and BAME sitters. The NPG likewise had the I Am Me programme, which 

focused on queer histories, which lent itself to my research.  

Jennifer Mason argued that case study methods ‘place great emphasis on 

context, for example, how things work in particular contexts…’65 Robert Yin 

 
65 Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching (London: Sage Publications, 2002), 166. 
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additionally mentioned how case studies have an affinity with context, stating that case 

studies ‘investigate a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 

context.’66 Along with context being key, case studies rely on multiple sources in the 

collection of data and evidence,67 which this thesis does. Case studies ‘contribute to our 

knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political, and related 

phenomena.’68 Yin suggested that a case study method is helpful when contributing to 

our knowledge and understandings of a topic and is a way to investigate in a real-life 

context.69 This includes organisational processes, as is the case with this thesis. This 

thesis investigates, in the words of Yin, the ‘operational links needing to be traced over 

time,’70 the link here being feminist art histories or masculine domination.  

 

 

The three spheres  

 

 One of the biggest breakthroughs early on in this research was the concept of 

the three spheres as an approach to thinking about the case study institutions. The 

original concept came from my master’s dissertation, where I had an approach of three 

thematic “pillars”, which structured my research.71 In my dissertation, focused on the 

representation of an “imagined North” in the 1922 film Nanook of the North, I 

organised my research around “three pillars”: the visual, the spatial and the temporal 

aspects that created a colonial narrative in the film. This was a valuable way for me to 

approach my research and provided a solid foundation for this thesis. 

My thoughts turned to the different levels of museums and how the legacy of 

feminism could be measured across these levels. The word level, however, seemed to 

limit this concept, making it appear static. Level evolved into the word sphere, which I 

thought represented the more fluid and boundless aspect of this concept. This was a 

thematic and helpful way for me to organise my approach to the case study museums. It 

 
66 Robert Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods (Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications, 2009),18. 
67 Ibid.,18. 
68 Ibid., 4.  
69 Ibid., 4. 
70 Ibid., 9. 
71 “Power, Knowledge, and Nanook; The Relationships between Colonialism and 
Representation portrayed in Nanook of the North,” (master’s dissertation, University of 
Manitoba, 2015).  
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provided a structure wherein I can organise my ideas, conduct relevant research in a 

particular setting that was topic-centred. This idea materialised into three spheres: the 

organisational sphere, the curatorial sphere and the physical sphere (Figure 4).  

 

 
Figure 4. Relationship between the three spheres. Source: Author.  

 

The relationship between the spheres is not bounded, rather the borders between the 

spheres are blurred indicating that certain aspects may run between several spheres, or 

some may be hard to place within this system. An action, or lack of action, in one 

sphere can lead to consequences in another, which became clear when doing fieldwork. 

Action in the spheres are linked, overlap and blurred.  

 The three spheres are able to cover and conceptualise a vast range of museum 

activities. This aided my methodology, as it provided an orderly and thorough direction 

in which data was collected and later analysed.   

 

 

1) Organisational sphere 

 

The organisational sphere refers to plans, policy, strategies and goals that for the 

purpose of this thesis relate to diversity, as well as the culture of the organisation. The 

aspirations in terms of values, policy and behaviours were examined, as well as what 
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roles they might play in decision-making and collecting. Decisions and changes in the 

organisational sphere are presented in the physical sphere.  

Many art institutions have been making an effort to combat inequalities that 

might exist within their organisations. Joan Acker defined inequality in organisations as 

‘systematic disparities between groups of organisational participants in control over 

organisational goals and outcomes, work processes and decisions…’72 Within an art 

institution’s organisational sphere, gender inequalities could exist in the unequal 

distribution of power which is often a result of “old-fashioned” thinking that deters 

progress and changes to structures whilst recreating, as Acker stated, ‘masculine 

models.’73 In many organisations gender bias occurs on both collective and individual 

levels: on a collective level one is urged to “get past” gender, whilst on an individual 

level denying gender bias, and privilege, can fuel collective denial of gender issues.74 

However, organisations are beginning to battle bias by committing to representing a 

wider breadth of artists and forming committees or working groups that foreground 

ignored or forgotten voices in the organisation.  

Sexual difference plays a role in the organisational sphere, and consequently is a 

concept that has generated interest for many feminist art historians. Griselda Pollock 

suggested that: 

 

Once we insist that sexual difference is produced through an interconnecting 

series of social practices and institutions of which families, education, art 

studies, galleries and magazines are part, then the hierarchies which sustain 

masculine dominance come under scrutiny and stress […]75  

 

A feminist legacy in the organisational sphere spotlights the produced nature of 

inequalities, scrutinising the structures that have placed many on the side-lines.  

Concentrating on gender inequality underestimates the breadth of the problem, 

and Acker indicated that ‘focusing on one category almost inevitably obscures and 
 

72 Joan Acker, Class Questions, Feminist Answers, (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2006), 110. 
73 Ibid.,105. 
74 Deborah L. Blake, “Perceiving Subtle Sexism: Mapping the Social-psychological 
Forces and Legal Narratives That Obscure Gender Bias,” Columbia Journal of Gender 
and Law 16, no.3 (2007), 679. 
75 Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of 
Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 9. 
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oversimplifies other interpenetrating realities.’76 In other words, one must look at the 

intersecting inequalities of class, gender, race and sexuality. Often in mainstream 

feminism the problems of white middle-class cis women have dominated discussions. 

However, these “inequality regimes” as Acker called them, include the intersections of 

class, gender, race and sexuality in nearly every case of organisational inequality: 

 

All organizations have inequality regimes, defined as loosely interrelated 

practices, processes, actions, and meanings that result in and maintain class, 

gender, and racial inequalities within particular organizations.77 

 

Although Acker did not specifically mention sexuality or identity, I do believe that it 

warrants mentioning, as sexuality and identity have been and continue to be the basis of 

discrimination and inequality in organisations. Thinking about organisations through a 

queer feminist lens not only exposes these inequalities, but additionally forces one to 

think about the organisation in an intersectional manner. The organisational sphere 

examines the policies and goals that aim to right wrongs and, in the word of Leslie 

Feinberg, ‘raising questions about the societal treatment of people based on their sex 

and gender expression’78 but additionally the expression of race and class. 

Both Tate Modern and the NPG are examples of institutions that have formed 

working groups and committees of underrepresented people on staff, as well as setting 

policies and commitments to diversity. Steps are being taken, however the effectiveness 

of these steps are more measurable in the curatorial and physical spheres. 

 

 

2) Curatorial sphere 

 

The curatorial sphere refers to the political gesture behind the interpretation of 

displays and exhibitions in museums. This sphere focuses on the curation of collections 

and how it is interpreted. Curation can be a powerful tool against inequality in the art 

world. This is made clear through Maura Reilly’s Curatorial Activism. Reilly defined 

 
76 Joan Acker, “Inequality Regimes Gender, Class, and Race in Organizations,” Gender 
and Society, 20, no.2, (2006), 442. 
77 Ibid., 443. 
78 Leslie Feinberg, Trans Liberation: Beyond Pink or Blue, 5. 
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the term curatorial activism as ‘the practice of organizing art exhibitions with the 

principle aim of ensuring that certain constituencies of artists are no longer ghettoized 

or excluded from the master narratives of art.’79 Curation with an activist edge can offer 

many opportunities to confront, correct or challenge the art historical canon, as outlined 

by Alexandra Genova in an article for The Guardian: ‘[c]uration offers an opportunity 

to confront the lack of diversity in the arts by addressing issues of gender, race and 

sexuality[…]it can offer an opportunity to turn frustration at this unrepresentative 

system into action.’80 The opportunity that curation offers as a political gesture is 

imperative, and in this thesis the gesture behind interpretation is examined. In an ideal 

feminist-influenced curatorial sphere, one will see Reilly’s curatorial activism; a 

commitment to ‘levelling hierarchies, challenging assumptions, countering erasure, 

promoting the margins over the centre, the minority over the majority, inspiring 

intelligent debate, disseminating new knowledge, and encouraging strategies of 

resistance…’81 One would also hopefully observe elements of queer curation, as 

highlighted by Figure 3. 

Ideally one would find a feminist art historical curatorial approach being 

implemented in the curatorial sphere. Maura Reilly outlined three main curatorial 

approaches: the revisionist approach, area studies and relational studies. These three 

approaches will be highlighted in the coming chapters. The curatorial sphere is an ideal 

lens to examine these different approaches. Reilly suggested that these approaches 

erode, destabilise and dismantle the canon in various ways, which Reilly believes are 

‘the most successful tactics for addressing inequality’.82 The lens of the curatorial 

sphere, by looking specifically at how art is interpreted, can highlight the activist 

approaches that would attempt to erode, destabilise and dismantle the canon if feminist 

art histories has had an influence on curatorial methods.  

However, Angela Dimitrakaki and Lara Perry expressed a concern about the 

neutralisation of feminism’s politics in the art museum, through what one can consider 

 
79 Maura Reilly, “What Is Curatorial Activism?,” ArtNews, 11/07/2017 [accessed 
13/04/2018], http://www.artnews.com/2017/11/07/what-is-curatorial-activism/.   
80 Alexandra Genova “Activism in the art world: meet the next generation of radical 
curators,” The Guardian, 11/04/2018 [accessed 13/04/2018], 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/apr/11/activism-art-world-next-
generation-radical-curators.   
81 Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 22. 
82 Ibid., 23. 
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“marketplace feminism”83 especially in curation.84 Feminism is a political movement; 

therefore, it is significant when the political gesture is lost in an exhibition or display. 

Dimitrakaki and Perry noted that ‘as a political project, feminism has challenged the 

power relations that form around gender, and thus shaped decades of art practice.’85 

Decontextualisation of works of art equals depoliticisation, and has at times been 

applied to the work of women artists.86 There has been significant growth in the 

popularity of feminist exhibitions since 2007: the opening of the Elizabeth Sackler 

Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Museum, the “Second Museum of Our 

Dreams” at Moderna Museet, WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution at the Museum 

of Contemporary Art, Global Feminisms at the Brooklyn Museum, 

elles@centrepompidou at Centre Pompidou, Gender Check at MUMOK and Guerrilla 

Girls: Is it even worse in Europe? at the Whitechapel Gallery. However, Dimitrakaki 

and Perry question whether this represents a new relevance for feminism in art 

institutions or whether it symbolises a distancing of politics from the social movement 

and museums.87  

Within the curatorial sphere, one observes how goals of the organisational 

sphere are interpreted and implemented which is reflected in the physical sphere. In 

summary, one must be thoughtful of the context in which an artwork was made, but also 

the gesture behind the interpretation of the exhibition/display itself. In feminist-based 

practice, activism holds a strong role in the curatorial sphere. Maura Reilly stated that 

‘[i]f you are intent on instituting change, then curation can be a powerful tool.’88 How 

are Tate Modern and the NPG utilising this tool, if at all, in the curatorial sphere?  

 

 

 
83 Andi Zeisler, We Were Feminists Once: From Riot GRRRL to Covergirl, the Buying 
and Selling of a Political Movement, (New York: PublicAffairs, 2016). 
84 Angela Dimitrakaki and Lara Perry, “How to Be Seen: An Introduction to Feminist 
Politics, Exhibition Cultures and Curatorial Transgressions” in Politics in a Glass Case: 
Feminism, Exhibition Cultures and Curatorial Transgressions, ed. Angela Dimitrakaki 
and Lara Perry (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2013). 
85 Ibid.,1. 
86 Lara Perry, “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman’? Women Artists, Feminism and Tate 
Modern,” in Politics in a Glass Case: Feminism, Exhibition Cultures and Curatorial 
Transgressions. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Maura Reilly, quoted in Alexandra Genova “Activism in the art world: meet the next 
generation of radical curators”. 



 40 

3) Physical sphere 

 

The physical sphere refers to representation, presentation and, importantly, the 

experiences of visitors who feel and are shaped by their physical surroundings. For 

example, if queer narratives are excluded from interpretations of certain artists, then the 

audience’s idea of this artist is that they were not part of the queer community. If 

women are absent from the gallery, then the audience’s idea of art history is one without 

women. Lara Perry suggested that in a feminist analysis of museums one should take 

into account empirical measurement and representation of women.89 Perry noted that 

although the number of women artists in a collection is important, one must bear in 

mind factors such as historical bias.90 Context in this case does matter, however it is not 

an excuse for a lack of engagement with diversity. Both the NPG and Tate Modern have 

historic collections, and therefore the historical bias must be considered when analysing 

the physical sphere.  

However, empirical measurement is not the only element that reflects feminist 

impact within art spaces. The scrutiny of museums must go beyond statistics. Carol 

Duncan noted the representation of women in New York’s Museum of Modern Art 

addresses the male spectator through the images of women it presents.91 To alter this, 

Griselda Pollock proposed changing the categories of nation, style and chronology to 

favour conversations formed around an idea (feminism): 

 

What makes critical feminist studies in the visual arts different starts with the 

various possibilities we claim for tracking relations among artworks outside of 

the museal categories of nation, style, period, movement, master, oeuvre, so that 

artworks can speak of something more than either the abstract principles of form 

and style or the individualism of the creative author.92  

 

 
89 Perry, “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman”? Women Artists, Feminism and Tate 
Modern”. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Carol Duncan, “The MoMA’s Hot Mammas” in The Aesthetics of Power: Essays in 
Critical Art Theory by Carol Duncan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
92 Griselda Pollock, Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum: Time, space and the 
archive (London: Routledge, 2007), 10. 
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As Lara Perry mentioned, interpretive themes should be used over art historical 

narratives.93 These art historical narratives, as Griselda Pollock noted, exclude certain 

relationships and narratives that could potentially be presented: 

 

Museum categories of classification and conservation dictated to academic art 

history the way objects are put together in groups or classes, and are compared 

and contrasted. Typically these operate by [medium, artist, date, period, 

nationality, style, genre] […] Such considerations, in effect, dictate categories of 

understanding and thus exclude other kinds of possible relations or connection.94 

 

As Pollock later elaborated, this method of presentation is often used to establish a 

canon of knowledge about art: ‘[a]rt history makes art intelligible by means of 

classifying practices by named artists, historical time periods, medium, styles and 

national schools creating narratives to account for either development, change, 

difference and to establish a canon of knowledge.’95 Feminist interventions within the 

physical sphere looks to dismantle and challenge this canon, and present a multiplicity 

of knowledge and histories of art.  

 Physical space is often concerned with world-making; representation within a 

space can build a community. Fiona Buckland stated that a ‘lifeworld’ can be ‘created, 

articulated, embodied, performed, expressed, and contested.’96 These actions are 

performed in a physical space. Queer and the notion of queering space is very important 

in the physical sphere because of these performative actions of community building. 

Buckland stressed that ‘queer world-making required laying claim to space and to one’s 

own body as queer.’97 In a museum space often artists are not given the opportunity to 

claim their space, an example being the lack of women and people of colour in galleries, 

or if they are they must hide and not claim their body as queer. Therefore, often a 

museum’s physical sphere does not participate in queer world-making, leaving out a 

connection and experience for the audience.  
 

93 Perry, “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman’? Women Artists, Feminism and Tate 
Modern”. 
94 Griselda Pollock, Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum: Time, Space and the 
Archive, 17. 
95 Ibid., 17. 
96 Fiona Buckland, Impossible Dance: Club Culture and Queer World-Making 
(Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 3. 
97 Ibid., 54.  
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Queering the physical sphere means including queer representation for the 

audience to experience and making a connection which erodes the notions from the art 

historical canon, but also creates a sphere that is welcoming to queer narratives. 

Buckland pointed out that for many queer individuals this is not an experience they get 

to participate in: ‘Many queers are worldless, cut off in many instances from family, 

church, and other institutions of community building.’98 If queer individuals are left out 

of museum spaces and the physical sphere, this is yet another space in which they are 

cut off. In a space where queer is suppressed, queer individuals do not get the same 

opportunity to make connections to histories, individuals, art and spaces that others 

might receive. This is the importance of having a broad and diverse physical sphere in 

an art museum: the space is more meaningful when a wider breadth of people have the 

opportunity to experience a connection to the histories of art.  

However, this is often not the case for museums and the physical sphere is not 

an open space, or arguably even a safe space. For Buckland, the importance of a queer 

space is that it was meant to be safe: ‘[people in queer space] expected a reverse 

discrimination from everyday life situations that excluded or stigmatized queers. [These 

spaces are] free of the external and internal restrictions and oppressions they lived under 

outside.’99 Queering space opens it up to those who have been excluded by traditional 

art history. As a statistical analysis of the case studies has revealed, there is continuous 

queer exclusion, but also low numbers of people of colour and women in the two 

museums. The physical sphere is revealing of the gaps that exist in the other spheres. 

For example, if embedding diversity is not a priority in the organisational sphere, this 

leaves little for curators to work with, therefore audiences experiencing fewer diverse 

narratives. If there is work in the organisational sphere on adding more women’s voices, 

but the masculine domination is continued through curation then in the physical sphere 

there is still an unequal experience of gender diversity for audiences. Queering the 

spheres would lead to a well-rounded physical sphere, but this is not the case for Tate 

Modern or the NPG.   

The physical sphere should not present a singular knowledge of art history, but 

rather many different narratives and intersections. Although statistics and empirical data 

are important, as representation in numbers is meaningful to audiences, there needs to 

be meaning beyond a headcount of genders, identities, sexualities and races. 
 

98 Ibid., 38. 
99 Ibid., 50. 
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Researching the three spheres: methods  

 

To look deeper into the spheres, and into the institutions themselves, I employed 

various methods, as displayed in Table 1. 

 

Method Why Outcome 
Case Study  Contexts, understanding, 

knowledge, situated  
Two case studies, Tate 
Modern and NPG 

Interviews Understanding, experience, 
in-depth, thematic, topic-
based, context, interactive 

Two interviews with Tate 
Modern, short email 
interviews with NPG 

Document/Archive 
Analysis 

Context, interpretive, read, 
particular, constructed, 
narratives  

Reports, documents, 
policies, guidebooks, 
catalogues, websites 

Observations  Visual, context, experience, 
setting, space, “real-life” 
interactive  

Generated maps at Tate 
Modern, situating artists at 
NPG 

Table 1. Research Methods. 
 

A benefit to using a case study method in the context of this research is that, 

much like the theoretical framework, it uses a multiplicity of methods to answer the 

research question. To contribute to the case study method, interviews, document 

analysis and observations were used.  

 

 

Interviews  

 

Jennifer Mason described interviews as ‘in-depth, semi-structured or loosely 

structured forms [...]’ that are ‘situated and contextual.’100 Interviews are thematic, 

topic-centred and ‘ensure that the relevant contexts are brought into focus so that 

situated knowledge can be produced.’101 As Yin mentioned, interviews are targeted and 

focus directly on a specific case study topic(s).102 This thesis attempts to get a read on 

the legacy and influence of certain concepts, therefore experience and understandings 

that interviews provide is imperative. Mason signified that interviews allow one to ‘talk 

interactively with people, to ask questions, to listen to them, to gain access to their 

 
100 Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching, 62. 
101 Ibid., 62. 
102 Robert Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 102. 



 44 

accounts and articulations, or to analyse their use of language and construction of 

discourse.’103 Interacting with individuals to gain an understanding of their experience 

is in line with a queer feminist framework. Allowing individuals to share their 

experiences with the space of the galleries provide a wider breadth of voices on the 

subject. 

The challenge with interviews, aside from them being, in the words of Mason, 

‘dependent on people’s capacities to verbalize, interact, conceptualize and 

remember,’104 is that they rely on an individual’s willingness to talk and give the 

researcher their time. Tate Modern was able to provide two successful interviews, while 

the NPG proved challenging and ultimately, I was unable to collect data through long 

form interviews at this institution. Rather, brief interviews were conducted over email, a 

process which, whilst helpful and insightful, did limit their usefulness.  

Interviews proved useful to get the perspective of the case study institutions on 

matters of diversity. The interviews were revealing for specifically for two of the three 

spheres:  

• Organisational Sphere: Interviews were conducted with two employees at Tate 

Modern, one of which provided much insight into the policy and actions towards 

diversity in Tate’s organisational sphere. Brandon James is Tate’s Diversity & 

Inclusion Manager and the interview that was conducted highlighted actions 

being taken to bring in a wider audience through Tate’s specific audience 

framework. Chapter three highlights the steps taken towards a more diverse 

organisational sphere.  

• Curatorial Sphere: Smaller interviews via email were conducted with the NPG, 

which suggested that have not made as large strides in diversity monitoring as 

Tate Modern. As discussed in an interview with Valentina Ravaglia, assistant 

curator at Tate Modern, a key part of her job is monitoring the collection for 

diversity. The interviews were crucial in revealing how both institutions monitor 

diversity, whether it in in the organisational and curatorial spheres as indicated 

by the interviews at Tate Modern, or whether the cataloguing system leaves gaps 

like in the NPG. 

 
103 Jennifer Mason, Qualitative Researching, 64. 
104 Ibid., 64. 
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Interviews as a method provided a useful understanding of everyday happenings in the 

museums to improve on diversity, or in the case of NPG what could be still improved 

on. 

 

 

Document analysis 

 

Document analysis provides context in an interpretive sense. Mason argued that 

‘you may feel that documents, visual images, objects, visualization, and so on need to 

be read and interpreted in the context of, for example, how they are produced, used, 

what meaning they have, what they are seen to be or to present culturally speaking.’105 

Yin observed that some strengths of document analysis is that they are stable, 

unobtrusive, exact and can be viewed multiple times.106 Mason likewise proposed that 

documents are often used alongside other methods,107 which is the case for this thesis. 

  

 Documents are created and constructed within a ‘particular context, by particular 

people, with particular purposes and with consequences – intended and unintended.’108 I 

examined various policy documents, including diversity documents, future plans, 

annual reports, collections development documents, etc. This also involved examining 

publications, such as the official guidebooks and exhibition catalogues for both 

institutions. These documents were created with a particular purpose and for a specific 

audience. Analysing these documents was deeply revealing of multiple aspects in the 

spheres: 

• Organisational Sphere: changes that have been implemented over time in both 

institutions. Tate’s many diversity documents as well as annual reports reveal 

the improved statistics regarding women artists. These documents also reveal 

how this has been a focus for Tate and the pride the institution takes in the 

improvements that have been made. The policy documents for both institutions 

reveal how Tate Modern and the NPG are attempting to reach a wider audience. 
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• Curatorial Sphere: document analysis in the curatorial sphere revealed more of 

the gesture behind the diversity policies. For example, the NPG implemented the 

I AM ME programme, which included the Speak its Name! display. This 

programme and subsequent display reached out to a queer audience by 

presenting queer narratives within the museum space. The catalogue and book 

that accompanied the display, which was the document analysed, provided the 

audience with more queer perspectives on figures from the NPG’s collection.  

However, the document analysis from the curatorial sphere also revealed where 

steps need to be taken. For example, as discussed in section two, certain 

narratives continue to be excluded and there are notable absences, such as trans 

narratives and queer narratives that are not part of temporary exhibitions or 

displays.  

 

This is a common method used by feminist art historians. For example, Alicia 

Foster’s Tate Women Artists examined documents and archives of Tate’s past whilst 

analysing women artist’s place in the in the collection. Foster used a qualitative analysis 

in doing a brief history of Tate and building a context for the collection of women 

artists. In my research, document analysis was similarly used to consider the larger 

history of queer themed exhibitions. This analysis allowed content from other museums 

and sources to build on my knowledge of queer readings of art and art histories. Though 

largely used as secondary examples, this analysis allowed me to better understand and 

consider the primary case studies, and to fit them into a broader context of queer 

practice.  

 

 

Visual analysis  

 

There was a visual aspect to this thesis: I observed the space of the museum and 

created maps, documenting the details of representation and the bias knitted in to the 

museum space and experience. This included observing the location of certain artworks 

within the museum space. Mason defined observational methods as a method where one 

can ‘experience and observe at first hand a range of dimensions in and of that 
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setting.’109 Additionally, Yin stated that observations cover the context of the case;110 

what is the purpose, and consequences, of having an artwork within a certain space. 

Observation of spaces, rather than people, were used to investigate why artworks were 

presented within a certain context, ‘prepared, made or displayed, by whom, for whom, 

under what conditions, according to what rules and conventions.’111  

 Mason maintained that observational methods help gain knowledge of the social 

world by ‘observing, or participating in, or experiencing “natural” or “real-life” settings, 

interactive situations and so on.’112 By observing, visualising and mapping out the 

physical sphere, I got a read on what the audience ultimately experiences. While the 

other methods build the context of the case study, an observational method allows me to 

experience the influence and impacts of feminism and masculinity within the context of 

the everyday, or “natural” and “real-life”. These occur and are ‘generated through a 

contextual setting.’113 To reiterate, the other spheres manifest in the physical sphere, 

therefore it is important to observe the setting, what the audience ultimately 

experiences, to measure the success of organisational and curatorial goals.  

This is likewise a common method used by feminist art historians. An example 

is presented in Lara Perry’s “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman’? Women Artists, 

Feminism and Tate Modern”.114 For this article, Perry analysed Tate Modern by 

observing exhibitions and displays, but also used document and archive analysis by 

looking into the recent past of Tate Modern’s record with women artists. This method is 

both qualitative and quantitative. It is qualitative in that it can be used to analyse what is 

presented, similar to Carol Duncan’s “The MoMA’s Hot Mamas”, and quantitative in 

that it be used to observe the numbers of women displayed, similar to the research and 

posters of the Guerrilla Girls.  

This thesis utilised visual analysis in the physical sphere to gain knowledge on 

the surroundings that the audience experiences in Tate Modern and the NPG. Visual 

analysis proved to be the most revealing in the physical sphere: 
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• Physical Sphere: Methods used in the physical sphere include visual analysis to 

gain an insight into what the audience experiences. This included gathering 

statistics on the number of women artists in the gallery, but also the spaces in 

which the artists are presented. As elaborated on in chapter five, often in the 

physical sphere women artists, artists of colour and queer artists are not given 

the same elevated presence in the gallery or ‘equivalency of scale’115 as many 

canonical artists. The most apparent example is the placement of the works of 

Mark Rothko in Tate Modern. Rothko’s works are placed in an atmospheric 

shrine-like room, while this prestige is not given to any women artists or artists 

of colour. In contrast, Louise Bourgeois has an artwork placed in the middle of 

the room, where visitors ignore and trip over it. However, critique of this 

placement can be subjective, as some, including the curators, see this as a place 

of honour while I found it was easily ignored.  

 

Additionally, it was the visual analysis that contributed to the major finding of the 

continuation of masculine influence in the museums. It was experiencing the gallery, 

seeing the statistics in a physical space, but also the placement of women and/or people 

of colour that led to this discovery. While document analysis pointed to a feminist 

influence, visiting the gallery and being in the physical space told a different story. 

Visual analysis helps discover the presentation of artists in this unequal way in the 

physical sphere, which results in the audience experiencing these artists on dramatically 

differing scales. It highlights that audiences may experience artists such as Rothko in 

grandeur and on a pedestal, while others are not awarded the same and equal visibility. 

This results in certain artists receiving a conditional welcome in the physical sphere.  

 

 

Methods and the three spheres 

 

This thesis uses methods that are fluid and which allow investigation of the three 

spheres. These methods aid in discovering steps that the museums have taken, but also 

gaps, inequities and areas where work still needs to be done (Table 2). 

 

 
115 Lois M Williams, “Tate Modern,” Museums Journal, December 2016, 19. 



 49 

Sphere  Interviews  Document 
Analysis  

Visual Analysis  

Organisational 
Sphere 

Policy, changes in 
the museum 
regarding diversity 
(audience, 
employees), 
obstacles of being a 
historic institution  

Statistics, changes 
over time 

       __________ 

Curatorial Sphere Monitoring 
diversity (or lack of 
monitoring), 
obstacles of having 
a historic collection, 
sharing collection 
over sights  

Statistics (changes 
in numbers within 
the collection), 
policy (collections 
policy/priorities), 
new narratives, 
missing narratives 

      __________ 

Physical Sphere      __________     ____________ Statistics (counting 
number of artists), 
spatial inequalities 
within the gallery  

Table 2. Results of methods within the spheres.  
 

Methods used in the organisational sphere were interviews and document analysis. As 

Table 2 states, the interviews provided insight into policy but specifically policy 

changes regarding diversity. As later emphasised in chapter two, since Frances Morris 

became director of Tate Modern in 2016 diversity has been at the foreground of 

decision making at the gallery. This was also highlighted by the document analysis, 

where many improved statistics are flaunted. Many of the policy documents analysed, 

as well as mentioned in the interview with Brandon James, provided information on the 

importance of improved diversity for Tate Modern. The NPG on the other hand has not 

been as forward with their focus on improving diversity, but email interviews and 

document analysis revealed that there is a desire to improve diversity. Interviews with 

both institutions, however, revealed that being a historic institution has been a barrier in 

diversity efforts.  

 Interviews and document analysis also proved to be very useful in the curatorial 

sphere, revealing that being a historic institution is a barrier across many departments 

and facets in museums. Interviews with people at both institutions revealed the burden 

that a historic collection has on diversity, specifically when historic bias would have 

played a role in historic collecting methods, which would have excluded people of 

colour and women artists. This historic bias is also evident in the document analysis, 
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specifically when examining the missing narratives that continue to exist today. For 

example, both institutions are missing queer narratives in the interpretation of many 

artists within the collection. This extends to trans narratives, which are completely 

absent from Tate Modern and were hesitantly included at the NPG. Although document 

analysis and interviews, especially with Valentina Ravaglia at Tate Modern, revealed 

that new narratives were being explored, taking a look at interpretations of art and 

artists proved that many gaps continue to grow. These growing gaps in the curatorial 

sphere have major implications in the physical sphere. 

 Through visual analysis it is apparent that statistics in the physical sphere are 

improving, these numbers still remain unequal and male artists continue to be heavily 

favoured. This is even more observable it the spatial inequalities a visual analysis of the 

physical spheres provided. The audience experiences men on a different scale than 

women, an interesting example discussed in chapter five is Peter Lely and Mary Beale. 

Interpretation of Lely does not include Beale, however interpretation of Beale does 

include Lely. In this case the male artist, Lely, is given more clout and importance 

through the interpretation that the audience experiences. Artists like Picasso and Andy 

Warhol have a wider breadth of work shown in Tate Modern, with their work being 

experienced across several rooms and in multiple displays, a privilege not awarded to 

any women artists.  

 

 Using these methods, combined with the three spheres, has told an interesting 

story. It seems that feminism has been embraced and is more welcomed in the 

organisational sphere, it still has a partial presence in the curatorial sphere. One 

observes a heavy influence of masculinity, and in the physical sphere the audience will 

be surrounded by more of an influence of masculinity than feminist art histories. The 

story of the impact of feminist art histories and masculinity is not evenly weighted 

throughout the institutions. The methods outlined above aided in the understanding of 

the impact of feminist art histories, which appears to be more in words than it is in 

action, and the impact of masculinity, which appears to be more in action than it is in 

words. In other words, the impact of masculinity is observable in the visual experience 

by being in the space and using the museum as a visitor, while the impact of feminist art 

histories is observable in the policy and the action that the galleries say they want to be 

taking. However, these words have not yet manifested into action.  
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This methodology chapter set out to highlight not only the organisational, 

curatorial and physical spheres, but the methods used within the spheres. Recalling 

Figure 3, these methods link to the queer feminist framework in multiple ways: they are 

adaptable, recognising that the spheres are not fixed; multiplicity is involved, with 

voices from the institution and those who work within it being included; there is an 

aspect of challenging the data, particularly when it comes to statistics and 

representation; and these methods generate new stories, narratives and knowledge in 

that they are exploring relationships within a museum. Case studies, interviews, visual 

analysis and document analysis were used to review the feminist influence in Tate 

Modern and the NPG. Through this analysis of feminist art histories, questions of 

masculinity emerged across all three spheres. The methods and spheres provided an 

interesting and useful lens through which to examine feminist art histories and 

subsequently masculinity. The following chapters, beginning with Section One and an 

analysis of feminist art historical influences, examine Tate Modern and the NPG with 

these methodological tools through the lens of the organisational, curatorial and 

physical spheres.  
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Section One: Feminist Art Histories  

 

 

 

 

The following section, consisting of two chapters, elaborates on feminist art histories 

and its place in art museums, examining the histories and impact of feminist art 

histories. Aforementioned, feminist art histories is the addition of feminist knowledge 

and thinking to the histories of art, and the following chapters give an overview of the 

journey of feminist art histories, from claiming women artists forgotten in history, to a 

wider and more intersectional exploration of identities in art. Additionally, this section 

explores the influence of feminist art histories on the organisational and curatorial 

spheres in mainstream art museums. 
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Chapter Two – Feminist art histories and Art: a ‘hirstory of their own’ 

 

This chapter details the development and literature of feminist art histories. 

Beginning in the 20th century, this chapter explains how feminist art histories are 

continuously reflecting, transforming and changing, becoming more intersectional and 

queer. Additionally, it describes how the future of feminist art histories should be - and 

has the potential to be - more trans inclusive. This chapter also provides a practice 

review, focusing particularly on queer and trans narratives in two exhibitions: Queer 

British Art at Tate Britain and Coming Out at the Walker Gallery and Birmingham 

Museum and Art Gallery. Overall, this chapter surveys the past, present and future of 

feminist art histories through a literature review, situating them in academia and the 

gallery, whilst reflecting on their origins in the streets and protests.  

 

 

The Past: feminist art histories 

 

A significant moment for feminist art histories was Linda Nochlin’s 1971 essay, 

“Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”. However, there were clear cases of 

feminist influence before the 1970s. In “Queer feminist art history, an imperfect 

genealogy,” Amelia Jones and Erin Silver provide a detailed history of feminist art 

histories.116 A feminist influence in art can already be observed in the mid-19th century 

when women sought political power through political suffrage movements that 

demanded the right to vote. Meanwhile, artists like Romaine Brooks, Claude Cahun and 

Marcel Moore were making what would be considered queer feminist art works in the 

1910s, long before the existence of the term “feminist art histories”.117 After the Second 

World War, theories of identity began to develop and the publication of Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex in 1949 was an important event in the development of 

feminist (and queer) theory, alongside the rights movements of the 1950s and 1960s.118 

In 1963, Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique was published, signalling the 

beginning of a popular feminist movement. The Feminine Mystique, which explored the 

oppressive experience of suburban white middle-class American cis women, lead to 1) 

 
116 Amelia Jones and Erin Silver, “Queer feminist art history, an imperfect genealogy,”. 
117 Ibid. 
118 Ibid. 
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protests, radical literature and, 2) in the art world, schools, programmes, galleries and 

workshops.119 Feminist visual analysis developed around psychoanalytic theory, 120 

which is particularly notable later in the works of Griselda Pollock. During this time, 

the birth of women’s studies as an academic discipline was popularised through this 

iteration of feminism, which led to more scholarly questions being raised about the 

position of women in culture.121 The embracing of feminism in academia paved the way 

for feminist art histories. There is an observable shift from the streets, in the form of 

protests and rights movements, to popular culture with The Feminine Mystique, then to 

academia.  

As the 1970s dawned, protesters, artists and academics began to turn their 

attention to inequalities in the art world; in 1970, in New York, the Ad Hoc Committee 

of Women Artists formed to protest the low number of women exhibited at the Whitney 

Museum.122 In 1971, a Margaret Harrison exhibition was closed down by police 

because they disapproved of Harrison’s alteration of the male body within her artwork, 

stating that the show depicted a “disgusting” treatment of men; they did not find any 

problem with the depictions of women as food.123 Injustices like these led committees 

and artists to question museums and their representation of women. In 1974, Nochlin 

penned her seminal essay, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”, which 

observed the naturalisation of the white cis male position in art history.124 Other 

academics, art historians and artists would eventually expand on the themes and 

discussions in Nochlin’s essay.  

Early feminist art histories questioned the role of women artists in museums and 

sought to excavate neglected women artists of the past and present to add to the already 

established art historical canon. This archaeological approach, or revisionist approach as 

 
119 Ibid. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Ibid. 
122 Roziska Parker and Griselda Pollock, “Fifteen Years of Feminist Action: from 
practical strategies to strategic practices” in Framing Feminism: Art and the Women’s 
Movement 1970-1985, ed. Roziska Parker and Griselda Pollock (London: Pandora, 
1987).  
123 Tate Shots, “Margaret Harrison,” Video, 6:45, 30 January 2015 [accessed 
25/10/2018], https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/margaret-harrison-1248/margaret-
harrison-studio-visit.   
124 Linda Nochlin “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” in The Feminism 
and Visual Culture Reader, ed. Amelia Jones, (London: Routledge, 2003 [1971]), 229-
233. 
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it is referred to in Maura Reilly’s Curatorial Activism, looks for the errors of the past, 

attempts to reclaim individuals lost in history and re-write the canon. Reilly noted that it 

was thought that searching history for forgotten artists ‘should be undertaken before 

analysis and deconstruction of the canon could begin.’125 Reilly argued that revisionist 

strategies can ‘provide a deeper, more contextual understanding of key issues by 

creating space within white male institutions and mainstream discourses that help 

audiences understand visual culture from a wholly different perspective.’126 

Despite later criticisms of feminist art histories from the 1970s, the 

revisionist/archaeological approach “excavated” women artists from forgotten corners 

of the histories of art and must be recognised as a significant moment in the validation 

of women in the art world. The exhibition Women Artists 1550-1950 curated by Linda 

Nochlin and Ann Sutherland Harris in 1976 is an example of a retrospective of 

“excavated” women artists. The exhibition presented a history of art that was different 

from the norm and challenged what a visitor was exposed to in mainstream galleries.  

There have been critiques and arguments about the effectiveness of the 

revisionist/archaeological feminist art historical scholarship. In 1981, Rozsika Parker 

and Griselda Pollock in Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology observed a trend that 

focused on biographies of women artists, rather than art historical research: 

 

[The] tendency in feminist art histories to date, which exposes once again the 

force of the ideologies of art history, has been the over-emphasis on individual 

biographies of women to the detriment of serious consideration of works of art 

by them.127 

 

In 2016, Griselda Pollock further critiqued the revisionist/archaeological strategy in her 

essay on Georgia O’Keeffe, “Seeing O’Keeffe Seeing”:  

 

My generation of emerging feminist art historians fell prey to a particular 

affliction: the search for the unique or the heroic exception. A partial and 

internally blinded recovery initially found and celebrated just a few isolated 

 
125 Ibid., 23. 
126 Ibid., 25. 
127 Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), xix. 
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icons. Mexican artist Frida Kahlo (1907-54) and [Georgia] O’Keeffe were 

among the handful of artists who were women who were most easily available 

to counter the myth of women’s lack in the field of art […] many women artists, 

were propelled from relative (that can include sexist misrepresentational) 

oblivion to notoriety and commercial celebrity, bypassing the station of serious 

art historical analysis, biographical hype, coupled with the destructive super-

visibility of their works, superficially promoted on calendars and postcards. 

Almost too well-known now, for wrong and usually trivialising reasons, the 

encounter with such artists is too often distorted by this extraordinary 

phenomenon of banalising fame.128 

 

Pollock suggested that feminist art histories should go beyond naming women artists. In 

the words of Pollock, there is more “serious scholarship” in the form of analysis and 

critique.  

The lack of serious scholarship was also the topic of Joanne Heath’s 2008 essay 

“Women Artists, Feminism and the Museum: Beyond the Blockbuster Retrospective”, 

which critiqued the representation of women artists in blockbuster exhibitions, focusing 

on an exhibition on Tamara de Lempicka at the Royal Academy of Arts in 2004 and an 

exhibition at Tate Modern on Frida Kahlo in 2005. Heath observed that these 

exhibitions centre on biography and do not have the same scholarship as male artists.129 

Heath argued for a feminist scholarship beyond reinserting women into the canon, and 

noted:  

 

Feminist scholars have long emphasised, however, that it is not possible simply 

to reinsert women artists back into existing art historical traditions. They have 

instead argued for a rather more rigorous interrogation of the assumptions 

underpinning existing conventions of display and interpretation, and have 

endeavoured to find new ways in which to think about art made by both men 

and women.130 

 
128 Griselda Pollock, “Seeing O’Keeffe Seeing” in Georgia O’Keeffe, ed. Tanya Barson 
(London: Tate Publishing, 2016), 104. 
129 Joanne Heath, “Women Artists, Feminism and the Museum: Beyond the Blockbuster 
Retrospective,” in Feminism Reframed: Reflections on Art and Difference, ed. 
Alexandra Kokoli (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008), 20. 
130 Ibid., 34. 
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These quotes by Parker, Pollock and Heath reflect an awareness of flaws in a 

revisionist/archaeological approach with which galleries study women artists. Parker, 

Pollock and Heath demonstrate the importance of being self-reflective in the way one 

studies marginalised communities, which should also include women, people of colour 

and/or trans people. This self-awareness introduced intersectionality and a more global 

perspective into feminist art historical thinking.  

Feminist art histories were born at a time when activism was widespread, but 

much of the mainstream activism was focused on problems of white middle-class cis 

women. The emerging feminisms in the 1970s are associated with the women’s 

liberation movement, which, as Mimi Marinucci stated, ‘led to a number of legal and 

social developments, including an increase in women in the paid workforce and 

increased attention to the problem of violence against women.’131 In other words, 

attention was focused on the problems of Friedan’s suburban white middle-class 

(American) cis woman. The dilemma with this type of popular, or “white” feminism as 

it has been labelled today, is that it only addressed issues centred on the problems of 

white, middle-class cis women, or “cishet” issues, rather than intersectional issues. This 

led to feminists and a movement which ignored (and continues to ignore) the voices of 

women of colour, working-class women, lesbians, trans women and non-binary people 

whilst reducing feminist issues to those of a homogenised and whitewashed middle-

class cishet woman. 

Creating a space within the white masculine institution without challenging it 

means that, as Reilly stated, ‘a fundamental binary opposition is retained’132 and those 

artists who were rediscovered are not necessarily accepted, or at the very least, are not 

accepted on the same footing as established canonical artists (a thorough argument of 

this can be read in chapter five). A problem with the early and popular strand of 

feminist thinking is that it led to inequalities amongst women in the art world; it was 

dominated by cishet issues, producing a hierarchy where white middle-class cis women 

who were assumed heterosexual had a better chance in the art world, or the revised 

feminist art historical canon. In 1986, Emmanuel Cooper noted the lack of lesbian 

narratives in feminist art historical scholarship: 

 
131 Mimi Marinucci, Feminism is Queer, 111-112. 
132 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 24. 
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Feminists have challenged many of the notions of the objectivity of art and 

aesthetics. However, almost none of the feminist studies on women artists (with 

one or two notable exceptions) have ever mentioned, let alone discussed, 

lesbianism.133 

 

This is a problem in the lack of multiplicity and positionalities, or an overall lack of 

intersectional thinking.  

In the 1990s, different feminisms began to be more widely recognised, for 

example Marxist feminism, global feminism and ecofeminism.134 With the recognition 

of multiple feminisms, feminism in general became more intersectional and therefore 

accessible to a wider group of women. In the 1980s, scholars like bell hooks in Feminist 

Theory: From Margin to Center argued that the women’s liberation movement did not 

seek equality for all women and she set out to argue for a more inclusive, less white 

feminism.135 In particular, hooks sought a more inclusive intersectional feminism. 

Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge in their book Intersectionalities defined 

intersectionality as: 

 

A way of understanding and analysing the complexity in the world, in people, 

and in the human experience. The events and conditions of social and political 

life and the self can seldom be understood as shaped by one factor. They are 

generally shaped by many factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways. 

When it comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organisation of power 

in a given society are better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of 

social division, be it race or gender or class, but by many axes that work 

together and influence each other. Intersectionality as a analytic tool gives 

people better access to the complexity of the world and themselves.136 

 

 
133 Emmanuel Cooper, The Sexual Perspective: Homosexuality and Art in the Last 100 
Years in the West (London: Routledge, 1986), xviii. 
134 Mimi Marinucci, Feminism is Queer. 
135 bell hooks, Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (Boston: South End Press, 
1984); Amelia Jones and Erin Silver, “Queer feminist art history, an imperfect 
genealogy,”.  
136 Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge, Intersectionality (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2016), 2. 
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Intersectionality is key to understanding power relations. As Collins and Bilge called 

attention to, relations of power in a specific field tend to mask true inequalities:  

 

Yet this is what social divisions of class, gender, and race do – we all think we 

are playing on a level playing field when we are not. The cultural domain of 

power helps manufacture messages that playing fields are level, that all 

competitions are fair, and that any resulting patterns of winners and losers have 

been fairly accomplished.137 

 

This recalls Bourdieu’s concept of the field and the game. Undeniably, the playing field 

is not equal, and intersectionality as a tool can help discover and understand the playing 

field and its true inequalities. This manifests itself by helping one understand ‘how the 

events and conditions of social and political life at play were no shaped by one 

factor.’138 There are interlocking, mutually constructing or intersecting systems of 

power that manifest in the forms of racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, 

xenophobia, etc., that gain meaning in relation to one another.139  

The lack of intersectional thinking is a problem many feminists of colour and 

queer feminists saw (and continue to see) with the popular, white feminism of the 

1960s, 1970s and onward. For example, in 1985, the Guerrilla Girls were founded as an 

activist feminist art group that questioned the representation of women and people of 

colour. The Guerrilla Girls decided to take their concerns with art institutions to the 

streets with a series of eye-catching posters critiquing the inequalities of the art world. 

The action of taking issues to the streets additionally suggests that there is movement of 

feminism from academia back to the streets and into popular culture.  

Intersectionality introduced a wider global perspective to feminist art histories. 

Global perspectives broadened the feminist art historical literature, with publications 

such as Marsha Meskimmon’s Women Making Art: History, Subjectivity, Asesthetics. In 

this book, Meskimmon called the work of the past ground breaking but noted that it had 

not ‘fully changed the dynamics of the sexual discrimination in the present, in the art 

 
137 Ibid., 10-11. 
138 Ibid., 23. 
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world or elsewhere.’140 Meskimmon pointed out that women’s success in art depends 

upon class, age, economic status, spaces (urban and rural) and ethnic or racial origin.141 

This is an example of Meskimmon’s step away from the binaries of past feminist art 

histories strategies; Meskimmon still explored the power and privilege of art, but she 

observed that it is more complex than a man/woman binary, and that wider social 

elements play a role in an artist’s success. In reference to Faith Ringgold’s Dancing at 

the Louvre (1991), Meskimmon drew attention to how European fine art has not always 

belonged to everyone.142 Although this is not a new idea, Meskimmon did not only 

reference a binary between men with access and women without, but rather made a 

complicated and intersectional argument in discussing the accessibility of art to people 

and artists of colour, which intersects with gender identity. 

Identity, to borrow a queer slang term, is “extra”, that is, more complex than 

binary man or woman, or a universal inequality for all women. Rather it concerns a 

plethora of positions (race, gender, nationality, class, etc.) that intersect to represent an 

individual and their multiple differing experiences. The concept of multiplicity in 

identities is important to understanding the complexities of the study of art and the 

importance of intersectionality: discrimination is not limited to white, middle-class cis 

women artists.   

 

 

The Present: queer feminist art histories  

 

   In the 1970s, art criticism went beyond the questioning of the positions of 

women artists in art histories in raising questions of the representation of sexuality. This 

was typically a discussion on cis white gay men’s sexuality, which today still is the 

main focus of mainstream queer spaces and studies. James Saslow’s 1978 essay 

“Closets in the Museum: Homophobia and Art History”143 drew attention to museums’ 

interpretation of the sexualities of artists: 

I have been investigating our gay heritage in the visual arts, and find that it is 

richer than many of us are yet aware of. I have also found that the powerful 
 

140 Marsha Meskimmon, Women Making Art: History, Subjectivity, Aesthetics (London: 
Routledge, 2003), 1. 
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complex of institutions that are the custodians of our artistic heritage – 

museums, galleries, universities – tends to overlook or suppress the historical 

evidence of gay artists and gay themes.144 

 

Saslow observed how art museums have erased gay themes in art history, despite 

evidence of their existence. He noted that ‘the art world has declared gay people and 

their emotions “obscene”’.145 Clear parallels can be drawn between Saslow’s essay and 

Nochlin’s 1971 essay: much like early feminist art historians noted the absence of 

women artists in museums, Saslow observed the general lack of queer artists in 

museums, and the definite desire to hide their queerness if some were indeed present. 

As made apparent by Saslow’s essay, excluding queer histories is nothing new, and 

continues to be pertinent in the current social and political climate which has created 

new relevance for queer feminist art histories.  

 What is queer feminist art histories? Firstly, it is important to break down the 

components of this concept, beginning with queer theory. In their book Queer: A 

Graphic History, Meg-John Barker and Julia Scheele argued that queer theory can be 

defined as multiple, always changing and with unfixed origins:  

 

Drawing on post-structuralist theories to examine power relations relating to 

sex, sexuality and gender through destabilizing the take-for-granted dominant 

understanding that heterosexuality is the normal or natural standard if sexuality, 

and categorising people in relation to this by exposing how sexual and gender 

identities are, [1] constructed through the available ways of thinking and being 

in different times and places, and [2] performed: something that we do rather 

than something that we (essentially) are.146 

 

Barker and Scheele describe how queer theory understands that knowledge is always 

partial and contextual. Baker and Scheele highlighted how knowledges are conditional 

upon one’s positionality:   

 
144 James Saslow, “Closets in the Museum: Homophobia and Art History,” Lavender 
Culture, ed. Karla Jay and Allen Young (New York: New York University, 1994. 
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146 Meg-John Barker and Julia Scheele, Queer: A Graphic History (London: Icon 
Books, 2016), 62. My emphasis. 
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What we know is only even part of the picture, and it’s based on who, where, 

and when we are. Knowledge cannot be neutral or objective: it’s contingent on 

systems of power, and it shapes the power relations between people.147  

 

Barker and Scheele explain that this plays a role in gender and identity, specifically that 

there is no single truth about who one is, that one does not have a fixed or stable 

identity, but rather one occupies identities through one’s relationships within spaces.148 

The next component is queer feminism. An accessible book written on the 

exploration of a queer feminism is Feminism is Queer: The Intimae connection between 

Queer and Feminist Theory by Mimi Marinucci. Queer feminism is defined by 

Marinucci as: ‘The application of queer notions of gender, sex, and sexuality to the 

subject matter of feminist theory, and the simultaneous application of feminist notions 

of gender, sex, and sexuality to the subject matter of queer theory.’149 Dominic Johnson 

stated that ‘“queer feminism” signals a model of feminist thinking and practice that 

overcomes the assumption that a certain kind of body, or gender, or sexual 

identification is required in order for a subject to qualify as a feminist one.’150 Queer 

feminism attempts to go beyond binary, hierarchical reasoning and assumptions.  

This type of thinking signifies an emphasis on action and performing. In the late 

1980s and early 90s, Judith Butler, Teresa de Laurentis and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

contributed to the creation of queer theory, which coincided with the AIDS crisis. With 

this bilateral occurrence, queer issues became more centralised in feminist debate. Texts 

such as Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and Donna Haraway’s “Situated Knowledges” 

among others, contributed to the changing and expanding feminist environment. The 

work on gender as performance, was a critical response to the essentialising of gender 

and sexuality that other feminisms tended towards.151  

Judith Butler made a monumental contribution to queer theory in her book, 

Gender Trouble. Butler engaged with the concept of performativity of gender, which 

she described as ‘not a singular act, but a repetition and a ritual, which archives its 
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efforts through its naturalization in the context of a body.’152 The repetitive and 

ritualistic aspects of the performativity of gender, or the reproduction of the roles it 

generates, makes these rituals tradition, passing them on throughout time and space. 

Butler underscored the culturally constructed makings of performativity, pointing out 

that it sought to ‘show that what we take to be internal essence of gender is 

manufactured through a sustained set of acts posited through the gendered stylization of 

the body.’153 Butler theorised that the category of “women” is unstable. Additionally, 

building on the argument of Black feminists, woman is not the only contributor to 

oppressions, emphasising that one should avoid generalisations and assumptions about 

gender.154 Butler argued that gender is unfixed, and that gender is what one does rather 

than who one is. 

Butler’s performativity theory was influential to feminist art histories, for 

example in the examination of gender performative works by Claude Cahun and Cindy 

Sherman.155 Queer feminist art histories keeps performativity but also context in mind, 

as explained by Jones and Silver: 

 

If the point of any feminist and/or queer theory and practice is, at the very least, 

to create an awareness of the ways in which gender and sexuality inform 

discourse and determine structures of individual as well as collective social, 

cultural, and economic power, then we can say that both are inherently political. 

In turn, both must be understood always within particular contexts (material or 

social) and specific historical matrices (networks of discourse).156 

 

What does this mean for feminist art histories? Building on the definition of queer 

feminism, Dominic Johnson defined queer feminist art histories as ‘any theory of art 

that understands visual representation to be capable of supporting and furthering 

transformative remodelling of bodies, and of identity and it’s politics.’157 As many 

works of art that are considered queer are inherently political, the context of the work is 
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imperative. The interpretation, through labels and exhibitions, should reflect the context 

of the artwork.  

Queering museums is challenging, questioning, complicating and 

contextualising the histories of art. Amy K. Levin, in “Unpacking Gender; creating 

complex models for gender inclusivity in museums,” addressed the notion of queering 

the museum: 

 

Thus, when we speak of ‘queering’ the museum, we are estranging ourselves 

from common modes of thought […] ‘Queering’ the museum leads us to 

question every aspect of the institution especially the extent to which the 

traditional museum is infused not only with masculinity, but also, more 

generally, with a simplistic view of sex and gender as coming in only two 

forms.158 

 

Queering challenges the way in which one examines art, artists and the histories of art 

by thinking about gender and identity as a spectrum, as fluid and unfixed, rather than 

binary. 

Queer, in the words of David J. Getsy, ‘offers a strategic undercutting of the 

stability of identity and of the dispensation of power that shadows the assignment of 

categories and taxonomies.’159 Queer thinking serves as a reminder that identities are 

not fixed but rather fluid, that building categories on these supposed fixed, often binary 

identities is not stable. Getsy theorised that queer has an activist stance: 

 

‘Queer’ was developed as a mode of resistance to the oppression and erasure of 

sexual minorities [….] It signals a defiance to the mainstream and an embrace of 

difference, uniqueness and self-determination…the defining trait of ‘queer’ is its 

rejection of attempts to enforce (or value) normalcy.160 

 

 
158 Amy K. Levin, “Unpacking Gender; creating complex models for gender inclusivity 
in museums,” in Museums, Equality and Social Justice, ed. Richard Sandell and Eithne 
Nightingale (London: Routledge, 2012) 158. 
159 David J. Getsy, “Introduction: Queer Intolerability and its Attachments,” Queer 
(Documents of Contemporary Art) ed. David J. Getsy, (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 
2016), 15. 
160 Ibid., 12. 
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As a mode of resistance, queer is anti-assimilation. Barker and Scheele noted the anti-

assimilation and rejection of normal that forms queer activism, observing that it is:  

 

Protest against, rather than assimilation into, current systems, often through 

visible and confrontational tactics…they were making the point that public 

space was heterosexual space and that alternatives to dominant culture were 

required for queers.161  

 

Queer allows one to think deeper about what “normal” is and assumptions of gender, 

but also one’s assumptions about artists. Idealised biographies of artists are called into 

question by queering histories, but also the way in which institutions create the 

biographies and narratives that surround them. Queer rejects ‘attempts to enforce 

normalcy’,162 which one could see as rejecting the art historical canon. The art historical 

canon is a way of creating a singular (normal and typically patrilineal) history, which 

side-lines many artists. Rather than make the canon more inclusive and tolerate more 

artists, queer thinking ‘demand[s] that the normal, the natural and the common be 

challenged […] The aim is not to be admitted to the normal but to question its 

categorical centrality and the clandestine ways in which it is relentlessly enforced.’163 

Queer thinking about art rejects and questions the centrality of the art historical canon in 

art museums and scholarship. In this way, the revisionist/archaeological strategy’s 

contribution to queer is questionable, as it does not necessarily reject the white cis male 

centric canon that has been normalised in art history.  

Queer feminist art histories are at risk of repeating some of the mistakes of the 

past. Griselda Pollock pointed out, as quoted above, that ‘my generation of emerging 

feminist art historians fell prey to a particular affliction: the search for the unique or the 

heroic exception. A partial and internally blinded recovery initially found and 

celebrated just a few isolated icons.’ This is a problem that queer feminist art histories 

have the potential to fall prey to, but rather than these heroes being Frida Kahlo and 

Georgia O’Keeffe for example, it is artists such as Claude Cahun and Gluck. To not fall 

into this pattern, it is useful to broaden horizons, go beyond naming and check-listing 

queer artists, think critically and look at where queer feminist art histories could go 

 
161 Meg-John Barker and Julia Scheele, Queer: A Graphic History, 54. 
162 David J. Getsy, “Introduction: Queer Intolerability and its Attachments,” 12. 
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next. Another way to avoid this limitation is to think beyond the individual and to the 

community. The canon tends to reward the individuals over communities, therefore 

thinking about communities challenges this notion.  

 

 

The Future: transfeminist art hirstories 

 

With the exploration of queer feminism, future feminist art histories could 

explore more transgender topics and include more transgender individuals. A gap exists 

in the literature on transgender art and artists. Dominic Johnson, in a study on intersex 

artist Del LaGrace Volcano, stated that ‘transgender and transsexual body narratives 

and their representations are unquestionably marginalized in histories of art, and also 

contests in feminist theory.’164 Kris Grey and Jennie Klein noted that there is a ‘radical 

potential of the idea of Trans* in relationship to the history of art’ and that 

transfeminism can be used ‘as a theoretical tool for disrupting the linear, patriarchal 

trajectory of regimes of visual culture.’165 This is a gap in feminist art histories as well, 

and with a “contested” place in feminist theory, it is important to explore transgender 

narratives.  

It is evident when looking at certain publications, exhibitions and events that 

there is an interest in trans representation in art, however gaps remain. Literature on this 

topic does exist, for example Gossett, Stanley and Burton’s Trap Door: Trans Cultural 

Production and the Politics of Visibility, which is one of the few books to date 

dedicated to an exploration of various forms of trans art. Kris Grey and Jennie Klein’s 

chapter in Otherwise entitled “Trans*feminism: fragmenting and re-reading the history 

of art through a Trans*perspective” argued for transfeminist art hirstories. Dominic 

Johnson’s chapter in Otherwise about trans intersex artist Del LaGrace Volcano entitled 

“Transition pieces: the photography of Del LaGrace Volcano” offers another 

exploration into a trans artistic perspective. The photography magazine Aperture 

released a special issue focused on gender fluidity entitled “Future Gender”. A serious 

 
164 Dominic Johnson, “Transition pieces: the photography of Del LaGrace Volcano,” 
340. 
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Histories, ed. Amelia Jones and Erin Silver (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2016), 320-21. 
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exploration and thoughtful literature on transfeminist art hirstories is still needed to 

rectify the current lack in the literature.  

Feminism, however, has had a complicated relationship with trans issues and 

identities, as pointed out by Emi Koyama in ‘The Transfeminist Manifesto’:  

 

Every time a group of women previously silenced begins to speak out, other 

feminists are challenged to rethink their idea of whom they represent and what 

they stand for. While this process sometimes leads to a painful realization of our 

own biases and internalized oppressions as feminists, it eventually benefits the 

movement by widening our perspectives and constituency.166 

 

Although many feminist art historians have ignored trans issues, widening the 

perspective of what is included in feminist art historical scholarship by thinking about 

and including trans identities will benefit and modernise the movement.  

Trans people, in particular trans women of colour, are often represented in the 

media, but is this good representation? An example of trans representation in art, and 

within media, in The Museum of Transgender Hirstory and Art (MOTHA) is 

highlighted in the article “Introducing The Museum of Transgender Hirstory and Art” 

by Chris E. Varga.167 Varga founded MOTHA as an imaginary and semi-fictional 

museum, bringing awareness to transgender art and figures by working closely with 

archives. Vargas proposed that the “museum” is long overdue, stating that ‘For 

millennia, the patriarchy has had history; for a few years, in the 1970s, some white 

feminists had herstory; but now, transgender people finally have a gender-neutral 

hirstory all their own.’168 Vargas noted that in the US there are museums dedicated to 

the art of marginalised people but ‘there has been no museum dedicated to how all these 

factors [race, gender, religion] intersect specifically with the histories and art of 

 
166 Emi Koyama, “The Transfeminist Manifesto,” Catching A Wave: Reclaiming 
Feminism for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Rory Dicker and Alison Piepeier (Hanover 
and London: Northeastern University Press, 2003), no page. 
167 Chris E. Vargas, “Introducing The Museum of Transgender Hirstory and Art,” in 
Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility, ed. Reina Gossett, 
Eric A. Stanley and Johanna Burton (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017), 
168 Ibid., 121. 
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genderqueer, gender nonconforming, gender nonbinary, and/or trans peoples. Until 

now.’169 By working with various archives, MOTHA intends to fill this role. 

MOTHA highlights the importance of trans representation, but also works with 

archives to uncover the existence of trans people in history/hirstory. One project by 

MOTHA, “Transvestism in the News”, presents a ‘poster and video, [which] were made 

using early and mid 20th century headlines from a scrap book of the same name that 

was assembled by transgender activist and cultural figure Louise Lawrence.’170 A 3 

minute and 45 second video and the poster present a series of headlines from newspaper 

articles exposing transgender stories. The headlines read, for example, “Woman Who 

Became Man Marries Girlhood Chum”, “Masquerading Man Jailed in Raid”, “Became 

A Girl To Escape Gangsters” and “Man in Woman’s Attire (and Wig) Given Probation” 

(Figure 5). 

 

 
169 Ibid.,122. 
170 MOTHA, [accessed 26/09/2018], http://www.sfmotha.org/.   
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Figure 5. MOTHA Instagram post with “Transvestism in the News” poster. Source: 
@m_o_t_h_a, Intragram Post, 17/07/2017, https://www.instagram.com/p/BWiS-
9WFfOq/?utm_source=ig_share_sheet&igshid=1oumktap8ra6u. 
 

The video and poster reflect the transgender experience in the early and mid-20th 

century, as well as today. Stamatina Gregory and Jeanne Vaccaro in their essay 

“Canonical Undoings: Notes on Trans Art and Archive” stated that the project ‘draws 

an immediate parallel between mid-century trans panic and the contemporary media 

fascination with transgender.’171 This parallel offers a critique of the often-ignored 

historical presence of transgender identities, while also critiquing modern media’s 

 
171 Stamatina Gregory and Jeanne Vaccaro, “Canonical Undoings: Notes on Trans Art 
and Archives,” in Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics of Visibility, 
ed. Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley and Johanna Burton (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2017), 356. 
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questionable relationship with transgender representation. It is important to see one’s 

self reflected in history, and MOTHA sees that trans hirstories get brought out of the 

archive and into the spotlight.  

It is significant to present gender as complex and fluid, but also beyond the 

binary. Kate Bornstein spoke of the limitations of the gender binary and the 

opportunities of going beyond the binary in “Future Gender” and stated that ‘When 

gender is a binary, it’s a battlefield. When you get rid of the binary, gender becomes a 

playground. All kinds of ways of looking at gender can peacefully coexist.’172 As 

feminist art histories begin to be more aware and inclusive of transgender and gender 

non-conforming people, rather than pigeonholing people into identities, art practice will 

open up and become a playground. 

 

 

Practice review 

 

Exhibitions and programmes that focus on queer subjects do not necessarily 

represent the full breadth of queer art histories. Artists who are queer, people of colour, 

gender non-conforming people, trans people and/ or women are still marginally 

underrepresented. It is difficult to find an exhibition of a trans artist’s works, or even 

work depicting a trans viewpoint or narrative, as Richard Sandell emphasised: 

‘[p]rogressive relationships […] told from the perspective and through the voices of 

transgender people, as well as being shaped out of an understanding of the human rights 

issues affecting the community, past and present – remain unusual in museums.’173 

Table 3 provides examples of events and exhibitions that have in some way attempted 

to estrange themselves from traditional views on gender and identity. Although it does 

not cover all trails, displays and exhibitions at the museums included, Table 3 attempts 

to present samples and different methods used by multiple institutions in various 

countries to attempt to engage with trans narratives. Examples were chosen to attempt 

to have examples from multiple times and spaces.  

 

 
172 Kate Bornstein in conversation with Zackary Drucker, “Gender is a Playground,” 
Aperture, 229, Winter 2017 (2018): 29. 
173 Richard Sandell, Museums, Moralities and Human Right (Oxon: Routledge, 2017), 
111. 
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Exhibition/Event Institution Type  Year 
Rrose is a Rrose is a 
Rrose: Gender 
Performance in 
Photography 

Guggenheim 
Museum, New York 

Exhibition  1997 

TRANS SEXUAL 
EXPRESS. 
A Classic for the Third 
Millenium 

Centre D’Art Santa 
Mónica, Barcelona  
 

Exhibition  2001 

sh[OUT]:Contemporary 
Art & Human Rights 

GOMA, Glasgow  Exhibition  2009 

Fan the Flames: Queer 
Positions in 
Photography 

Art Gallery of 
Ontario, Toronto 

Exhibition  2014 

Homosexuality_ies Deutsches 
Historiches 
Museum/ Schwules 
Museum*, Berlin 

Exhibition  2015 

Gillian Wearing and 
Claude Cahun: Behind 
the mask, another mask 

National Portrait 
Gallery, London 

Exhibition  2016 

Queer British Art: 1861 
-1967 

Tate Britain, London  Exhibition  2017 

Desire, love, identity 
exploring LGBTQ 
histories 

British Museum, 
London  

Trail/Display 2017 (trail on-
going) 

Trigger: Gender as a 
Tool and as a Weapon 

New Museum, New 
York 

Exhibition  2017 

Coming Out: Sexuality, 
Gender & Identity 

Walker Gallery, 
Liverpool; 
Birmingham 
Museum and Art 
Gallery, 
Birmingham 

Exhibition 2017; 2018 

Another Kind of Life: 
Photography on the 
Margins 

Barbican Centre, 
London  

Exhibition  2018 

Under Cover – A Secret 
History of Cross 
Dressing  

The Photographer’s 
Gallery, London  

Exhibition  2018 

MOTHA Based out of San 
Francisco  

Project/Exhibition  On-going  

Museum of Transology  No fixed location  Project/Exhibition On-going  
Table 3. Challenging fixed ideas of gender through exhibitions. Source: Author. 

 

There are various methods that these exhibitions and events have used in order to 

attempt to estrange norms. These exhibitions are by no means perfect representations of 
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gender non-conformity: many, like Queer British Art, have large gaps, while others, 

such as the Barbican’s Another Kind of Life have been accused of ghettoising, 

specifically by art writer Zachary Small, who stated that the exhibition was an example 

of ‘straight society pigeonholing queer people into narratives of otherness and evil.’174 I 

have chosen in this chapter to look more closely at two exhibitions that engaged with 

gender non-conforming bodies, read through a queer feminist art historical perspective.  

 

 

 1) Queer British Art: history as an obstacle and a weapon 

 

Many of the exhibitions and events highlighted in Table 3 mention hidden 

histories/hirstories or rediscovered identities that have been purposely ignored 

throughout history, clearly pointing to a revisionist/archaeological approach. In 

highlighting these histories, museums hope to broaden and expand not only ideas of 

identity, but the interpretation of art’s histories in the future, leading to more people 

identifying with the narratives presented in a museum. The exhibition Queer British 

Art: 1861 – 1967 at Tate Britain attempted to broaden the narrative of British art.  

Broadening the narrative to open up the future is a difficult task. Exhibition 

curator Clare Barlow explained that in Queer British Art trans identities were difficult 

to represent due to the lack of historical material: 

There are also many identities that we would have liked to represent but for 

which little if any visual material exists. The history of queer culture is 

punctuated by dustbins and bonfires – much has been deliberately destroyed or 

simply unpreserved…we have been constantly frustrated by the comparative 

scarcity of material relating to intersectional identities: working-class queer 

lives, queer people of colour, trans and genderqueer identities, even queer 

women artists. It is not clear in many cases whether such sources never existed, 

have ceased to exist or whether tantalisingly, they may yet be out there, hidden 

from view, perhaps lying uncatalogued and awaiting recovery.175 

 
 

174 Zachary Small, “This Art Exhibition Proves That Queer Visibility Alone Won't Save 
Queer Lives,” them., 24/04/2018 [accessed 24/04/2018], 
https://www.them.us/story/queer-art-and-visibility.  
175 Clare Barlow, “Introduction,” in Queer British Art: 1861-1967, ed. Clare Barlow 
(London: Tate Publishing, 2017), Exhibition catalogue, 17. My emphasis. 
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This quote highlights the restraints of a historic collection. Museums like the NPG and 

Tate often have difficulties navigating historic collections. A number of works from the 

Queer British Art came from the NPG, including Laura Knight’s Self-Portrait (1913) 

and Gluck’s self-portrait Gluck (1942). Knight’s portrait was displayed alongside works 

by Claude Cahun and Marlow Moss in a room called “Defying Convention”. This room 

was intended to show challenges to conventional notions of gender: 

 

This room shows how artists and writers in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century challenged gender norms. Some, such as Laura Knight, laid 

claim to traditionally masculine sources of artist authority by depicting 

themselves in the act of painting nude models. Others, such as Vita Sackville-

West, had open marriages and same-sex relationships, or, like Claude Cahun, 

questioned the very concept of gender binaries.176 

 

The room highlighted the “liberating possibilities” of radical change for women in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Despite being limited by the chronological 

hang, the exhibition presented a version of British art where gender, sexuality and 

identity are not necessarily static.  

The exhibition used what Maura Reilly defined as an area studies strategy: a 

thorough and sophisticated study of a subject is developed, however this subject is seen 

as separate from the canon.177 Reilly stressed how these exhibitions spotlight a subject: 

‘Each of these shows added Others to the dominant narrative, but as separate categories 

of either gender, race, or sexuality […] an area-studies focus is often seen as the most 

effective way to diversifying the historical canon and/or contemporary discourse.’178 

The exhibition fits into the area studies strategy as it separated queer artists and subjects 

into a special area, which is considered separate from British art.  

A critique of an area study strategy – which is also used in museums such as the 

National Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, The Schwules Museum* in 

Berlin or the Leslie Lohman Gay and Lesbian Museum in New York - is that it 

 
176 Tate Britain, Queer British Art: 1861-1967 (Tate Britain, 2017), Exhibition 
pamphlet. 
177 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism. 
178 Ibid., 26. 
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ghettoises a subject. Maura Reilly however argued that often these exhibitions are 

necessary, and specifically when thinking about the importance of queer art exhibitions: 

 

We cannot claim to live in a post-queer world when in some countries being 

queer, gay, bisexual, or transgender is punishable by death and in many more is 

a criminal offence. It is a grave mistake to assume that the social climate of 

apparently liberal cities such as Manhattan, Los Angeles, and London is also the 

social climate of the world, just as we cannot assume that the issues ‘queers’ 

face in New York are the equivalent to the issues they face in Nebraska. There 

is, then, a real need for shows that examine what it means to be ‘queer’ on a 

global scale.179 

 

QBA did examine queer art in a specific temporal and spatial setting. Reilly proposed 

that rather than thinking about presenting a ghetto, these exhibitions should be thought 

of as presenting a new narrative: ‘We should perhaps be thinking less about the 

potentially ghettoizing effects of these types of specialist exhibitions, and more about 

their positive aspects – for example, as curatorial frameworks that allow us to present 

outstanding works of art to the public, often for the first time.’180 History in this context 

can be seen as a weapon as it is being presented through a lens that the audience might 

not have experienced. The exhibition presents ‘works and objects produced by non-

heteronormative artists.’181 To think of British art history in terms of its queer subjects 

and artists was new knowledge for many visitors. Maura Reilly summarised her 

thoughts on the exhibition, and stated that ‘the show was designed not only to adjust the 

fact that art history has ignored and glossed over queer artists and artworks but also to 

showcase works that give voice to oppressed identities.’182 Many familiar names 

appeared, for example David Hockney and Francis Bacon, and additionally many 

figures that are “non-heteronormative artists” such as Marlow Moss, Gluck and Claude 

Cahun were presented within a context where gender is seen as fluid. 

 What about the word “queer” in the exhibition title? Did this exhibition, to 

borrow a phrase from Amy K. Levin, estrange itself from the normative art historical 

 
179 Ibid., 27. 
180 Ibid., 27. 
181 Ibid., 29. 
182 Ibid., 28. 
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canon? Clare Barlow thought of the term as an elastic and fluid word that avoids 

pinning people down into categories:  

 

The term queer foregrounds non-conforming sexualities and gender identities 

but avoids imposing identity labels on people that they themselves would not 

recognise and have not chosen…rather than trying to pin down the precise 

identities of the artists, sitters and collectors who are represented in [this 

exhibition and catalogue], we have instead tried to describe their lives in all their 

messy emotional complexity.183 

 

Avoiding categorisation and understanding the complexity of identities by recognising 

fluidity is part of Clare Barlow’s definition of queer. Though the exhibition did not 

stray far from the art historical canon, Barlow does not see QBA as creating a separate 

and ghettoised queer British art canon, stating ‘the selection of artists and works should 

not be interpreted as a definitive canon – this would, in any case, be somewhat counter-

intuitive, given the expansive, playful and, at times, transgressive nature of 

queerness.’184 This exhibition presented and created a positive experience that allows 

for curatorial corrections of queer figures while exposing new ideas, but within the 

established canon.  

A fixation on a certain area or topic, as QBA did, can be regarded as strategic 

essentialism. Strategic essentialism is ‘[a] political practice whereby an individual or 

group foregrounds one or more aspect of identity as significant in a given situation.’185 

Activist Emma Perez, in arguing for the positive aspects of strategic essentialism, 

stated: ‘I have no choice but to essentialize ourselves strategically and politically 

against dominant ideologies that serve only to disempower and depolitize 

disenfranchised minorities.’186 Maura Reilly argued that these types of exhibitions use 

strategic essentialism. Strategic essentialism can be used to bring people together to 

fight a cause. Some examples are the Women’s March on Washington in 2017 to 

protest the election of President Donald Trump, or specifically in art the National 

Museum for Women in the Arts and women-only exhibitions such as Modern Scottish 

 
183 Clare Barlow, “Introduction,” 14-15. 
184 Ibid., 12. 
185 Patricia Hill Collins and Sirma Bilge, Intersectionality. 
186 Emma Perez, quoted in Ibid, 133. 
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Women: Painters and Sculptors 1885 – 1965 at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern 

Art. Reilly noted that essentialism is used in a political way, rather than accepting that 

these traits are universally essential:  

 

the ‘essential attributes’ are acknowledged to be a construct – that is, the 

(political) group, somewhat paradoxically, acknowledges that the attributes 

(black, queer, woman, for example) are not intrinsically essential, but are 

invoked if they are considered to be strategically and politically useful.187 

 

Strategic essentialism creates visibility, unity and can be used as a rallying point. The 

exhibition used strategic essentialism to expose forgotten histories of the past.  

 Queer British Art, however, presents a queer history of art that ignores trans 

narratives. The excuse was made that these histories either were erased or do not exist, 

as Barlow is quoted noting above: ‘we have been constantly frustrated by the 

comparative scarcity of material relating to intersectional identities: working-class queer 

lives, queer people of colour, trans and genderqueer identities, even queer women 

artists.’188 Indeed, historical bias does limit access to trans narratives, but it is not 

entirely an excuse for exclusions. As projects such as MOTHA have demonstrated, this 

is not the case and with proper research trans narratives can be uncovered. Queer British 

Art did not reach the potential it could have to challenge established norms, instead 

mostly reiterating established art histories through a queer lens. This is important, but 

excluding trans narratives, people of colour and queer women artists removes some of 

the activist edge from the curation and exhibition. The people who are the most 

marginalised from the mainstream and within the queer community itself were the ones 

left out of the exhibition, leaving homonormative, cisnormative and norms of whiteness 

intact (see more on this in chapter six).  

Projects that present historic narratives challenge the historic barrier that often 

surrounds fluid identities. Using strategic essentialism, exhibitions such as QBA have 

the potential to change perceptions of history. However, the historic collection 

continues to be thought of as an obstacle, as well as continuing gaps in trans 

representation.  

 
 

187 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 29. 
188 Clare Barlow, “Introduction,” in Queer British Art: 1861-1967, 17. 
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2) Coming Out: self-defined identities 

 

One of the displays in Coming Out: Sexuality, Gender & Identity presented at 

the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool and Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery from 

December 2nd 2017 until April 15th 2018, asked viewers “What word do you use to 

describe yourself?” The label continued: ‘The words we use to describe different 

sexualities evolve all the time. This reflects changes in how society understands 

sexuality.’189 “Boy, Girl, ?”, another display in the exhibition, describes the constructed 

nature of gender identities: 

 

Each culture and time has defined sexuality and gender differently. What it 

means to be straight or gay, male or female, can change and is not always based 

on biology... 

Some suggest that sexuality and gender identity are better understood as a 

spectrum or range of possible identities […] Many people agree that what is 

important is that we each live authentically, in a way which feels right to us.190 

 

Coming Out presented LGBTQ works that ‘engage directly with the exhibition’s themes 

rather than owing to the identity of the artist.’191 The exhibition purposely avoids a 

chronological hang, rather it, in the words of curator Charlotte Keenan McDonald, ‘it 

places works in dialogue with each other in order to explore points of contact between 

past and present. It also challenges the idea that there is no one true, linear history to be 

articulated, whether that is the history of art or society.’192 Gaps were present in the 

collection of artists complied for the exhibition; Coming Out like Queer British Art 

primarily presented art through a British (and Euro-American) perspective with artist 

such as Andy Warhol, Francis Bacon, David Hockney, Gillian Wearing, Grayson Perry 

and Catherine Opie. To attempt to fill the gaps, organisers provided a space for viewers 

to gather and discuss gaps in the exhibition, named FORUM. Charlotte Keenan 

 
189 Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, Coming Out: Sexuality, Gender & Identity 
(Birmingham, 2018), Wall label. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Charlotte Keenan McDonald, “Coming Out: Sexuality, Gender & Identity,” in 
Coming Out: Sexuality, Gender & Identity, (Liverpool: National Museums Liverpool, 
2017), 5, Exhibition catalogue. 
192 Ibid., 6.  
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McDonald and Angelica Vanasse explain how FORUM was intended to work within 

the exhibition: 

 

FORUM is a collaborative space between audience and institution, curation and 

engagement. FORUM acknowledges that the Walker, like any institution of its 

kind, has been a part of the heteronormative, patriarchal and imperialist social 

order which has historically marginalised and suppressed LGBT+ and BAME 

(Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) communities, amongst others…FORUM 

acknowledges what we are referring to as ‘institutional blind spots’ and it seeks 

to address them in dialogue with communities, whilst also recognising that the 

Walker may not always be the most appropriate repository for queer histories.193 

 

FORUM was the solution the curator of Coming Out employed to address the gaps in 

the collection of artworks that was displayed in the exhibition. A space was set aside in 

the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, where this exhibition was observed, with 

sofas, tables, chairs and art materials to allow viewers of all ages to engage further in 

the conversations that the exhibition was evoking. Alongside this, a set of rules was 

posted on the wall, as well as ‘suggestions for how we work to achieve open, inclusive 

and safe spaces in galleries.’194 These suggestions included being positive, not 

expecting others to agree with you, not to judge, respect other’s views, etc.  

As visitors walked into the exhibition, a neon coloured wall greeted them with 

Andy Warhol’s works prominently displayed on it. The first artwork encountered was 

Grayson Perry’s Claire’s Coming Out Dress (2000), evidence that the exhibition 

intended to go beyond the canonical hierarchy of paintings and sculpture. Dividing the 

well-known artists into themes, rather than following the typical art historical practice 

of chronological hangs, emphasised queer issues over attempting to establish a queer art 

historical canon.  

 Like QBA, Coming Out could be seen as an area studies exhibition due to the 

methods it employs in representing queer histories: it used strategic essentialism to 

bring together a group of artists, while exploring a specific subject, gender, sexuality 

 
193 Angelica Vanasse and Charlotte Keenan McDonald, “Making Space,” in Coming 
Out: Sexuality, Gender & Identity, (Liverpool: National Museums Liverpool, 2017), 25-
26, Exhibition catalogue. 
194 BMAG, Coming Out, Wall label. 
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and identity in contemporary art. But Coming Out had traits of what Maura Reilly 

deemed a relational approach: these exhibitions are typically kaleidoscopic rather than 

linear, with a multiplicity of voices speaking simultaneously on a plethora of subjects, 

textual and typically pertains to a group exhibition.195 The voices presented 

simultaneously ‘highlight cultural differences by presenting a collection of voices’196 

that do not necessarily tell the same stories. In a relational approach ‘curators are able to 

draw attention to important differences in the artists’ treatment of similar themes.’197 

Each room, rather than been given a title, asked a question; “What worlds do you use to 

describe yourself?”, “Can art change people’s minds?”, “How can thinking queerly help 

us to see the world differently?” and “Boy, Girl,?”198 Within these question-themed 

rooms, the artworks seem to respond to the questions. For example, in the room that 

asked questions on definitions of gender and sexuality, “Boy, Girl, ?”, Zanele Muholi’s 

Miss Lesbian I (Amsterdam) and Miss Lesbian VII (Amsterdam) (2009), a self-portrait 

of the artist dressed as stereotypical American beauty queens (with a twist), are 

displayed with Catherine Opie’s The Gang (1990) and adjacent to images of drag 

queens. Answering the question “Can art change people’s minds” is Derek Jarman’s 

Morphine (1992), ‘a response to the homophobic outing of a young television actor by a 

tabloid newspaper in 1992’,199 and Maud Sulter’s Calliope (1989 and 1990), a call for 

the repositioning of black women in photography.200 Multiple voices from different 

positionalities are answering the questions that the exhibition put forth; one voice is not 

given more weight than the other, but they are all contributing to the conversation.  

The labels featured in Coming Out asked questions and described the evolution 

of identities. They also questioned and made statements about the fluidity of gender and 

sexuality, for example: ‘Many people agree that what is important is that we each live 

authentically, in a way which feels right to us.’201 Using labels does risk pigeonholing 

people and create boundaries, much like binary categories. Self-definition is important 

when exploring and thinking about non-normative identities as it allows those involved 

to decide for themselves how they should be presented. In the context of a historic 
 

195 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 30. 
196 Ibid., 31. 
197 Ibid., 31 
198 BMAG, Coming Out. 
199 BMAG, Coming Out, Wall label. 
200 V&A, Calliope, [accessed 25/09/2018],  
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O134377/calliope-photograph-sulter-maud/.  
201 BMAG, Coming Out, Wall label. 
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figure, remaining open and not limiting to one reading of their life or art is often the 

best course of action. 

 A relational approach contributes to self-definition insofar as it does not require 

one to fit specifically into a category. Not all the artists in Coming Out would identify 

as queer, but it is not required when contributing to a conversation about sexuality, 

gender and identity that the exhibition wanted to highlight. Rather than building a canon 

of queer art, this is a conversation around art in reaction to gender, sexuality and 

identity, with artworks contributing to further conversations around the questions asked 

by the curators.  

  

 

Queer/trans feminist art hirstories  

 

Feminist art histories have grown and expanded since 1970, and will continue to 

grow. It is constantly transitioning, moving, growing and never standing still. 

Continually there are traps, for example a tendency to be a collection of famous names 

or celebration of hero artists, but the work of feminist art historians has changed the 

standards of the art world. Thanks to the efforts of the past, people are thinking about 

women, and it is often seen as unacceptable to exclude women artists, or at the very 

least, people ask why they are not there. This has also led to audiences and art historians 

asking about people of colour, queer artists and artists of various gender identities. 

 
Figure 6. Feminist art histories and spaces. Source: Author.  
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 As displayed in Figure 6, feminism, queer feminism and art have occupied 

various spaces. After exploring the literature on feminist art histories, it can be 

concluded that queer feminism had its beginnings in the streets with the women’s 

movements, civil rights and gay rights in the 1960s. Then in the 1970s, due in part to art 

historians like Linda Nochlin, the term “feminist art histories” was coined and made its 

foray into academia and institutions. Many feminist art historians at the time were 

influenced by psychoanalysis in their critique of art institutions. The 1980s saw 

critiques of the academy and institutions, pointing out exclusions. This is when the 

focus beyond binary gender became more prominent, and additionally arguments for the 

inclusion of BAME art and artists became more urgent. This was also the time of the 

AIDS crisis, making queer narratives imperative in representations. These events led to 

feminist art, and the histories they produced, back in the streets with the protest art of 

the Guerrilla Girls, ACT UP and General Idea. These events signified a relationship 

between feminist art histories and queer histories. Today popular culture and social 

media have influenced feminist art histories a great deal, with the #notsurprised and 

#MeToo movements (discussed in chapter four), but likewise social media sites such as 

Instagram and Twitter make art and museums more visible than ever. Representation 

has taken on a new urgency and form.  

 This chapter explored the literature of feminist art histories and reflected on the 

growth that it has gone through. This chapter began with early examples of feminist art, 

in the works of Claude Cahun and Margret Harrison for example, then highlighted 

Noclin’s ‘Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?’ and a 

revisionist/archaeological approach, moving on to a more critical and intersectional 

approach to the reading of art histories and then to a queer reading of art. Finally, this 

chapter theorised that a look towards transgender narratives and artists to form 

transfeminist art hirstories. After reflecting on these histories, this chapter did a brief 

practice review, which highlighted two recent examples of feminist approaches, area 

studies and relational approach. Keeping these histories and approaches in mind, the 

next chapter examines the feminist potential in the two case study institutions. Which, if 

any, of these approaches are used?  
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Chapter Three – Feminist Art Histories and Policy: ‘Art changes, we change’ 

 

The previous chapter mapped out the history of feminist art histories, from its 

origins in the Women’s Movement to transgender rights, providing a background for 

the subsequent chapters. In this chapter, I investigate the impact and legacy of feminist 

art histories in two case study museums: Tate Modern and the National Portrait Gallery. 

An emerging core concept in this chapter is the notion of “structural faults” in historic 

collections, which is revealed as a serious concern by individuals I interviewed at both 

institutions. As argued in the previous chapter, early feminist art histories were 

concerned with the notion of correcting faults in the histories of art. Despite changes 

being made to correct these faults, limitations in the collections cause difficulties for 

curators, which manifested through statistics collected through document and visual 

analyses. Nonetheless, this chapter describes how efforts to diversify the collections are 

being made throughout musuems, specifically in the organisational sphere.  This 

chapter demonstrates, through an examination of the two institutions and a practice 

review of two exhibitions, that if a feminist art historical legacy and approach is being 

utilised within these institutions, it would be a revisionist/archaeological approach.  

 

 

Feminist legacies 

 

A legacy can be defined as an entity that is received from the past or from a 

predecessor.202 Another definition of legacy is an item that is a gift, intangible or 

tangible. It is interesting to think of feminist art histories and feminism as a gift to 

museums or to individuals to use as a tool to explore the histories of art. This gift was 

given to museums in the 1970s, however Griselda Pollock insisted that this gift has not 

been utilised. Pollock emphasised how the inclusion of women and the shifting of art 

histories has been a challenge, as feminist art historians have provided institutions with 

data on this issue for fifty years, and yet inequalities have only marginally changed.203 

Pollock asserted that museums are not using the data provided as a tool to improve 

 
202 Merriam Webster, [accessed 25/09/2018], https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/legacy.   
203 Griselda Pollock, “Being a woman artist” (Discussion, British Museum, London 
10/03/2017). 
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representation, not only of women, but those marginalised from the histories of art in 

mainstream art institutions.  

As the strategies of feminist art histories are used to improve the representation 

of marginalised people, it is significant to get a read on how museums could potentially 

use these strategies. This chapter explores Tate Modern and the NPG to get a read on 

how these museums could potentially be using (queer) feminist strategies. Both 

institutions have made commitments to the representation of women, and this chapter 

examines how these commitments materialised in the organisational sphere, and 

subsequently the curatorial and physical spheres. These institutions use a revisionist/ 

archaeological approach to the display of women. Monitoring numbers and making 

commitments by revising the histories of art displayed, and “rediscovering” artists in 

the institutions, are the main approaches taken by Tate Modern and the NPG to improve 

representation of diversity.  

 

 

Tate Modern 

 

Organisation: Tate for all 

 

Tate Modern opened on the South Bank of the Thames in 2000, and women 

artists have been central to the organisation since the opening. For example, the very 

first Turbine Hall commission was a work by Louise Bourgeois. In an interview, artist 

Sarah Lucas stated that for women artists ‘it was just our moment.’204 Then Head of 

Exhibitions and Display, Iwona Blazwick, and then Programme Curator, Frances 

Morris, developed the framework to hang the collection in a thematic rather than 

traditional chronological display.205 Blazwick and Morris noted the historic collection 

had its weaknesses, with very few important women artists featured in the collection.206 

They suggested that the advent of a new museum could offer more flexibility in telling 

 
204 Sarah Lucas, quoted in Lara Perry, “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman’? Women 
Artists, Feminism and Tate Modern”, 31. 
205 Lars Nittve, “Director’s Forward” in Tate Modern: The Handbook, ed. Iwona 
Blazwick and Simon Wilson (London: Tate Publishing, 2000). 
206 Iwona Blazwick and Frances Morris, “Showing the Twentieth Century” in Tate 
Modern: The Handbook, ed. Iwona Blazwick and Simon Wilson (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2000), 32. 
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the stories of modern art, stating that ‘the challenge for Tate Modern has been to find 

ways of rehanging the collection, of expanding the possible meanings generated by and 

around the works of art within it – to replace one history with many stories.’207 The 

thematic display could be seen as a feminist strategy, replacing tradition with a focus on 

content and context. 

 In 2004, a statistical analysis conducted by Alicia Foster at across Tate as an 

insitution for her book, Tate Women Artists, revealed that Tate owned 316 artworks by 

women compared to 2,600 artworks by men.208 Foster observed that under 11% of 

artists at Tate were women and work by women artists made up only about 7% of the 

collection.209 Foster suggested that the historical bias against women affected the 

statistics of the collection: 

 

The proportion of artists from different periods indicate how historical bias 

against women has affected their presence in Tate galleries. There are few 

women from periods earlier than the twentieth century, but the number of 

twentieth-century women artists represented is near to being matched by the 

entire collection of work by women working now.210 

 

Foster proposed that Tate’s collection of contemporary women artists is higher than 

those from the past. However, even among contemporary artists displayed at Tate 

Modern, there was inequality in the number of women receiving equal space as men. As 

Table 4 demonstrates, the numbers before 2016 were less equal: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
207 Ibid., 33. 
208 Alicia Foster, Tate Women Artists (London: Tate Publishing, 2004), 7. 
209 Ibid., 7. 
210 Ibid., 8. 
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Year Men Women 

2000* (opening) 21 9 

2001 24 4 

2002 25 5 

2003 24 7 

2004 20 4 

2005 22 2 

2006* (rehang) 24 7 

2007 24 7 

2008 26 4 

2009 25 6 

2010 26 8 

2011 30 7 

2012 27 12 

2013 25 12 

2014 22 10 

2015 23 10 

2016* (rehang) 29 26 

Table 4. Tate Monographic/Pairing Displays. Source: Adapted from information 
provided by Valentina Ravaglia, email conversation, 2017.  
 

 

As indicated in Table 4, the year 2016 stands out with 47% of 

monograph/pairing space in Tate Modern being dedicated to women. From Tate 

Modern’s opening in 2000 until 2015, the average percentage of women artists in these 

spaces is 22%. The higher number of women artists in 2016 is not surprising when 
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examining the number of women artists in the collection. Statistics from 2013 show that 

Tate’s collection, which is shared across all four Tate galleries, indicate that out of 

3,511 artists 2,916 are male and 538 are female.211 Therefore; Tate’s collection is made 

up of 83% male artists. Out of the 73,164 artworks in Tate’s collection 69,310 are by 

male artists with 3,052 by female artists, meaning that 94.7% of the artworks in Tate are 

by male artists.212 Whereas there is still a very large gender gap, this is a large 

improvement from Fosters’s 2004 statistics. According to these statistics, between the 

years 2004 and 2013 the number of female artists included in the collection went from 

316 to 528. In contrast, Tate had 2,600 male artists in the collection in 2004 with this 

increasing to 2,916 in 2013. These statistics paired with the increase of female artist 

monographic/pairing from Table 4 suggest changes were made in relation to the 

collection and display of women artists. However, clearly more attention continues to 

be given to men. Additionally, there is a lack of attention to non-binary artists, which 

could be due to the problems in the cataloguing systems. The surge in display of women 

artists in 2016 could be due to a change of staffing at Tate Modern. 

In 2016, Frances Morris became director of Tate Modern. As noted above, 

Morris had been with Tate Modern since its opening in 2000, and with the Tate Gallery 

since 1987. One of the noteworthy points Morris implemented when she became 

director was her commitment to showing more artworks by women artists. She stated: 

‘It isn’t like we are celebrating women for six months and then all the chaps come back 

[…] There is a commitment now to show the real history of art and the contribution 

made by many women who have been overlooked for many reasons.’213 Morris, who 

has always pushed for diversity on the agenda in curation at Tate Modern,214 has 

similarly spoken about placing the canon to one side in the interpretation of art: 

 

One of the things we’ve tried to do from the start at Tate Modern is, if you put 

the [canon] one side if you rearrange things, all sorts of new relationships than 

hierarchies come into play. So if you just step aside from the [canon] and try to 

 
211 Valentina Ravaglia, in discussion with author, 04/12/2018. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Mark Brown, “The new Tate Modern: more space, seats … and women,” The 
Guardian, 14/04/2016 [accessed 09/02/2018], 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2016/apr/14/tate-modern-extension-london-
south-bank-women.  
214 Valentina Ravaglia, in discussion with author. 
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see things from fresh eyes, we’ve tried to do a little bit of that here in the 

collection display.215 

 

Theoretically, by casting the canon aside, it becomes easier to include women in the 

narrative. Although diversity has been a part of Tate Modern since its founding in 2000, 

Morris has more openly and publicly made a push for diversity, particularly in a wider 

geographic and gender representation.  

In the Tate Report 2014/2015 it was noted that Tate has been ‘building the 

representation of female artists’ and that it had acquired ‘works by sixty-five 

women.’216 The next Tate Report 2015/2016 claimed it was an ‘outstanding year for the 

increased representation of women.’217 This year included more acquisitions as well as 

the opening of the Switch House, with 36% women artists, as well as 50% of solo 

rooms devoted to women.218 Upon the opening of the Switch House in June 2016 - now 

renamed the Blavatnik Building - Morris stated that the museum could still do more to 

represent women artists. She declared: ‘You can rewrite history but you can’t reinvent 

it. We are highlighting the great contributions of women but there is an imbalance in the 

history.’219 Tate made a clear statement about change, adopting the slogan “Art 

Changes, We Change” (Figure 7). More explicitly than ever, Tate Modern has been 

making visible decisions to improve diversity in the physical sphere. 

 
215 Frances Morris, quoted in Ted Stansfield, “Tate Modern’s new director on 
celebrating women artists,” Dazed, 17/06/2016 [accessed 09/02/2018], 
http://www.dazeddigital.com/artsandculture/article/31601/1/tate-modern-s-new-
director-on-celebrating-women-artists.  
216 Tate, Tate Report 2014/2015 (London: Tate Publishing, 2015). 
217 Tate, Tate Report 2015/2016 (London: Tate Publishing, 2016). 
218 Mark Brown, “The new Tate Modern: more space, seats … and women”. 
219 Frances Morris, quoted in Mark Brown, “The new Tate Modern: more space, seats 
… and women”. 
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Figure 7. Tate Modern Instagram post with “Art Changes, We Change” Slogan with 
Louise Bourgeois Maman! . Source: @tate, Instagram post, 16/06/2016, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BGrYMA_LjfZ/?utm_source=ig_share_sheet&igshid=ffx
qv4wotqrs.   
 

 

Curation: negotiating structural faults 

 

How is this commitment playing out in the curatorial sphere? An interview with 

assistant curator Valentina Ravaglia revealed that the focus on women is not so simple 

for curators, as monitoring the collection and creating cohesive inclusive displays is one 

of the curators’ main tasks. The Tate Vision and Plan 2016-2019 stated that it is 

curators that evaluate the collection for gaps: 

 

Curators regularly research and re-assess holdings, identifying significant 

omissions and gaps in the breadth of representation. Tate will continue to work 
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to improve the representation of women artists and of artists representing a 

range of ethnic backgrounds and ensuring that the collection reflects diversity in 

its full breadth.220 

 

This is an aspect of Valentina Ravaglia’s role as assistant curator, as she keeps track of 

new works in the collection, as well as having a good overview of what has happened in 

the gallery’s past, knowing its contents and supervising diversity: 221  

 

The main part of my task is to make sure when displays need to be changed over 

that what it is being replaced with contains a certain equilibrium of, in broad 

strokes, nationality, gender, subjects. And of course we will have to slot in 

[artworks] that fit with the subjects and themes of the displays.222 

 

Along with being a ‘repository of information about what’s in the collection’,223 

Ravaglia creates rooms with diversity in mind. Diversity has always been part of the 

remit of the gallery, Ravaglia explained, but the institution needed a push to keep it on 

the agenda: 

 

There has always been a certain attention to [diversity] because it was part of the 

remit of what Tate Modern was supposed to do. So, it was already a big turning 

point from when the collection was only displayed at the Tate Gallery. But the 

progress in that sense has been slow and it really needed to be increased 

actively. Someone from within the institution, namely Frances Morris above 

everyone else, had to keep pushing for curators in order for everyone to keep in 

mind the constant need for change in the structure of how the institution puts 

together its programme.224 

 

With a push from Frances Morris, diversity is on the minds of curators, and Ravaglia 

suggested that, now that Morris is director of Tate Modern, the push for diversity is 

more explicit. Representing a more diverse art history in Tate Modern, however, is 
 

220 Tate, Tate Vision and Plan 2016-2019. 
221 Valentina Ravaglia, in discussion with author. 
222 Ibid. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid. 
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easier said than done. Ravaglia shared a number of statistics involving women artists in 

the collection. After the 2016 rehang, Table 3 above highlights that monographic or 

pairing displays in the gallery presented 29 male artists and 26 female artists.  

 The statistics and Table 3 provide an interesting context to Frances Morris’ 

commitment to women artists, and illustrate how difficult it is to achieve and execute 

this commitment. These numbers show that curators have little to work with when it 

comes to the pool of women artists available to display. Valentina Ravaglia stated that 

often these works need rest for conservation reasons after they are displayed at one of 

the galleries, which generates complaints from the public when certain female artists are 

not on display.225 This was the case with Cindy Sherman and notably Ana Mendieta, 

whose absence in the gallery generated protests at the opening of the Switch 

House/Blavatnik Building in 2016 (a more elaborate explanation of this is in chapter 

four). These numbers reflect the difficulties of a historic collection, Ravaglia 

specifically spoke about the ‘the structural faults in its geographical reach and 

gender.’226 Not only is there difficultly in numbers due to, in the words of Valentina 

Ravaglia, structural faults, but there is also the complexity of working with a limited 

pool that must be placed within the set themes. Curators at Tate Modern like Valentina 

Ravaglia work hard to monitor diversity, but structural faults of historic collecting 

remain a barrier to a smooth diversification of collections. 

 

 

Diversity: beyond a historic brand 

 

Another facet of the push for diversity at Tate is coming from Diversity and 

Inclusion (D&I) Manager, Brandon James. James’ role is not limited to a specific 

department, which sees him working with a multiplicity of people and across Tate as an 

institution. James believes that his role may be unique to the Tate institution:227  

 

My role has two functions: one is to provide organisational support to our 

people practice. So, looking at how we build and develop an inclusive culture 

across the organisation. My other roles to almost act as a consultant/expert in 

 
225 Ibid. 
226 Ibid. 
227 Brandon James, in discussion with author, 05/12/2018. 
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‘D&I’ issues to others, for example our learning teams, our curatorial teams or 

our development team for very specific issues they may be facing in what they 

are trying to achieve.228 

 

James checks that the voices of a multiplicity of staff members are heard, particularly 

those belonging to the four staff networks: LGBT+ Network, BAME Network, 

Disability Network and Parent and Carers Network. It is part of James’ role to facilitate 

and keep an eye on the functioning of these diversity networks: ‘[The networks] are 

functioning so they are gaging staff of all those identities in conversations to do with 

D&I in the organisation, then moving to a voice where they are able to be heard in those 

same conversations with our senior leaders.’229 In addition, James looks after the Access 

Advisory Group, oversees Diversity and Inclusion trainings and delivers one-to-one 

support to staff,230 among other tasks.  

James stated that he believes his role at Tate is a strategic one, influenced by a 

community-led practice, which includes encouraging and inspiring members of staff to 

take up leadership roles in the organisation. Nonetheless, like Valentina Ravaglia in the 

curation department, James stated that the historic reputation and brand associated with 

Tate can be a barrier: 

 

We have a huge history, a huge DNA that no matter if we put the right structures 

in place there can be that perception of imbalance where even if we have 

everything, we are saying and doing the right things on everything, the brand 

itself can sometimes project something that is not [saying the right thing] to 

different people. That’s a real challenge for us to face: that we’ve spent a large 

time building expectations and building a really good organisational knowledge 

of what inclusion means or what unconscious bias means, or what diversity 

means, the skills to create the right welcome, the skills to be inclusive, but 

furthermore we really want to practice what we are saying we’re doing. And that 

means talking directly to different groups. To get it wrong we are just going to 

be perpetuating this brand of [a 122 year-old] institution.231 

 
228 Ibid. 
229 Ibid. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid. 



 92 

 

The historic brand has created structural faults, an issue that goes beyond the curatorial 

and physical spheres. This is an obstacle within the organisational sphere, here applying 

to the brand and the image that the institution wants to project. Diversity and inclusion 

evidently are very much part of conversations in the organisational sphere, which 

attempts to create a community of staff that have diversity in mind.  

 Organisationally, Tate has stated that steps are being taken to broaden the 

diversity of the artists on display from its collection, as well as creating a diverse and 

inclusive environment behind the scenes. There is an effort to broaden the diversity of 

its audiences. Tate’s Vision and Plan noted that they are prioritising ‘young people 

under 25, BAME visitors, those from lower socio-economic groups and those local to 

Tate’s galleries.’232 Brandon James clarified that Tate’s drive to get the voices of these 

demographics included is valuable, particularly those of the under 25 demographic: 

 

There is a focus on looking at different demographics that are more diverse. One 

of ours is under 25, so we are learning to look at what the offerings is for them 

and how we talk to under 25 because we know they are the most diverse group. 

So how we include them in the conversations of a [122 year-old] institution or in 

a modern building like Tate Modern, what their voice is within that and what 

they want from an experience…we know they want to be closer to the works, 

production and interpretation then we probably have done in the past.233 

 

Evidence of the push to bring in a wider under 25 audience can be seen in event 

programming and events such as the Tate Lates, which take place on the last Friday of 

each month. Tate describes the events on their website as follows:  

 

Find emerging and established DJs selected by NTS Radio, alongside world-

class exhibitions, discover pop-up talks, playful artistic activations and hands-on 

workshops. Or simply enjoy the space, the music, the views and the delicious 

food and drink offers.234 

 
232 Tate Vision and Plan. 
233 Brandon James, in discussion with author. 
234 Tate, “Uniqlo Tate Lates,” Tate, [accessed 26/09/2018], 
https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/late/uniqlo-tate-lates.  
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Tate is not the only museum with such event programming: the NPG, V&A and the 

Science Museum host similar late openings with specific events, which revolve around 

a theme or an exhibition, such as Women’s History Month. The event held in March 

2017 at Tate Modern focused on women, with a pop-up library, zine making event, 

tours of women artists in the collection and talks. The exhibitions that were on at the 

time were free, an aspect that would appeal to a cash-strapped under 25 demographic.  

Additionally, in April 2018, Tate announced that it was establishing the “Tate 

Collective” which would see £5 exhibition ticket prices for 16 to 25-year olds.235 A 

press release from Tate mentioned that this was a direct result of its outreach plans for 

this specific demographic: 

 

These initiatives respond directly to Tate’s recent programmes and consultation 

with this age group who said the cost of living and higher education mean funds 

are squeezed and they want access to more affordable activities which they can 

enjoy with their friends. Museums and galleries also need to build stronger 

relationships with youth organisations, grow a more diverse workforce and 

provide a platform for relevant debates, such as identity and social issues.236 

 

Director Maria Balshaw added that ‘arts institutions should plan “with” not “for” [16-25 

year olds],’237 echoing Brandon James’ assertion that this demographic wants to get 

closer to the works. By planning “with”, not “for”, programming has the potential to be 

more accessible. 

The under 25 demographic is important in getting a more diverse and younger 

voice in the museum, however it is not the only group in Tate’s audience framework 

that has the potential to bring in future audiences. Providing a comfortable space for the 

family demographic is important when looking for future audiences, as noted by James: 

 

Families are a growing diverse group. The young people we influence now will 

be the people who will go with families in the future. We have done a huge 
 

235 Tate, 2018, “Tate to seek Trustee for a new generation and to launch £5 exhibition 
tickets for 16-25 year olds,” http://www.tate.org.uk/press/press-releases/tate-seek-
trustee-new-generation-and-launch-ps5-exhibition-tickets-16-25-year.  
236 Ibid. 
237 Maria Balshaw, quoted in Ibid. 
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amount of work to understand the drive of parents…[we know from research] if 

a parent is confident in a gallery space then their child will become confident in 

a gallery space, so we work along how we can provide that welcome for 

everyone to be comfortable in the space.238 

 

The argument is that working towards younger demographics influences future 

audiences. James pointed out that focus is now directed towards the local demographic. 

He explained: 

 

Roughly 40% of the audience of Tate Britain and Tate Modern come from an 

international area, but we know we aren’t driving enough traffic from the local 

communities. Therefore, we want to drive galleries that are not only 

international but also by the local areas.239 

 

James noted that this is more difficult to do in London compared to Tate Liverpool and 

Tate St. Ives, which have a larger local audience.  

 

 

Tate Modern: monitoring diversity 

 

There are clear conversations surrounding diversity in the organisational sphere, 

partly due to the efforts of Frances Morris. While curators like Valentina Ravaglia are 

monitoring diversity in the collection and translating that to displays, Brandon James is 

providing support across the institution on diversity and inclusion issues and goals. 

Both Ravaglia and James represent examples of change and reflection in the curatorial, 

organisational spheres and physical spheres of Tate Modern. For Ravaglia, in the 

curatorial sphere this is a statistical approach that includes monitoring but also creative 

and critical thinking about the collection. For James in the organisational sphere, a 

community-led practice, which includes networks of people, helps make diversity and 

inclusion a topic that should involve everyone in the institution. Within the physical 

sphere, there has been a drive to diversify the audience that will be occupying the 

physical museum space by implementing research and attempting to include more 
 

238 Brandon James, in discussion with author. 
239 Ibid. 
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voices from its audience. Tate knows that the structural faults of being an old institution 

can cause setbacks, however there have been undoubtedly steps taken to change, 

modernise and broaden the brand of the institution.  

 

 

National Portrait Gallery 

 

Curation: power in placement 

 

The first floor of the National Portrait Gallery in London is centred around a 

long hallway with neutral colours: grey, navy blue and off-white, with low lighting and 

a large dark arch at the end. Framed by this arch is a bright red and orange portrait 

depicting an artist painting a nude woman: Laura Knight’s 1913 Self Portrait (Figure 8). 

The dark and neutral colours of the hallway, along with the arch, highlight the bright 

portrait. Located in the refurbished 20th century gallery, the portrait is given a dramatic 

treatment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This image has been removed by the author of this thesis for copyright reasons. 

 

Figure 8. Hallway with Self Portrait by Laura Knight. Source. Author. 
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When this painting was first displayed in 1913, Telegraph critic Claude Phillips 

called the painting ‘dangerously close to vulgarity.’240 Clare Barlow suggested that this 

comment stressed the problem critics had with women painting the female nude,241 a 

role that belonged solely to male artists. Barlow observed that for Phillips the painting 

was ‘too unstable in its position outside the conventional heterosexual hierarchy of male 

artists/female model to be admired.’242 Frances Borzello remarked that the painting 

‘challenges the stereotype of the artist as male by replacing the familiar male 

artist/female model combination with a female artists/female model variation.’243 

Whitney Chadwick noted the painting’s challenging nature, stating that ‘the relationship 

between woman artist and woman model transgresses the normative roles of male and 

female, artist and model, clothed and naked, the one who looks and the one who is 

looked at.’244 Chadwick highlighted this relationship further by comparing the painting 

to Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s Self-Portrait with Model c.1910: 

 

The inequality of the power relations that exist between the male artist and his 

female model is articulated through his physical domination of the pictorial 

space, the sexuality implicit in his apparent nudity and the brush that points 

suggestively in the direction of his genitals, the overheated palette and powerful 

application of paint. The fact that Knight’s model was an artist friend and 

neighbour, the wife of painter Charles Naper, erases both the model’s anonymity 

and the class differences between artist and their model that have structured 

painting practices in Western art.245 

 

Barlow, Barzello and Chadwick all tapped into the painting’s challenge to the 

traditionally masculine authority and noted that it has a position outside the female 

muse male genius binary.  

 
240 Claude Phillips, quoted in Clare Barlow, “Laura Knight 1877-1970,” ed. by Clare 
Barlow (London: Tate Publishing, 2017), 123, Exhibition catalogue. 
241 Claude Phillips, “Laura Knight 1877-1970,” 123. 
242 Ibid, 123. 
243 Frances Borzello, Seeing Ourselves: Women’s Self-Portraits (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 2006 [1998]),150. 
244 Whitney Chadwick, “How Do I Look?” in Mirror, Mirror: Self-Portraits by Women 
Artists, ed. Liz Rideal (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 2002), 
13. 
245 Ibid, 14. 
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This portrait is important in feminist art histories and when mapping the gallery 

as it is situated in a dramatic and honorific location at the NPG. The placement of 

Knight’s Self Portrait within the gallery is impactful to the visitor; with the place it 

occupies on the wall, the colours of the room, the lighting and the portrait itself, there is 

a sense of importance, a sense that the visitor should look at this portrait.  

 The context in which the painting is presented is also important in telling a 

specific story. As the visitor is heading towards the 20th century from the Victorian 

galleries, they are confronted with Knight and Ella Naper before they even are in the 

doorway. The painting catches the eye from a distance due to the atmosphere of the 

gallery and hallway. This is a political painting that destabilised the norm of male artist\ 

female muse, but likewise challenged the heterosexist relationship implied in nudes. 

The painting is reflecting of the era, with the wall label reading: ‘it is a bravura 

statement asserting her right to paint from a nude model, a practice denied to most 

female art students at the time.’246 The placement of the painting, and its temporal 

context, depict a shift in attitudes. Before the visitor views this painting, much of the 

gallery consists of traditional portraits of politicians, royalty and the rich. However, 

Knight’s painting questions the traditional roles of men and women, inviting the viewer 

into galleries that begin to resemble and reflect a modern society. Knight’s portrait 

signals a time where women were collectively and on a larger scale questioning their 

role in society. The next gallery is more colourful and although only 14.6% of the artists 

are women, a change is visible.  

 The curatorial decision to place Laura Knight’s Self Portrait this way is a 

political one, but it also places it within a temporal context. Former director Sandy 

Nairne stated in A Portrait of Britain that the original goal of the NPG was to produce 

‘a visual history of Britain.’247 When mapping the “portrait of Britain,” Laura Knight is 

given a prime spot in the timeline; however, it is problematic that women only visibly 

enter later in the gallery’s narrative. One must take into account that this is a historic 

collection and that women artists historically were forgotten and cast aside. However, 

even when women enter the picture, they account for less than 20% of the artists 

displayed at the NPG.248 The “visual history” in this context is one that continues to 

 
246 NPG, wall label. 
247 Sandy Nairne, “Forward”, in National Portrait Gallery: A Portrait of Britain, ed. 
Tarnya Cooper (London: National Portrait Gallery Publications, 2014), 6. 
248 Statistics collected by author unless otherwise indicated. 
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predominantly exclude women, even into the 20th and 21st centuries when feminism and 

feminist art histories developed. Laura Knight may be presented on a larger scale than 

many of the artists, but less spatial and temporal weight is given to female artists at the 

NPG.  

However, the increased number of women at the NPG is noticeable upon 

entering the modern galleries: after the greatly visible Laura Knight portrait, there is a 

series of small portraits by Vanessa Bell. Around the corner are portraits by Pauline 

Boty, Eileen Agar, Doris and Anna Zinkeisen, among others. These observations in the 

gallery place the temporal into the spatial, and act as a physical reminder of the past 

attitudes towards women artists on the museum’s walls. The physical sphere is the stage 

in which evidence of historic organisational prejudice presents itself. Nonetheless, does 

it stand as evidence that collecting practices today have changed and that there is an 

effort being put in to diversify the collection? 

 The majority of women identified artists at the NPG are located in galleries 

allocated to the 20th century and the contemporary gallery. Both Tate Modern and the 

NPG have to deal with the limitations of a historic collection, however the NPG has a 

temporal context through which the work is presented. Due to this context, the historical 

prejudices and gaps regarding women, people of colour and queer narratives become 

more evident. As part of the galleries remit, there is an emphasis on sitters over artists, 

however portraits like Laura Knight’s self-portrait cover the realm of both sitter and 

artist, but also reflect time. 

 

  

Organisation: collecting identity 

 

In a thesis dedicated to representation, it is important to have an example of a 

museum that specifically represents people. The National Portrait Gallery states that it 

has ‘people at its heart.’249 The museum has the most extensive portraiture collection in 

the world250 and, with people at its heart, has a focus on identity, as evident in the 

Corporate Plan 2016-2019: 

 
249 NPG, “National Portrait Gallery Corporate Plan 2016-2019,” [accessed 26/09/2018], 
1, https://www.npg.org.uk/assets/files/pdf/corporate/busplan20162019.pdf.  
250 Nicholas Callinan, “Introduction,” [accessed 26/09/2018], 
http://www.npg.org.uk/about/organisation/.  
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[The NPG is] the only museum focusing on British identity, individual 

achievement, and the impact and influence of people making a mark on the 

country’s history and culture. We celebrate people who have in some way 

shaped British history and in doing so show the potential in everyone to make a 

difference. Home to the world’s largest collection of portraits, the Gallery is not 

just a museum of art, but also a forum of the exploration of identity, 

achievement and citizenship, located in the world’s most diverse city.251 

 

The Corporate Plan 2016-2019 expresses a goal to ‘broaden its appeal’ and to display 

the collection in ways that ‘will bring to life the stories of individuals and the multiple 

narratives of British history and culture.’252 Director Dr. Nicholas Cullinan stated that: 

 

The Gallery aims to bring history to life through its extensive display, 

exhibition, research, learning, outreach, publishing and digital programmes. 

These allow us to stimulate debate and to address questions of biography, 

diversity and fame which lie at the heart of issues of identity and 

achievement.253 

 

Cullinan’s reference to debate echoes the Corporate Plan in stating that the gallery is a 

‘forum of the exploration of identity, achievement and citizenship.’ With people at its 

heart, and with attention on identity, diversity and debate, questions of representation 

are of great importance to the NPG.  

Thinking back to Laura Knight and the 20th century galleries, the representation 

of women sitters and artists is complex. Multiple people from the gallery have stated the 

difficultly of having women artists and sitters in a historic collection. Lara Perry 

observed that one feminist method of analysis of a museum is the Guerrilla Girls style 

statistical analysis, or in their words, “weenie count.” However, Perry believed that 

these numbers require context: 

 

While it is salutary to keep these kinds of figures in mind, it is a kind of 

measurement that does require some contextualisation in the broader history of 

 
251 “NPG Corporate Plan 2016-2019,” 1, my emphasis. 
252 Ibid, 1. 
253 Nicholas Callinan, “Introduction”. 
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women artists’ practice…while the twentieth century and contemporary periods 

are less affected than earlier ones, an absolute gender equity is inevitably 

hampered by the historic minorities of women practising as artists, in the sense 

that allowed their work to be conserved for posterity.254 

 

Perry here refers to the work of Alicia Foster, who conducted the earlier referenced 

survey of the artworks by women artists in the Tate collection.  

Lara Perry, in her survey of women’s representation in the early years of the 

gallery, underlined the aspect of nation in the museum’s early remit: ‘Founded in 1856 

with the object of representing the history of a nation through its portraits, England’s 

National Portrait Gallery was a museum which was concerned to animate a historical 

narrative of the nation through portraits.’255 In 1856, women would have had little 

access to public spaces. In the earlier rooms, there are many depictions of male 

politicians, royals, scientists, academics, explorers, writers, etc. Many of the women in 

the earlier chronological rooms are royalty, wealthy and on occasion an actress. The 

earliest self-portrait that the visitor comes across by a woman artist is that of Mary 

Beale from c.1665. This reflects the position women were in historically; when the 

collection was being put together women were restrained by boundaries and gender 

roles that limited their access to various spaces outside the home. Although women 

artists did exist over the time period that the collection covers, there were limits to their 

access to the art world. Early feminist art historians addressed the issue of the lack of 

women in historic collections, advocating for a practice that unearths or excavates 

female artist of the past. However, as noted in chapter two, modern feminist art 

historical strategies tend to think through a more political and global scale rather than 

taking a revisionist/ archaeological approach and excavating women artists of the past. 

Is check-listing or doing a headcount of female artists meaningful interpretation? Or is 

it necessary in a historic collection like the NPG? 

On October 31st 2016, there were 30 women artists on display at the NPG, 

compared to 447 men.256 Therefore, women artists represented 6.3% of the displayed 

artists. This number was affected by the Picasso Portraits exhibition, and statistics 
 

254 Laura Perry, “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman’? Women Artists, Feminism and Tate 
Modern”, 32. 
255 Lara Perry, History’s Beauties: Women in the National Portrait Gallery, 1856-1900 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 1. 
256 Louise Stewart, email message to author, 14/11/2016. 
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taken on June 20th 2016 had 50 women artists,257 which would be approximately 10% of 

the artists on display. On February 6th 2018, the number of women artists increased to 

62. The majority of the women artists are located in the 20th century and contemporary 

galleries, which a few exceptions such as Cassandra Austen’s portrait of her sister Jane, 

Mary Beale, Angelica Kauffmann and Gwen John. However, even in the 20th century 

and contemporary galleries the percentage of women artists displayed is relatively low. 

In the 20th century galleries, 14.6% of the artists are women, 85.4% are men. In the 

contemporary gallery, 19.5% are women with 73% of artists being men.258 Altogether, 

in the galleries displaying work from 1900 to the present, 15.8% of the artists are 

women, 82.3% are men.259 In the NPG on average less than 20% of artists displayed, in 

any part of the gallery and in the gallery as a whole, are women.  

These statistics were based off of display, unlike those from Tate which were 

based off of the collection. However, much like Tate Modern, the NPG has made a 

commitment to collecting more artworks by women artists, as well as works of women 

sitters, equating the lack of female representation in its context within a historic 

collection, as a correspondence with the NPG clarified:  

 

While collecting portraits of female sitters and works by female artists is 

extremely challenging with regard to the historic collections, the Gallery has a 

commitment to increasing the representation of women throughout the 

Collection, as outlined in the Collections Development Policy […]260  

 

The Collection Development Policy addresses gaps and maps out the priorities of future 

collecting: ‘The Gallery regularly acquires important works for the historic collection 

where there are key gaps in our holdings, particularly in the representation of women 

and BAME sitters.’261 While broadening the representation of the sitters in portraits is 

significant, getting to the root of why these sitters have been marginalised is key. It is 

significant to note that the policy does not mention artists, only sitters. This is due to the 

 
257 Ibid. 
258 The remaining percentage indicate the artists were either a collective or not listed. 
259 See above. 
260 Pedro Garcia, email message to author, 07/02/2018. 
261 NPG, “Collection Development Policy,” 3, [accessed 26/09/2018], 
https://www.npg.org.uk/about/corporate/gallery-policies/collections-development-
policy.   
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NPG’s continuing focus on the identity of the sitter rather than the artists. However, 

after corresponding with the NPG it is apparent that they are monitoring artists too, but 

not in the way that Tate monitors diversity. When asked for statistics on artists of 

colour, the NPG replied: ‘Unfortunately we have no way of determining how many 

portraits are on display by artists of colour as we do not record that information about 

the artists.’262 It is interesting to note that the NPG is trying to fill in gaps regarding the 

sitters, not the artists, and that they present a concerning lack of interest regarding artists 

of colour. This of course could be due to a flaw in the cataloguing system which might 

not have the capacity to record such information. If this is the case, the issue because 

more complex because it might not be due to not wanting to record the statistics but not 

having the ability. This then leads to questions about how museums are may not be 

equipped to proper record diversity. Updates to cataloguing systems may be needed to 

properly record the complexities and diversity within the NPG’s collection, which 

potentially could leave out certain factors, potentially erasing statistics on people of 

colour and non-binary identities.  

 

 

I AM ME 

 

In addition to a commitment to collecting more artworks by and of women, the 

NPG has attempted to broaden queer histories in the gallery. The NPG has implemented 

a programme called I AM ME with the aim to broaden representation in the gallery, 

particularly focusing on “wider issues of representation, gender and sexuality”:263 

 

In addition to acquiring works for the collection, the Gallery aims to increase its 

representation of women through the public programme, exhibitions and 

displays. The Gallery has recently been running I Am Me, a season exploring 

art, gender and identity…Recent exhibitions with a particular focus on female 

artists and sitters as well as gender issues have included Gillian Wearing and 

 
262 Pedro Garcia, email message to author. 
263 NPG, “I Am Me,” [accessed 09/2018], https://www.npg.org.uk/whatson/i-am-
me/about. 
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Claude Cahun: Behind The Mask, Another Mask, Audrey Hepburn: Portraits of 

an Icon, Virginia Woolf: Art, Life and Vision and Laura Knight Portraits.264 

 

Exhibitions, displays and the change of some labels were included in the I AM ME 

programming in 2017, including a small display in the contemporary gallery. 

The NPG, alongside exhibitions and displays, created the I AM ME advisory 

group that focuses on queer histories: 

 

To drive the strategic planning, coordination and delivery of I AM ME, the 

Gallery has established an Advisory Group. The group will explore and discuss 

intellectual ideas to support and inform the work we do to deliver best practice 

and an inclusive offer for all visitors on-site and online. 

The Group will guide and make recommendations to strengthen the public offer 

and ensure the Gallery can explore key issues and develop a stronger collective 

understanding which can be applied to the programme and Gallery activity. 

Membership of the group includes cross-departmental Gallery staff covering 

curatorial, learning, communications, exhibitions, visitor services, archive & 

library, digital programmes and the national programme.265 

 

I AM ME focuses on marginalised identities, genders and sexualities, such as the 

LGBTQ+ community. Similar groups exist at other London museums, for example the 

V&A’s LGBTQ Working Group. Former co-chair of the group, Dawn Hoskin, 

explained that there is a collaborative network of similar groups across museums in 

London.266 They work together by sharing ideas, encouraging each other and building 

resources. This network, which meets about twice a year, also exists to make sure that 

LGBTQ programming does not overlap.  

 The V&A group works within the collection, and though they have worked with 

the Education and Interpretation Department to generate label changes, most of their 

work is with cataloguing. Hoskin said that this means digging into the biographies of 

those who owned objects.267 Much like the NPG, one can easily search for queer topics 

 
264 Pedro Garcia, email message to author. 
265 NPG, “I Am Me”. 
266 Dawn Hoskin, in discussion with author. 
267 Ibid. 
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on the museum’s website and see a plethora of example of queer individuals in the 

collection. This working group and the I AM ME programme demonstrate steps in the 

right direction for expanding histories within the collection and making them accessible 

to the public.  

Nonetheless, much like Tate Modern, the NPG is limited in representation of 

women, queer people and people of colour due to “structural faults” in a historic 

collection.  The statistics indicate that there is still a major gender gap between men and 

women, but there is even a bigger gap that is not being monitored when it comes to 

artists of colour in the gallery. These gaps will not close without monitoring the 

situation, which would require the cataloguing system to update to include wider 

identities. The I AM ME programme shows promise for queer representation, 

particularly when including the voices of queer people in the labels. In the NPG 

Collections Development Policy there is a commitment to women sitters, and the 

placement of Laura Knight’s Self Portrait (1917) grounds an image of a women artist 

by a woman artist very visible within the gallery. There are visibly more women artists 

and sitters in the 20th century and contemporary galleries, with few women sitters and 

even fewer women artists before this time. Steps are being taken, but not enough is 

being done to counter the gaps that exist due to structural faults in a historic collection 

or structural faults in cataloguing systems that miss out on certain statistics.  

 

 

Revisionist/archaeological approaches: practice review 

 

In celebration of International Women’s Month in March 2017, many activities 

about women artists took place in various institutions in the UK. Four discussions and 

panels were observed at the following institutions: Sotheby’s, Tate Modern, the NPG 

and the British Museum. In the discussion at Sotheby’s, Melanie Garlis spoke about the 

trend in the auction world towards looking at overlooked artists of the past.268 The 

moderator of the discussion, Alistair Sooke, suggested it is trendy in the art world to 

champion overlooked artists.269 Garlis added that museums like to discover artists, 

 
268 Melanie Garlis, “Bourgeois/Kusama: Women in Art History,” (Discussion, 
Sotheby’s, London, 06/03/2017). 
269 Alistair Sooke, “Bourgeois/Kusama: Women in Art History,” (Discussion, 
Sotheby’s, London, 06/03/2017). 
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however it is preferable when it is an artist with ‘an art history’,270 in other words a 

body of work that would fit into the canon. In the British Museum’s panel, Griselda 

Pollock argued that there is a novelty in the discovery of an artist.271 Liz Rideal at the 

discussion at the NPG additionally suggested that there is a fashion for looking at 

women artists in particular.272 Part of this trend in rediscovering women artists could be 

seen as the influence of feminist art histories, specifically a revisionist/archaeological 

feminist strategy. If the NPG or Tate Modern are using a feminist art historical 

approach it would be a revisionist/archaeological strategy. Much effort is placed into 

revising the histories of art that are presented in galleries by bringing forward and 

highlighting marginalised artists or sitters from their collections.  

An example of a revisionist/archaeological approach in practice is evident in 

exhibitions at both galleries: the NPG’s Gillian Wearing and Claude Cahun: Behind the 

mask, another mask and Tate Modern’s Georgia O’Keeffe. Both exhibitions covered the 

work of two “icons” of feminist art histories, that have “an art history,” exciting 

biographies and, in the case of O’Keeffe, an impressive auction record, being the 

women artist to fetch the highest price at auction. O’Keeffe was “rediscovered” in the 

1970s by feminist art historians, whilst Cahun was “rediscovered” later in the 1980s and 

has become a queer feminist icon. Rediscovery is part of the narrative within the 

exhibitions of both artists, and even though those narratives are very different, the 

strategies can be traced back to feminist art histories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
270 Melanie Garlis, “Bourgeois/Kusama: Women in Art History”. 
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 106 

1) Georgia O’Keeffe: in her own words 
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Figure 9. Exhibition Poster of Georgia O’Keeffe, Tate Modern 2016. Source: Tate. 

 

Georgia O’Keeffe, which ran at Tate Modern from July 6th to the October 30th 

2016, used many quotes from O’Keeffe herself in the labels and interpretation of the 

exhibition to describe the works or her life. Frances Morris, in the foreword in the 

exhibition catalogue, described the exhibition’s reflective aim: 

 

Given her status [as an American icon], the work itself has often been obscured 

by the limited readings placed on it and by the wide dissemination and 

overriding fame of a small part of her overall production. Consequently, with 

this ambitious exhibition, we aim to return to the work and give a more 

reflective, detailed and nuanced reading of her considerable oeuvre than has 

often been presented.273 

 
 

273 Frances Morris, “Foreword” in Georgia O’Keeffe, ed. Tanya Barson, (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2016), 6, Exhibition catalogue. 
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Morris refers to the Freudian reading often applied to O’Keeffe’s works by her husband, 

Alfred Stieglitz. Tanya Barson, who curated the exhibition, stated that the reaction and 

readings of O’Keeffe’s work was ‘authored largely by Steiglitz and his associates’ who 

saw O’Keeffe’s work “as the essence of womanhood,’ which led critics to ‘advanced 

Freudian interpretations of her abstract and flower imagery, connecting these explicitly 

with her body and gendering her art in ways she found increasingly frustrating.’274 By 

using O’Keeffe’s own words her work is being described on her terms, she is 

determining the context, avoiding the frustrating and stereotypical reading of her work.   

The exhibition discussed O’Keeffe as an influencer, but mostly for women 

artists. However, Benson makes the important point, that perhaps being an influencer is 

not necessarily a positive position, particularly when exploring the relationship between 

O’Keeffe and artist Judy Chicago. Specifically, Chicago had an influence over the 

reading of O’Keeffe’s work, that O’Keeffe found frustrating. O’Keeffe was given a 

place of prominence in Chicago’s The Dinner Party, a position and reading of her work 

that O’Keeffe did not see as a compliment: 

 

Chicago’s work reinstated the Freudian and bodily interpretations imposed on 

O’Keeffe’s work as an essence of the feminine and the association of her works 

with representations of wombs. It was for this reason, as well as for the 

inequality implied by being labelled a ‘woman artist’, that O’Keeffe repudiated 

the claim of feminist artists on her work.275 

 

Benson emphasised not only the misreading of O’Keeffe’s work, but the influence her 

husband, Alfred Stieglitz, and later Judy Chicago, swayed on the reading of her 

artwork. Tate mentioned that they would like to be ‘offering experiences of new art and 

enlightening presentation of familiar names.’276 The exhibition of the works of 

O’Keeffe did offer an enlightening presentation of a familiar name in giving O’Keeffe 

her own voice and attempting to counter the discussions around essentialism that have 

often plagued her artwork.  

 
274 Tanya Barson, “O’Keeffe’s Century” in Georgia O’Keeffe, ed. Tanya Barson, 
(London: Tate Publishing, 2016),12, Exhibition catalogue. 
275 Tanya Barson, “O’Keeffe’s Century”, 21. 
276 Tate, “Tate Vision and Plan”. 
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This exhibition presented a revisionist/archaeological approach insofar as it was 

presenting an artist occasionally missed within the canon, but revising the way in which 

audiences have perceived O’Keeffe. By using O’Keeffe’s own words and avoiding the 

Freudian and essentialist interpretation of her work, a fresh interpretative approach was 

given to her artwork. Additionally, the exhibition could be construed as a queer method 

insofar as there is an element of self-determination and challenging of old narratives. 

 

 

2) Claude Cahun: performance, gender and photography 

                 
Figure 10. Gillian Wearing and Claude Cahun: Behind the mask, another mask at the 
NPG, 2017. Photo Credit: Author. 
 

In 2016, as part of the I AM ME programming, the NPG presented an exhibition 

on the works of photographers Claude Cahun and Gillian Wearing titled Gillian 

Wearing and Claude Cahun: Behind the mask, another mask. The exhibition focused on 

Cahun and Wearing because, according to curator Sarah Hawgate, the artists had a 

shared interest in gender and identity: ‘Both of them share a fascination with the self-

portrait and use the self-image, through the medium of photography, to explore themes 

around identity and gender, which are often played out through masquerade and 
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performance.’277 Though they were born almost seventy years apart, the exhibition finds 

common ground between the two artists.  

This exhibition works as a revisionist/archaeological approach, spotlighting two 

artists who work primarily in photography, but in the case of Cahun, are being 

rediscovered and reclaimed. The exhibition questions whether the canon is complete 

without Cahun, specifically when thinking of self-portraiture and identity. Displaying 

Cahun alongside Gillian Wearing demonstrated her influence on other artists, therefore 

being worthy of a space within the canon. Maura Reilly argued that revisionist 

strategies can provide a deeper and more contextual understanding within a white male 

canon. The exhibition presented Cahun as a queer figure, even as a hero, with a 

dramatic life whose self-portraiture questioned identity and her own image. Later, like 

many figures in the canon, her work went on to influence Gillian Wearing. The key 

concept, the image of self, is presented in both a contemporary and historic context, 

which highlighted its complexities. The exhibition suggested that both Cahun and 

Wearing have a place to be considered when thinking about self-portraiture, fluidity and 

identity.  

Claude Cahun has been celebrated as a transfeminist hero, and has been claimed 

by the trans/genderqueer communities. Alex Pilcher noted of Cahun’s “rediscovery”: 

‘In the early 1990s, a cluster of books, articles and exhibitions revealed Cahun’s 

previously unknown photographic legacy. A generation schooled in queer and 

postmodernist thought rushed to embrace the forgotten artist as a prophet.’278 In an 

article about Cahun being Dior’s 2018 Fall Collection inspiration, journalist Michael 

Cuby for them. described Cahun as:  

 

a genderqueer Surrealist artist who dedicated much of their life to fighting 

fascism and upending gender norms […] Their collection of self-portraits were 

deliberately provocative, openly challenging the needless divide between 

masculine and feminine identities, between men and women’s clothes.279 

 
277 Sarah Howgate, “Curious Spirits” in Gillian Wearing and Claude Cahun: Behind the 
mask, another mask, ed. Sarah Howgate (London: National Portrait Gallery, 2017), 9, 
Exhibition catalogue. 
278 Alex Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art, 49. 
279 Michael Cuby, “Dior's New Collection Was Inspired By a Genderqueer Artist and 
We Are HERE FOR IT,” them., 16/01/2018 [accessed18/01/2018], 
 https://www.them.us/story/diors-new-collection-was-inspired-by-a-genderqueer-artist.   
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One cannot deny the importance of non-binary identities and negotiation of gender in 

Cahun’s work, as noted by Pilcher: ‘Gender that strays beyond the female/male binary 

is a thread that runs through this artist’s life and work.’280 However, interpreting Cahun 

with terms such as genderqueer and/or non-binary is difficult.  

Cahun did not like to be pinned down by labels, therefore it is difficult to 

determine how Cahun would have identified, or even what pronouns to use when 

describing Cahun.281 Cuby used “they/them” pronouns to describe Cahun, meanwhile 

the NPG used “she/her” to describe Cahun, which Linsey Young in the Queer British 

Art catalogue noted were the pronouns Cahun used: ‘Since Cahun used feminine 

pronouns, we have elected to do the same, but do not in any way intend to preclude the 

queer possibilities of Cahun’s gender identity.’282 Tate, however, used they/them 

pronouns, and even highlighted Cahun’s non-binary identity in a post for Transgender 

Awareness Week in November 2018.283 Cahun wrote in their autobiography about their 

identity:  ‘Shuffle the cards. Masculine? Feminine? It depends on the situation. Neuter 

is the only gender that always suits me.’284 This pronoun confusion reiterates the 

difficulty curators and art historians have when thinking about historical queer 

identities.  

The NPG exhibition had Cahun’s quote prominently displayed on the wall of the 

first room. This room depicted Cahun’s transformation across time from a feminine 

presenting image to a masculine presenting image in their self-portraits. When 

examining gender identity, Cahun is a complicated subject with no easy answers. Alex 

Pilcher remarked that one should keep their options open when interpreting artists like 

Cahun: 

 

The queerness of Gluck, [Marlow] Moss or Claude Cahun is beyond debate; 

whether it is better read through a ‘lesbian’ lens or a ‘trans’ one is a question we 

 
280 Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art, 49. 
281 Sarah Howgate, “Curious Spirits,” 9.  
282 Linsey Young, “Claude Cahun,” in Queer British Art: 1861-1967, ed. Clare Barlow 
(London: Tate Publishing, 2017), 130, Exhibition catalogue, my emphasis. 
283 Tate, Facebook Post, 12/11/2018 [accessed 12/11/2018], 
https://www.facebook.com/tategallery/photos/a.117432718992/10156913811113993/?t
ype=3&theater.  
284 Claude Cahun, Disavowals: Or Cancelled Confessions (London: Tate Publications, 
2007 [1930]). 
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cannot usefully settle. My preference is to keep both possibilities open and not 

assume that one must exclude the other.285 

 

The Cahun and Wearing exhibition at the NPG is an example of how complicated 

identity can be, particularly when some are posthumously claiming that Cahun was 

genderqueer. This could be how Cahun would have identified, however, it is not 

necessarily correct to determine Cahun’s identity on modern standards. The exhibition 

does recognise Cahun’s queering of identity, and the fluidity of their gender expression, 

whilst also recognising their relationship with Marcel Moore. David J. Getsy 

emphasised that ‘difference should be difficult.’286 This is especially true in the case of 

Claude Cahun. Pilcher stated that Cahun’s queerness is beyond debate, and keeping 

multiple readings of Cahun’s work may be more useful than attempting to define and 

label it as “trans” or “lesbian.”287 

Though Cahun is a queer figure, it does not mean that the exhibition itself is 

queer. The revisionist/archaeological curatorial approach used in the exhibition is not a 

complete rejection of the canon. Rather, it spotlighted the need to include Cahun in the 

canon of self-portraiture, and although their self-portraiture is important and was used 

as a tool to explore their queer identity, queer curating challenges and rejects the canon.  

 

 

Working with what they have 

 

When examining how the NPG and Tate Modern present gender, sexuality and 

identity, it becomes evident that they work within the limits of history. Structural faults 

in historic collecting render the task of diversifying displays difficult for curators. 

Nonetheless, these curators have given special attention to diversity when creating 

displays. Working with limited numbers of women artists means that curators have to 

practice creativity to adequately display diversity in museums, whether it is through 

flashy displays, temporary exhibitions or working on building biographies of 

individuals.  

 
285 Alex Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art, 15. 
286 David J. Getsy, “Introduction”. 
287 Alex Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art. 



 112 

 The statistical analysis of Tate Modern and NPG presents disappointing 

numbers, which is problematic. Maura Reilly took statistics upon the opening of the 

new Tate Modern in 2016 and they did not match Morris’ statement: Reilly’s statistics 

show that out of 300 artists, 32% were women and 29% were people of colour.288 

Curators at these galleries are working with collections that represent an unequal and 

biased view of the histories of art. However, audiences and artists are demanding 

diversity, as reflected in the blockbuster exhibitions that the galleries have staged: Soul 

of a Nation, Georgia O’Keeffe, Bhupan Khakhar, Queer British Art and Gillian 

Wearing and Claude Cahun are recent exhibitions that broaden and diversify the 

histories of art. The popularity of Soul of a Nation and the Barbican’s 2016/2017 

exhibition of Jean-Michel Basquiat, Basquiat: Boom for Real, reveal that gallery-going 

audiences seek out diversity, which is also important when attempting to reach a 

younger demographic. Nonetheless, there are financial and temporal restraints when 

updating collections. 

 One cannot change historic collecting practices to improve a collection. 

Museums can exhibit alternative histories to what has been typically displayed, for 

example I Am Me and Queer British Art, but there is only so much to work with. 

Policies in both museums focusing on diversity, and Tate Modern’s curator’s emphasis 

on monitoring diversity, demonstrate a potential feminist legacy.  It is feminist in the 

way that special attention is given in the organisational and partially in the curatorial 

sphere to the expansion of the narrative, including a multiplicity of positionalities, and 

the defining of histories of art that go beyond European/American white cis male artists.  

 This chapter explored the legacy of feminist art histories through various 

methods, including interviews, statistical analysis and document analysis. Although 

there are structural faults in the historic collections of the NPG and Tate Modern, which 

is evident when examining statistics, both galleries are using a feminist art historical 

approach, revisionist/archaeological strategies, to reclaim histories and rewrite the 

canon. This approach is apparent in the exhibitions of the works of Georgia O’Keefe 

and Claude Cahun. Although there is evidence of a feminist legacy, the next section 

questions whether masculinity has additionally had an influence on museums and 

galleries, and whether it is the persisting influence of masculinity that impedes the 

growth of feminism. 

 
288 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 226. 
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Section Two: Masculinity 

 

Chapters one and two presented an argument for the legacy of feminist art 

histories in the two case study museums, Tate Modern and the NPG. In exploring 

feminist influences in museums, questions of masculinity and masculine domination 

arose. This key finding provided an interesting lens through which to read the galleries. 

The next section of this thesis, made up of three chapters, looks at the case study 

museums through the lens of masculinity. A prevailing concept in the following 

chapters is performativity. Judith Butler stated ‘performativity is not a singular act, but 

a repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its naturalization in the 

context of a body.’289 Following Butler, the chapters in Section Two argue that the 

masculine domination of museum spaces is performative; it is a ritual and is repeated 

through the reproduction of the normative masculine dominated art historical canon. 
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Chapter Four - Masculinity and art: ‘saying you’re a feminist is not enough’  

 

Early on in research, one of the key findings of masculinity emerged. This was a 

significant finding as it contradicts much of the claims of feminism that galleries are 

making. Masculinity’s presence in museums explains the continuing gaps and 

challenges to diversity, additionally making it more difficult to avoid the obstacle of 

structural faults. For example, Zachary Small suggested that often museums have 

ignored homosexuality due to a ‘fear of overturning the traditional hetero-masculine 

box.’ I theorise that this has had large implications for the overall impact of masculine 

domination in museums narratives. Although Small did not elaborate on the concept, it 

has been helpful for me to unpack and define exactly what I think it means. This chapter 

elaborates on what, exactly, I mean by the traditional hetero-masculine box, which I 

believe has had a profound influence on the art world. This chapter will define this 

concept by breaking it down into ‘heteronormativity’, ‘masculinity’ and ‘traditional 

box’. This will be done through a brief literature review of content related to these 

concepts and art.  

Furthermore, the chapter asserts that despite the discussions, policies and 

commitments to diversity that were explored in the previous chapter, there is difficulty 

challenging established ways of shaping museums, raising questions about why the 

tradition of masculine domination is so difficult to overcome. The chapter argues that 

the commitments and polices developed in both case study museums to date do not lead 

to adequate action against the traditional hetero-masculine box, which continues its 

legacy unabated. Rather, to challenge the ubiquity of the space of masculinity, 

mainstream art museums will have to take more radical action. 

When I began the process of researching this thesis I had no intentions of 

writing about masculinity. In fact, the idea was not on my radar. However, as fieldwork 

began and I started examining the case study institutions it became apparent that 

masculinity plays a significant role in the narratives that these museums produce. When 

looking for feminism, the idea of constructions of masculinity emerged. This was in the 

form of the continuing of masculine dominance in museum spaces, whether as artists or 

in influential roles, but also in the roles produced through the stories galleries are 

telling. Men are given the narrative of power and prestige, whilst women continue to be 

muses and wives. For example, when examining labels it was alarming to observe the 

significant number of times women were referred to as ‘wife of’ in the label of their 
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artwork, whist not given recognition as an artist in the label for their husbands work. It 

was clear that questioning ideas of masculine domination was going to be a core 

concept in this research. 

 

 

Heteronormativity 

              
Figure 11. Hetero(normative). Source: Author. 

 

Heteronormativity is a key concept in the erasure of identities and sexualities in 

mainstream art histories. Artists are often considered to be heterosexual by default 

unless proved otherwise. However, when proof of queerness is provided, it is 

determined to be unimportant, not relevant or have any interpretive consequences. The 

danger of heteronormativity is in its erasure of a community and a history of art and 

artists. When heteronormative assumptions are applied to the histories of art, the queer 

community is not given visibility in important cultural institutions and their contribution 

to histories is ignored. Needless to say, this practice is not in the spirit of feminist art 

histories. The following defines heteronormativity, and then discusses it in the context 

of art histories and museums.  

Heteronormativity is defined by Marinnucci as a term ‘used to characterise the 

rigorous, though often subtle, enforcement of forms of expression, particularly sexual 

expression, that maintain heterosexuality as the standard.’290 Amy C. Lind defined 

 
290 Mimi Marinucci, Feminism is Queer, 172, my emphasis. 
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heteronormativity as ‘the privileging of heterosexual norms over all others.’291 This is 

part of the larger concept of heterosexism, or simply ‘[d]iscrimination or prejudice 

against homosexuals on the assumption that heterosexuality is the normal sexual 

orientation.’292 Additionally, Meg-John Barker and Julia Scheele in Queer: A Graphic 

History described heteronormativity as a ‘set of related cultural assumptions’: 

 

The ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ form of attraction and relationships is one man and 

one woman who normally or naturally embody conventional gender roles and 

norms…other forms of sexuality and gender are less normal or neutral than this 

(or not normal or natural at all), thus, people are assumed heterosexual, unless 

proven otherwise.293 

 

This assumption, creation of a norm or standard and privileging of a specific (binary) 

sexuality erases queer visibility.  

Within an assumed heteronormative viewpoint of histories, queerness is, in the 

words of Alex Pilcher, ‘not a specific category, but a deviation from what is perceived 

as a norm.’294 The idea of a sexuality being ‘deviant’, therefore more acceptable, if it is 

neutralised is common practice in a heteronormative perspective of historical canons. 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in her seminal Epistemologies of the Closet, stated that when 

one’s sexuality is either proved to be or thought to be anything but heterosexual, often 

the excuses are made, such as ‘it doesn’t make any difference; it didn’t mean anything; 

it doesn’t have interpretive consequence […]’295 What are the interpretive consequences 

when an individual’s queerness is not ignored? Heterosexual individuals are given 

visible and plentiful representation in museums, where queer individuals are not given 

the same prestige.  

Heteronormativity has a profound impact on individuals in their daily lives, but 

also in the representation in art. In a heteronormative perspective of art histories an 

artist’s sexuality is neutralised, which is reminiscent of Pilcher: ‘queerness that is 
 

291 Amy C. Lind, “Heteronormativity and sexuality,” The Oxford Handbook of Gender 
and Politics, ed. Georgina Waylen, Karen Celis, Johanna Kantola, and S. Laurel Weldo, 
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https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/heterosexism. 
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294 Alex Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art, 12. 
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beyond denial may still be neutralised in discussions of artists, even by well-informed 

authorities.’296 By neutralising an artist’s queerness, audiences experience what R.B. 

Parkinson deemed the artist to be ‘heterosexual by default’: 

 

History has all too often been a list of deeds of famous men who are implicitly 

‘heterosexual’ and usually European. This approach has been very limiting, not 

least to women. Likewise, ‘love’ and ‘romance’ in many cultures are often 

portrayed as ‘heterosexual’ by default.297 

 

In this situation, a queer artist is still displayed, however their biography and queer 

narrative are changed to fit a heteronormative art historical narrative.  

Conversely, Jonathan D. Katz questioned the importance of certain types of 

sexuality that ‘conformed to dominant social codes’: ‘the import of Picasso’s mistresses 

to his artistic development has long been the stuff of uncontroversial art-historical 

investigation, a fit subject for exhibitions in major museums from New York to 

Sydney.’298 Whitney Chadwick furthered this argument, pointing out artists whose 

heterosexuality was central to their art:  

 

Modernist artists from Renoir (‘I paint with my prick’) to Picasso (‘Painting, 

that is actual lovemaking’) have collaborated in fusing the sexual and the artistic 

by equating artistic creation with male sexual energy, presenting women as 

powerless and sexually subjugated.299 

  

Michael Petry used the example of Picasso as well when countering the “it didn’t mean 

anything” argument: 

 

Many argue that an artist’s sexuality is irrelevant to their work, yet with 

heterosexual artists with strings of lovers (Picasso), the public is encouraged to 

 
296 Alex Pilcher, A Queer Little History of Art. 
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298 Jonathan D. Katz, “Hide and Seek: Difference and Desire in American Portraiture,” 
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revel in their conquests, and such relationships are spoken of on the institution’s 

walls in the form of descriptive labels. Heterosexual relationships are an easy 

means of depicting an artist as a real person. This is a form of heterosexual 

‘outing’. It is done so often that it hardly appears visible in its naturalness, but 

can contrariwise, same-sex love tends to be hushed-up. Institutions often remain 

tight lipped, even when their participation in the retention of heterosexual 

filtered is exposed.300 

 

If an artist’s queerness “didn’t mean anything” or “doesn’t have interpretive 

consequence,” then their heterosexuality, or heteronormativity should not under this 

logic. Gavin Butt in Between You and Me: Queer Discourses in the New York Art 

World, 1948-1963 noted that ‘at the heart of heterosexuality resides a refused 

identification with homosexuality.’301 This means that to establish one’s heterosexuality 

one must refuse or reject queerness. Heterosexuality matters in a heteronormative 

assumption of art because it is used to clearly establish an artist’s straightness or non-

queerness. This is dangerous as it not only produces a queer/straight binary in which 

queer is deviant from the norm, but also it creates a gap in museum narratives that 

continues to grow the more queerness is ignored. Assuming a standard and creating a 

default ignores the diversity of artists and queer contributions to the histories of art.  

 Heteronormativity has limited queer people’s access to spaces across time and 

space, and having one’s sexuality deemed deviant would have been familiar to artists 

living in the early and mid-20th century, as emphasised by Christopher Reed in his book 

Art and Homosexuality: A History of Ideas:  

 

In New York City, laws against ‘degenerate disorderly conduct’ applied to 

anyone perceived as signalling homosexuality through dress, hairstyle, 

deportment, or even topics of conversation (two men were arrested on the 

evidence they were discussing opera). Another city law made it a crime for bars 
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to serve alcohol to a homosexual, turning every bartender into a monitor of 

sexual identity.302 

 

Fiona Buckland noted in Impossible Dance: Club Culture and Queer World-Making 

that, according to the State Liquor Authority in New York, ‘the mere presence of gays 

in a bar makes it disorderly.’303 Heteronormativity meant for queer people one was 

either a) ignored or b) seen as a criminal in mainstream spaces. This led to the queer 

community creating their own spaces, separate from the mainstream spaces not 

interested in giving queer artists and individuals visibility. This is another example of 

strategic essentialism, a key concept from chapter two.  

Heteronormativity has a widespread and deep influence over representations, 

and there is an observable influence in feminism. As highlighted in chapter two, certain 

forms of feminism have limitations, and not only is there evidence of transmisogyny in 

feminism, but also homophobia. Amy C. Lind noted that ‘[w]ithin feminist scholarship 

[gender and sexuality once was secondary] due to homophobic bias or lack of 

understanding among some researchers, a form of bias that no doubt has diminished 

over time and generations.’304 Amelia Jones and Erin Silver remarked that: ‘the 

confluence of queer activism and these refreshed modes of feminist theory – clearly 

queer in their interests and claims – exposed the heteronormativity of previous 

feminisms.’305 Feminism in the 1960s displayed homophobia with Betty Friedan, author 

of the 1964 book The Feminine Mystique, labelling lesbians as the “lavender menace” 

and blatantly ignoring queer concerns in the National Organization for Women 

(NOW).306 Moreover, feminist art histories, in certain writings, has been guilty of 

binaries and heteronormativity, with a notable lack of writing on lesbian and trans 

narratives. 

An example of heteronormativity is evident in the case studies. For example, in 

the Tate Modern display “In the Studio” hangs the painting Interior at Gordon Square 

(c.1915), by Duncan Grant. The label notes: ‘This painting shows the view between the 

front and back rooms on the first floor of 46 Gordon Square in London, where Grant 
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lived for a time with Vanessa Bell; the front room was her studio.’307 This label 

specifically mentions a relationship between Grant and Bell. Although they had a child 

together, Grant had many male lovers, as noted by Alex Pilcher: ‘Adept at picking up 

male lovers, Grant understood the gay viewpoint he was implicitly presenting [in the 

painting Bathing (1911)].’308 As part of the Bloomsbury Group, Grant was interested in 

the ‘exploration into both artistic and sexual experimentation.’309  

Why do museum labels not mention queerness? Why is one relationship 

highlighted over others? As highlighted by Figure 11, the hetero- in traditional hetero-

masculine box refers to heteronormative. In the context of toxic masculinity in art 

museums, I define this as a perceived standard that creates a norm and privileges 

individuals who are (or can be made to seem/passing as) heterosexual. Other sexualities 

are seen as deviant and sexuality is only worth mentioning or celebrating if the artist 

is/was straight. As this section has stressed, heteronormativity erases and takes away 

visibility of the marginalised queer community, either leaving them invisible or leaving 

queer people to create their own art spaces. Heteronormativity is a dangerous 

assumption, as it contributes to growing gaps in museum narratives.  

 

 

Masculinity 

               
Figure 12. Masculine/Masculinity. Source: Author.  
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While heteronormativity ignores, erases and makes individuals invisible, 

masculinity creates a hierarchy that places specific individuals and ideas above others, 

establishing an order in which artists and identities are placed. Therefore, those who are 

not ignored through a heteronormative perspective of art history are placed into a 

hierarchy influenced by masculine domination. Norms again are emphasised, alongside 

a binary set of roles which place masculinity above femininity and all others. This 

binary is key to producing a masculine dominated hierarchy. Of course, this binary and 

the gender roles are performative. As Figure 12 demonstrates, in my definition of the 

traditional hetero-masculine box masculinity is the produced, but seemingly natural, set 

of rules which are imposed on to individuals within a binary, through the recognition of 

gender roles based off of gender as it was assigned at birth. The subsequent section 

defines masculinity and its performative hierarchical role in creating norms in the 

concept of the traditional hetero-masculine box. 

Pierre Bourdieu, in his book Masculine Domination, discussed how masculinity 

is understood as natural rather than historical, or constructed, and that it is imperative to 

focus on ‘dismantling the processes responsible for this transformation of history into 

nature, of cultural arbitrariness into the natural.’310 Bourdieu furthermore explained the 

construction of masculinity: 

 

The social world constructs the body as a sexually defined reality and as the 

depository of sexually defining principles of vision and division…The 

biological difference between the sexes, i.e. between the male and female 

bodies, and, in particular, the anatomical difference between the sex organs, can 

thus appear as the natural justification of the socially constructed difference 

between the genders, and in particular of the social division of labour.311 

  

This binary emphasises the idea that, as Judith Butler asserted, ‘[t]he radical 

dependency of the masculine subject on the female “Other” […] exposes this autonomy 

as illusory.’312 Masculinity is not only significant when exploring roles that men are 

expected to adhere to, but also in the history of the marginalisation of people who are 
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not “masculine”. Bourdieu theorised that it is important to look at the systems in 

histories that have created inequality:  

 

the history of the continuous (re)creation of the objective and subjective 

structures of masculine domination, which has gone on permanently so long as 

there have been men and women, and through which the masculine order has 

been continuously reproduced from age to age.313 

 

Examining the reproduction of masculinity, and how it has changed historically, is 

important when attempting to destabilise the concept. The concept of masculinity is 

harmful for everyone, regardless of gender, as it has created a system of rules that one is 

expected to perform and adhere too.  

  The construction of masculine domination depends on the binary hierarchical 

relationship between masculine and feminine, underlined by Kate Millet in her 1970 

classic Sexual Politics:  

 

the ‘socialization’ of both sexes to basic patriarchal polities with regard to 

temperament, role, and status. As to status, a pervasive assent to the prejudice of 

male superiority guarantees superior status in the male, inferior in the female. 

The first item, temperament, involves the formation of human personality along 

stereotyped lines of sex category (‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’) based on the 

needs and values of the dominant group and dictated by what its members 

cherish in themselves and find convenient in subordinates: aggression, 

intelligence, force and efficacy in male; passivity, ignorance, docility, ‘virtue’, 

and ineffectuality in the female. This is complemented by a second factor, sex 

role, which decrees a consonant and highly elaborate code of conduct, gesture 

and attitude to each sex.314 

 

When investigating masculinity, division, distinction and categories are core, as stressed 

by R.B. Parkinson:  
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Human societies have frequently been built around factors such as power, 

wealth and inheritance, and have often produced simple distinctions to 

categorize and control their members’ desires […] Many societies have created 

distinct and exclusive roles for men and women. The two genders often have 

supposedly inherent characteristics…Gender, like desire, is diverse and has been 

shaped and constructed in many different ways.315 

 

This binary hierarchical relationship, however, is performative. 

Performativity emphasises the assumptions that police and limit the body within 

certain spatial and temporal contexts. The context is often limited to binary categories 

with specifically defined boundaries, typically male and female. Butler asked why we 

are often barred from going beyond and challenging these assumptions about gender 

binaries and categories: ‘Is the breakdown of the gender binaries, for instance, so 

monstrous, so frightening, that it must be held to be definitionaly impossible and 

heuristically precluded from any effort to think gender?’316 The fluidity of gender is 

often hindered, and “heuristically precluded” by the performative expectations of 

gender, therefore limiting expressions of identity that go beyond the binary.  

Butler’s critiques invite an interesting insight into performative aspect of gender. 

To begin this analysis, Bulter stated drag, a type of gender performance, destabilises the 

notion of fixed gender: 

 

The notion of an original or primary gender identity is often parodied within the 

cultural practices of drag, cross-dressing, and the sexual stylization of 

butch/femme identities […] 

In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender 

itself – as well as its contingency. Indeed, part of the pleasure, the giddiness of 

the performance is in the recognition of a radical contingency in the relation 

between sex and gender in the face of cultural configurations of casual unities 

that are regularly assumed to be natural and necessary.317  
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Sara Sahil clarified Butler’s statement, stating that certain activities present ‘gender in 

ways which will draw attention to the constructedness of heterosexual identities that 

may have a vested interest in presenting themselves as “essential” and “natural”’.318 

Similarly, artist Victoria Sin stated ‘the fact that drag separates the gender performance 

from the body points toward a parodic performance of all gender on different levels.’319 

Sin emphasised that gender performance is an action, rather than what someone is: 

‘[g]ender performance is a broad term that relates to the idea that gender is not 

something that one is but rather something you're always doing, and drag is the parodic 

performance of gender […]’320 Queer gender performance strategies, for example drag, 

explore the constructed nature of gender, debunking the idea that it is natural and 

essential. Policing the gender performance of others is limiting. Masculine gender 

performance leads to toxic masculinity, where those who present as femme are seen as 

weaker and lower on the hierarchy.   

Masculinity is significant in regard to the art historical canon for a number of 

reasons. It highlights the system of exclusions that have left women, among others, 

historically underrepresented, furthermore masculinity means a set of expectations and 

behaviours, expressed as “natural”, that one is expected to perform. Those who do not 

fit into an ideal masculine norm may be disregarded or have their biography altered. 

The order and roles are constructed in a binary with masculinity performing the 

dominant role. Masculine domination continues to be performed in museums spaces, 

leading to binary assumptions about gender identities and roles.  
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Traditional box 

                   
Figure 13. Traditional Box. Source: Author.  

 

The above description of masculinity established the importance of repeating 

performances and how repetition presents the notion that gender roles are natural. The 

following section discusses the concepts of “tradition” which refers to the process of 

repetition and reproduction of hetero-masculinity. This section also examines the notion 

of the “box”, as well as providing examples of how queer fights against the norms of 

the “traditional box”. As aforementioned, Judith Butler theorised that gender is the 

repeated stylisation of the body, and not only is gender repeated but it is policed by 

rules. Therefore, these gender roles are a) traditional in the sense that they are repeated 

and reproduced on several bodies, but also b) these roles are enforced on bodies and 

those not following the rules are seen as social outcasts. Those interviewed in chapter 

three thought of it as structural faults of historic collecting, however museums have 

been collecting art and artists within a traditional box. This section also examines 

perhaps the ultimate traditional box, the closet.  

During the Women’s Week talk at the British Museum, entitled “Being a 

woman artist”, Griselda Pollock stated that art historians are not trained to look for 

women artists or to challenge the canon.321 Pollock stressed that the same history is 

replicated and the problem is institutional as well as structural. She believed there needs 

to be a change in the mind set, that audiences should not see these museums and 

 
321 Griselda Pollock, “Being a woman artist,”. 



 126 

exhibitions and think ‘this is the story.’322 Many have contributed to modern art, which 

is not necessarily the story being told. Pollock argued that continuous reappearance of 

these histories is what make these men the famous ones, it is a reproduced notion and 

what it means to be an artist is reproduced and repeated in institutions.  

In her 1999 book Differencing the Canon: Feminist Desire and the Writing of 

Art’s Histories Pollock discussed tradition and reproduction. Pollock stated that 

‘“Tradition” is the canon’s “natural” face.’323 Pollock further supposed that tradition is a 

selective reproduction of the canon: 

 

[Tradition is] not merely what the past leaves us. It must always be understood 

as selective tradition […] Tradition cultivates its own inevitability by erasing the 

fact of its selectivity in regard to practice, meaning, gender, ‘races’ and classes. 

What is thus obscured is the active process of exclusion or neglect operated by 

the present-day makers of tradition…324 

 

Tradition is a process of selection and exclusion, but as Pollock stressed, this process 

must be obscured. Due to “tradition”, those who do not fit into the hetero-masculine 

often face ‘exclusion from the canonised norm’.325  

In stating that ‘gender is always doing’326 Butler established that gender roles 

are ritualistic and repeated, giving them the appearance of being natural: ‘[g]ender is the 

repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory 

frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of 

being.’327 Jay Stewart, in the book Genderqueer and Non-Binary Genders, stated that 

these actions repeated by specific bodies ‘produce an appearance […] as if [that action] 

was natural’: ‘Moreover it is not the singular act but the recognition of repeated acts 

over time that make it seem as if being a woman is something essentialist and 
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constant.’328 The repetitiveness of roles attributed to assigned gender at birth generates 

what seems like a natural binary between two binary genders. The roles and 

characteristics attributed to genders, however, are not natural but rather assigned, as 

highlighted by Stewart: 

 

Why do we need to know the sex of a baby when it’s born? The answer is that 

we need to know how to attribute gender performances to that baby. We will 

need to use certain pronouns, buy it certain clothes and toys, and paint its room a 

certain colour[…] 

[A] child that is assigned male at birth on account of having a penis might 

generate a host of assumptions and expectations from those around him that that 

child will enjoy and excel at football […] Having a penis does not ‘cause’ a 

person to enjoy football; rather, it is the compelling and highly pressured social 

expectations around the child  that ‘produce’ him as a person-who-plays-football 

and succumbs or fulfils these social gender norms.329 

 

Performativity of gender norms, but also expecting others to follow this performance, 

generates the assumption that these roles are natural. Rather, as Butler and Stewart 

argued, these norms limit expressions beyond binary genders. 

The topic and tradition of masculinity has been examined by feminist art 

historians, but has taken on more urgency as wider understandings of gender have 

entered into discussions of museums and feminism. Feminism, as Heather Davis 

explained, is multiple and undermines boundaries:  

 

If the desire of feminism is for a future that is different from the world that we 

currently inhabit, the desire of the feminist historian is to enable other futures to 

be imagined. This is also the task of feminist art… 

Feminism itself is multiple, riotous, expansive and refused the boundaries and 

borders that women’s bodies themselves were often said to undo.330 

 
 

328 Jay Stewart, “Academic Theory”, in Genderqueer and Non-Binary Genders, ed. by 
Christina Richards, Water Pierre Bouman and Meg-John Barker (London: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2017), 60. 
329 Ibid., 60-61. 
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However, the task of imagining different futures can be bounded and impaired by 

masculine dominance of museum spaces. This includes dominance in status, roles, 

ideas, but likewise the control of representation of women. 

Carol Duncan emphasised this limiting binary traditional masculine relationship 

in her essay “The Esthetics of Power in Modern Erotic Art”: 

 

The erotic imaginations of modern male artists – the famous and the forgotten, 

the formal innovators and the followers – re-enact in hundreds of particular 

variations a remarkably limited set of fantasies. Time and again, the male 

confronts the female nude as an adversary whose independent existence as a 

physical or spiritual being must be assimilated to male needs, converted to 

abstractions, enfeebled or destroyed. So often do such works invite fantasies of 

male conquest (or fantasies that justify male domination) that the subjugation of 

the female will appear to be one of the primary motives or modern erotic art.331 

 

Art museums continuously re-enact this relationship, which feminist art historians have 

been critiquing for years. In her essay ‘Virility and Domination in Early Twentieth-

Century Vanguard Painting,’ Duncan expressed that many twentieth-century artists 

created an uneven, masculine dominated relationship with women through art: ‘these 

paintings often portray women as powerless, sexually subjugated beings. By portraying 

them thus, the artists make visible his own claim as a sexually dominating presence, 

even if he himself does not appear in the picture.’332 Duncan emphasised that we are 

‘heirs to this world’ and ‘still live in its troubled social relations.’333 Presenting 

masculinity though artworks validates its position in our society:  

 

[A]rt silently but ritually validates and invests with mystifying authority the 

ideals that sustain existing social relations. In art, those ideals are given to us as 

general, universal values, collective cultural experience, ‘our’ heritage, or as 
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some other abstraction removed from concrete experience…Most of us have 

been schooled to believe that art, qua art, if it is ‘good’ art, is never bad for 

anyone, never has anything to do with the oppression of the powerless, and 

never imposes on us values that are not universally beneficial.334 

 

Despite changes that have given women and queer people more rights, this relationship 

has persisted, and Duncan noted that much art is still devoted to a “sexist experience”: 

 

Increasingly in the modern era, artists and their audiences agreed that serious 

and profound art is likely to be about what men think of women. In fact, the 

defence of male supremacy must be recognised as a central theme to modern art. 

Gauguin, Munch, Rodin, Matisse, Picasso and scores of other artists, 

consciously or unconsciously, identified some aspect of the sexist cause with all 

or part of their own artistic missions. Art celebrating sexist experience was 

accorded the greatest prestige, given the most pretentious [aesthetic] rationales, 

and identified with the highest and deepest human aspirations.335 

 

Duncan has identified the problem with masculinity in the art world through her essays. 

This “tradition” continues to be reproduced when presented in museums, moreover in 

the place of honour that these artists and their works are given in the gallery.  

 

 

The tradition of the closet  

 

A very significant example of a traditional box within museums is the concept 

of the closet. When one is either excluded or forced to hide who they are to gain access 

to spaces, they are being put into a closet. The concept of the closet is complex. It can 

be read as a conditional welcome (this concept is elaborated on in chapter five) insofar 

as the closet door is opened briefly for some of these artists and sitters only to be firmly 

shut in favour of the traditional normative art historical canon that dominates museums. 

However, as James Saslow pointed out, by recognising queer histories and the closet 
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they have been placed in, museums are admitting to gaps in their canon while providing 

solidarity and visibility to the queer community: 

 

To allow visual expression of gay themes would have two effects: it would show 

that the existing order is incomplete, and this illegitimate; and it might lead to a 

threatening sense of solidarity among those who share a sense of beauty in the 

same ‘forbidden’ images.336 

 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick explained how the closet often shapes the presence of queer 

people within spaces: 

 

The gay closet is not a feature only of the lives of gay people. But for many gay 

people it is still the fundamental feature of social life; and there can be few gay 

people, however courageous and forthright by habit, however fortunate in the 

support of their immediate communities, in whose lives the closet is not still a 

shaping presence.337 

 

The closet shapes the presence of queer people within spaces, in the sense that only for 

specific occasions is their sexuality and identity allowed to be commented on and 

interpreted. For the majority of the time that they will be occupying this space, their 

sexuality and identity will be kept a secret, ignored and/or closeted because of the 

overwhelming protection of traditional narratives. Furthermore, queer narratives are 

engaged with within limits in temporary exhibitions of artists who are out, as observed 

by James Saslow in 1978:  

 

Despite a general rise in the social consciousness of museums over the last 

decade and a half, increased visibility for gay artists and subjects will probably 

come first through the exhibits of individual contemporary artists who happen to 

be gay and feel comfortable about letting that be known.338  
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Sedgwick explained that the notion of the closet is a type of oppression that is 

‘indicative for homophobia in a way it cannot be for other oppressions’: ‘Racism, for 

instance, is based on a stigma that is visible in all but exceptional cases…so are the 

oppressions based on gender, age, size, physical handicap.’339 In other words, the 

oppression of the closet is less discernible because it is not as visible as some other 

forms of oppression. Gavin Butt additionally observed that in the 20th century the lack 

of visibility of queer people caused discomfort, particularly in the era of McCarthyism:  

 

This caused much trouble for cultural structures of sexual differentiation which 

had hitherto put great store by the male’s body capacities for evidencing sexual 

identity. For instance, the lack of reliable methods of visible ‘detection’ proved a 

hindrance to, and was the cause of much anxiety…For if homosexuality weren’t 

readily evident on the body, how were gay men to be identified and ejected from 

their supposed positions of power and influence?340 

 

Maura Reilly noted that sexuality is not visible and includes an aspect of “self-outing”: 

‘Since sexuality is not generally physically manifest – as is usually the case with sex 

and race – it required disclosure, a self-outing. For many this is liberating; for others, 

terrifying.’341 As liberating or terrifying as coming out is, it does not counter the 

oppression of the closet that often follows in mainstream institutions. Privilege is 

granted to those who fit into a heteronormative narrative, or those who can pretend to fit 

into it, with others only getting to be interpreted as themselves when the closet door is 

conditionally allowed to open.  

Both institutions emphasised the limits of historic collections and their structural 

faults. These historic and structural faults go deep, and lead to unconscious homophobia 

that continues to exist. Additionally, due to the homophobic environment of the 20th 

century many artists and sitters closeted themselves. The closet can be read as a 

continuing issue from the past and another fault of historic collections. Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick stated in 1990, ‘the closet is the defining structure for gay oppression in this 
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century.’342 Today it continues to define oppression within museum spaces, perhaps 

because of historic closets in collections that artists were put into, but additionally ones 

they put themselves into in order to not face daily prejudice. A process of “de-

closeting” must occur alongside the filling of gaps.  These narratives were created in a 

context in which sexuality that was not heteronormative was suppressed, as Gavin Butt 

stated ‘…the art world became the subject of phobic suspicions about the large numbers 

of homosexuals it supposedly harboured within its midst.’343 This suggests a culture of 

suspicion, suppression and marginalisation that occurred for queer people in the 20th 

century.  

It was not until 1973 that the American Psychiatric Association removed 

homosexuality from its list of mental illnesses344; consequently, it was in 1992 that the 

World Health Organisation removed homosexuality from their own list. Similarly, it 

was not until 2018 that being transgender was no longer considered to be a mental 

illness according to the World Health Organisation. Alongside medical definitions, 

Emmanuel Cooper noted that legal and societal pressure limited queer artistic readings 

and expression: 

 

It is of little surprise that given the legal, social and religious restraints on male 

homosexuals, few were able to deal with their sexuality in their work…Legal 

restraint, social taboo and religious dogma not only limited open expression by 

artists who were homosexual but also helped shape society’s disapproving 

attitudes: nevertheless homosexual expression was not eliminated.345 

 

Disapproving attitudes limited space for queer people, as evident in the above examples 

of laws, including New York liquor laws, and medical definitions. Gavin Butt suggested 

that the mid-20th century was filled with suspicion, partly due to McCarthyism and the 

1948 publication of Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior of the Human Male:  
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We quickly became aware of the ways in which homosexuality comes to be 

entertained in American culture at this time as an object of suspicion, produced 

within paranoid constructions of the disproportionately high numbers of 

homosexuals supposedly at large within government employment and the arts.346  

 

For those not wanting to exist in limited spaces, there was a necessity to closet oneself 

in the mainstream, for as Cooper observed ‘the fear of exposure and the guilt of being 

homosexual have been powerful forces in driving homosexuals underground.’347 These 

restraints additionally shaped attitudes of museums, which as abovementioned 

reinforced this action by excluding queer identities, forcing queer people further 

underground and into the margins. These attitudes made it difficult for queer artists to 

be out; therefore, historic collecting includes an aspect of the closet.  

 

 

Outside the box 

 

Erasure, ignorance and prejudice in the name of tradition is not a historic 

phenomenon. There are many persisting instances of homophobia, systemic and every 

day, as well as instances of transphobia where, as madison moore suggested, ‘simply 

asserting yourself as a marginalised person comes at a very high price.’348 In other 

words, presenting yourself as an identity that is outside of the traditional box can be 

dangerous. Jeanninie Tang observed the relationship between the increased 

representation of trans people in art and in the media and the increased violence against 

trans women of colour: 

 

These cultural and social, personal and statistical facts suggest that the rise in 

recognition – especially in recent years – for transgender artists in the culture 

industry has not been matched by an extension of their life chances at a 

population level. Instead, running parallel to this rise in visibility is the 
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heightened vulnerability of transgender people by forms of state-sanctioned 

violence and murder and to slow deaths from chronic isolation, poverty, and 

mass incarcerations.349 

 

This struggle is equally evident in the lives of transgender artists. Artist Alok Vaid-

Menon spoke on struggle and violence of being visibly gender non-conforming, and, 

fabulous: 

 

Transmysogyny would have you believe that my fabulousness comes from my 

confidence and not also from my struggle. 

The way I get street-harassed is not only because I am failing to be cis but 

because I’m failing to be trans. It’s a double failure. I’m failing to be a nice, 

medicalized, beautiful woman, and I’m actually a failure as a man, as a woman, 

and a failure of this new media-constructed trans body.350 

 

Alok Vaid-Menon witnesses in their everyday life the policing of bodies to conform to 

certain norms. This is additionally evident in the abovementioned example of Cassils 

and Deutsche Bah AG. Another example is in the work of performance artist Travis 

Alabanza: 

 

I take a selfie before I go outside to remind myself of how I look in that 

moment. 

To archive my existence before physical danger. 

To remind myself of how I looked before I change. 

I take a selfie before I go outside to remind myself of how I looked in that 

moment. 

To remind myself that it is not me who is the problem, more the world that 

cannot hold me. 

… you are not the problem, it is more the world. 

… you are not too much, simply that the world is too small. 
 

349 Jeannine Tang, “Contemporary Art and Critical Transgender Infrastructures,” in 
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… you employ everything they wish they would be, and all the things they 

hoped they could be.351 

 

Alabanza spoke of the abuse and violence visibly gender non-conforming people 

experience every day. There are acceptable forms which people are expected to take to 

be “safe” in spaces, but madison moore asked: ‘Why do we feel that “men’s” clothing 

keeps us safe when “men” have precisely been the source of intense anti-gay and 

transfeminine violence and erasure?’352 When queerness is not pushed underground, 

marginalised, ignored or denied, it is continuously met with violence or harassment 

when one does not fit into a box, or as moore suggested ‘More visibility does not 

automatically lead to safety once and for all.’353 Similarly to the case of queer women of 

the past, genderqueer and non-binary artists are often misgendered in the process of 

display in museums, as observed by Jeannine Tang: 

 

I’ve noticed how frequently gender binaries – when employed by curators and 

institutions – inhibit identifications of artists as genderqueer or transgender; 

consequently, I find myself constantly questioning how curators and organizers 

deploy and narrate genres of exhibition, monographic study, or collective 

organizing long associated with feminist politics, such as the all-women 

exhibition, the women-only monograph, and the separatist community event. It 

increasingly appears to be that these forms of presentation risk fore-closing 

more multiple gendered identifications – for instance, artists who are 

genderqueer might be forced to take on a female pronoun in order to be included 

in an exhibition and written about in its catalog.354  

 

In this example, Tang noticed how often genderqueer people’s identity is denied of 

closeted to fit into the remit or societal norms, further proving that the denying of 

queerness is not a historic phenomenon.  

Identity should not be denied through interpretation as it is part of the lives of 

artists and audiences who view their art. In a discussion on queer feminism, Allyson 

 
351 Travis Alabanza, Before I Step Outside (You Love Me) (N.P, 2017), no page. 
352 madison moore, Fabulous: The Rise of the Beautiful Eccentric, 57. 
353 Ibid., 57. 
354 Jeannine Tang, “Contemporary Art and Critical Transgender Infrastructures,” 374. 



 136 

Mitchell of Feminist Art Gallery (FAG) described the collaborative and intimate work 

of Claude Cahun and Marcel Moore as ‘[a]rt history that doesn’t just regard art as 

something formal and solitary, but as part of a life.’355 While queer people have been 

excluded from mainstream spaces due to systemic prejudice, queer people have found 

ways to express their life, and make art a part of their life, through queer cultural spaces 

of their own. This way they forgo being limited to traditional art historical narratives 

that would either censor the interpretation of their art or refuse to represent them in 

museums. Fiona Buckland stated that queerness is often in the space of “self-

fashioning”, where queer people ‘have to fashion their worlds from their own bodies 

out.’356 Tactics used by AIDS activist artists were meant to build up a collective and 

community, as artist and former member of AIDS activist group ACT UP Gregg 

Bordowitz suggested, ‘queers fight oppression by forming communities’: 

 

The AIDS epidemic precipitated a crisis affecting the actual conditions of 

existence of many artists – many of them gay. Thus, many lesbian and gay 

artists took ideas current in the art world – appropriation, situationist strategies, 

institutional critique – and applied them to the struggle to wrest control of the 

public discussion of AIDS from right-wing fanatics who proposed homophobic 

and racist policies like quarantine.357 

 

This aspect of community building is found in queer art spaces, such as the Leslie-

Lohman Museum for Gay and Lesbian Art, which was founded ‘to preserve LGBTQ 

identity and build community’ as well as to ‘…reclaim scholarship from a queer 

perspective.’358 These art spaces reclaim, preserve and build communities by adapting a 

strategic essentialist method. 

Artists have used different strategies and methods to build communities in queer 

art spaces. Artist T.L Cowan used the concept of glitter to describe an ideal art space. 
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Cowan stated that glitter ‘is disorienting; its goal is to transform public space into a 

funhouse mirror room full of tiny disco balls,’ ‘is not concerned with reality, except to 

transform it into something more fair and fabulous,’ and ‘helps us share our best selves 

and change our worst selves.’359 Cowan’s use of glitter works when examining queer 

spaces: they are disorienting, transformative, challenging and changing. As the 

following example expresses, queer spaces often are situated outside the mainstream, 

have “no haters”, build a community or collective and are fluid. 

An example of a collective space that created a community and was also a fluid 

space is Videofag. Videofag, a former queer art space in Toronto’s Kensington Market 

neighbourhood, was an adaptable space run by William Ellis and Jordan Tannahill. The 

space ‘became whatever it need to become – a gallery, a theatre, a cinema, a party 

space, a community centre, a safe haven.’360 The duo were inspired by projects that 

showed ‘how queerness could be expressed through collaboration, community-building, 

and the creation of temporal spaces for subservice potentiality.’361 Ellis and Tannahill’s 

curatorial methods were fluid to fit the space: ‘We began calling what we did “feral 

curation” in that it operated outside the bounds of any formal programming schedule, 

board of directors or funding structures.’362 This feral curation contributed to the 

fluidity, temporality, openness and community-building aspect of the space: the artists 

did not require approval, or to be labelled, within the Videofag space.  

Ellis and Tannahill stated that ‘[t]here is room for everyone at Videofag – except 

for haters.’363 This would suggest that queer spaces, such as Videofag, create an 

environment to empower and include rather than exclude. Within queer cultural spaces 

people are meant to feel like themselves, as Fiona Buckland pointed out in the example 

of queer dance spaces: 

 

In these spaces, participants felt encouraged to fashion themselves and to realize 

their imaginative possibilities through dress, bearing, social interactions, and 

dance […] In a queer [space], being fabulous was hard currency. It was 
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exchanged for belonging to a peer group, for being loved and desired and for 

self-esteem.364 

 

These feelings might not be offered to queer people within a mainstream cultural space, 

particularly when their participation within this space in conditional. Haters are limiting 

fabulousness and queerness. 

 Another way to think outside the box is to take action against the exclusions of 

the traditional box. Feminist Art Gallery (FAG), a Toronto-based queer feminist 

space/project by Allyson Mitchel and Deirdre Logue is, in the words of the artists, ‘a 

reaction and response to spaces that exclude’365: 

 

FAG is feminist, NOT a women’s art project, and is equally engaged with 

gender, race, class, and ability. FAG is not fixed. FAG is not success. We 

established our feminism as anti-oppression, and we were clear from the outset 

that the gallery would activate our feminist critique of the art system, turning our 

gaze toward what the art system excludes, deliberately ignores, or is obviously 

afraid of. This idea pulls women-specific art spaces out of the equation, in favor 

of other feminist considerations and critical purposes.366 

 

FAG is a queer feminist art space that was created in direct response to the exclusions 

of the mainstream art world. Much like Videofag, fluidity and the rejection of the 

system is at its core. Helen Reckitt described FAG as ‘a space of fun, festivity, and 

raucousness and also one that critiques both the art world status quo and the very notion 

of feminist space.’367 Deirdre Logue stated that for FAG it is more useful to their 

practice to work outside of art history: ‘It’s almost too easy to critique ‘art history’, to 

see who is left out and who is made invisible. Instead of this approach, we find it more 

useful to situate ourselves within queer theory and practice rather than in art history.’368 

A similar sentiment is taken by artist Anne Bean, who asked ‘[h]ow one is seen as an 
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artist is often rather limiting, in terms of being associated with just one mode, or 

style.’369 For FAG, creating a queer space includes situating themselves outside of an 

exclusive art history and in a queer practice that is less exclusionary.  

 With these examples one can recognise the use of a strategic essentialism within 

spaces. This was the method that queer people had to use due to systemic and legal 

prejudices, however it continues to be useful in the sense that the conditions of 

participating are fewer than in a mainstream space. Videofag, FAG, the Museum of 

Transology and MOTHA are examples of queer art spaces that continue to use this 

approach. Videofag and FAG situate themselves outside of the formality and 

singularities of the art world to create space where “art is life.” The notion of “art is 

life” is important, as José Esteban Muñoz stated: ‘the act of performing and 

theatricalizing queerness in public takes an ever multiplying significance.’370 Outness 

and an outward presentation of queerness are important to queer audiences ‘who [have] 

been locked out of the halls of representation or rendered a static caricature there.’371  

These spaces forgo the formality and solitude of “the traditional box” that is art 

museums, replacing it with fluidity, glamour and fabulousness. Fiona Buckland 

described queer spaces as centring on ‘…community and individualism, politics and 

pleasure, past, present, and future, mourning and celebration, mimesis and 

difference.’372 Buckland additionally highlighted how queer people have often been 

excluded from mainstream spaces, therefore created their own spaces:  

 

Many people who identify as queer are made worldless, forced to create maps 

and space for themselves, without support of these more traditional realms. In 

such circumstances, any queer [space] is itself a critique as well as a place form 

where participants critique these realms.373  

 

Queer people of the past, and unfortunately even today, have had to either closet 

themselves to fit into mainstream spaces, or create their own space. This section, 
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highlighting the traditional box, not only emphasised how creating repetition and 

policing gender roles is a key concept in masculinity, but gave examples of how this has 

created a closet for queer narratives and artists. This section, however, also provided 

examples of how queer is used to fight against the traditional box. Queering the 

museum is to think outside the box.   

 

 

‘Abuse of power comes as no surprise’: evidence of masculinity  

 

The early finding of masculine domination in museums was further pushed into 

the spotlight by the #MeToo movement, raising questions of whether simply presenting 

more women artists in museums is an effective way of giving women a voice in a world 

where they were once hardly heard. Have museums utilised the positive tactics of 

#MeToo? Recalling the introduction, #MeToo has had implications in the art world and 

has generated debate around specific members and their conduct. One way the #MeToo 

movement changed the way audiences think of museums is through the images of 

women and girls, specifically many are paying close attention to the way in which 

women are being represented through art. An online petition to remove the painting 

Thérèse Dreaming (1938) by Balthus from New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art 

was signed by thousands. The paining ‘depicts a young girl in a suggestive pose that 

leaves her underwear visible.’374 The petition stated:  

 

Given the current climate around sexual assault and allegations that become 

more public each day, in showcasing this work for the masses, The Met is 

romanticizing voyeurism and the objectification of children…375  

 

The petition suggested that the painting be replaced by an artwork by a woman artist.376 

In a statement to artnet news the Met stated: 
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Removal,” New York Times, 4/12/2017 [accessed 7/12/2017], 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/04/arts/met-museum-balthus-painting-girl.html.  
375 Mia Merrill, quoted in Ibid. 
376 Ibid.  
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The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s mission is to ‘…collect, study, conserve, and 

present significant works of art across all times and cultures in order to connect 

people to creativity, knowledge, and ideas.’ Moments such as this provide 

an opportunity for conversation, and visual art is one of the most significant 

means we have for reflecting on both the past and the present, and encouraging 

the continuing evolution of existing culture through informed discussion and 

respect for creative expression.377 

 

Despite the petition the museum refused to remove the painting. The situation did open 

up a conversation about what is appropriate to depict, including this image of a 12 or 13 

year old girl, however it does bring to mind Carol Duncan’s statement: ‘Most of us have 

been schooled to believe that art […] if it is “good” art, is never bad for anyone, never 

has anything to do with the oppression of the powerless, and never imposes on us values 

that are not universally beneficial.’378  

#MeToo led to a debate around whether male artists accused of abuse and 

harassment should continue to be displayed in museums. For example, allegations 

against artist Chuck Close and photographer Thomas Roma stopped some museums 

from displaying artworks. Washington’s National Gallery of Art put two installations of 

the artists on hold after the allegations.379 Ashleigh Kane noted that ‘it seems the art 

world can no longer avoid the question, how do we punish them for their crimes without 

erasing art history?’380 Kane is referring to allegations made historically against artists 

such as Pablo Picasso and Egon Schiele, both of whom allegedly mistreated women.381 

Kane asked ‘do we condemn the dead as we would the living?’382 Chris Hayes 

 
377 Metropolitan Museum of Art, quoted in Eileen Kinsella, “The Met Says ‘Suggestive’ 
Balthus Painting Will Stay After Petition for Its Removal Is Signed by Thousands,” 
artnet News, 5/12/2017 [accessed 7/12/2017], https://news.artnet.com/art-world/met-
museum-responds-to-petition-calling-for-removal-of-balthus-painting-1169105. 
378 Carol Duncan, “The Esthetics of Power in Modern Erotic Art,” 119. 
379 Ashleigh Kane, quoted in Ashleigh Kane, Chris Hayes and Elise Bell, “What do we 
do with art made by bad people?” in Dazed, 30 January 2018, [accessed 31/01/2018], 
http://www.dazeddigital.com/art-photography/article/38829/1/what-do-we-do-with-art-
made-by-bad-people.  
380 Ibid. 
381 Robin Pogrebin and Jennifer Schuessler, “Chuck Close Is Accused of Harassment. 
Should His Artwork Carry an Asterisk?” New York Times, 28/01/18 [accessed 
28/01/18], https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/28/arts/design/chuck-close-exhibit-
harassment-accusations.html.  
382 Ashleigh Kane, “What do we do with art made by bad people?”. 
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suggested that rather than displaying more “dangerous men”, museums should promote 

diversity by displaying more women: 

 

Ditch the problem guy, and promote the woman. I want curators to learn 

from House of Cards [who fired Kevin Spacey and promoted female lead Robin 

Wright], and make the next season of art more diverse, more radical and most of 

all, safe. Another exhibition from Chuck Close or whoever doesn’t achieve 

that…London’s art institutions have very recently hosted a number of major 

exhibitions that are building on the great work of activism to turn the needle in 

the art world. A major retrospective for Rachel Whiteread at Tate Britain was 

long overdue, as was the retrospective for Jean-Michel Basquiat at the Barbican 

(both should have happened about 10 years ago).383 

 

On the other hand, Elise Bell of Tabloid Art History suggested that museums should not 

stop displaying these artists, however museums should not avoid difficult questions: 

 

Art history is problematic. It’s easy to despair at the white walls of institutes like 

the Tate or National Gallery, often decked by artists whose biographies read like 

a who’s who of misogyny and dangerously predatory (often) male 

‘geniuses’.  Can you love an artist’s work if behind the canvas is a life marked 

by acts of sexual assault, rape or appropriation? These are questions we have to 

ask ourselves, especially in light of upcoming exhibitions such as Schiele at the 

RA and Tate Liverpool or Picasso at Tate Britain. They’re important and 

difficult questions – best observed in the recent Balthus controversy – but 

ultimately the answer to any of them does not lie in the removal of artworks. 

You can’t and shouldn’t erase art history but we can certainly stop history from 

repeating itself.384 

 

Bell proposed that this is a way for institutions to have conversations, as the Met 

suggested. This is a possibility if the museum is willing to facilitate a conversation 

providing a context when addressing controversial subjects. Robin Pogrebin and 

Jennifer Schuessler observed that this is often the case with depiction of controversial 
 

383 Chris Hayes, quoted in Ibid. 
384 Elise Bell, quoted in Ibid.  
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subjects, however is not included in the biographies of artists in galleries.385 Pogrebin 

and Schuessler noted that museums are required to rethink the interpretation of artists 

who have been accused of questionable conduct: ‘…artists accused of questionable 

conduct need to be revisited or recontextualized.’386 Bell’s suggestion is hopeful, but 

often not fulfilled by labels in museums.  

 Performance artist Emma Sulkowicz, known for Mattress Performance (Carry 

That Weight) (2014-2015), a protest against Columbia University’s handing of 

allegations of rape by carrying a mattress around campus, challenged how museums are 

interpreting artists accused of abuse. Alongside photographer Sangsuk Sylvia Kang, 

Sulkowicz staged protests in the Met and MoMA, seeking to put pressure on directors 

over the display and interpretation of Chuck Close and Pablo Picasso.387 Sulkowicz 

targeted works of Close at the Met and Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon at MoMA. 

Additionally, Sulkowicz stated that they felt the paintings were deemed more important 

than the wellbeing of survivors of assault: 

 

I just wished I could say to each of the museum directors: ‘If it had been your 

daughter who had been affected by Chuck Close and Picasso, how could you 

look her in the eye and say, Sorry, we’re keeping the painting and the painting 

matters more than my relationship to you,’[…] In saying that, they are 

privileging a stupid painting over the experiences of survivors, and that to me is 

really abhorrent.388 

 

Sulkowicz took offence to a conversation about accused artists in the New York Times, 

particularly the notion that museums are considering putting an asterisk on labels of 

artists accused of assault: 

 

 
385 Robin Pogrebin and Jennifer Schuessler, “Chuck Close Is Accused of Harassment. 
Should His Artwork Carry an Asterisk?”. 
386 Ibid. 
387 Sopan Deb and Robin Pogrebin, “Museums and a Performance Artist Grapple With 
Chuck Close’s Work,” New York Times, 1/02/2018 [accessed 2/02/2018], 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/01/arts/design/museums-chuck-close-performance-
artist.html.  
388 Emma Sulkowicz, quoted in Sopan Deb and Robin Pogrebin, “Museums and a 
Performance Artist Grapple With Chuck Close’s Work”. 
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I was just so appalled by what the museum directors were saying in the 

article…One guy said something like, ‘if we go down this road, all of our 

museum walls would be bare.’ I was like, ‘are you only showing work by 

Harvey Weinstein?’ An asterisk is such a small punctuation mark compared to 

the magnitude of how sexual abuse affects these women. That museum directors 

weren’t even interested in speaking about it on those terms was really abhorrent 

to me.389 

 

Sulkowicz believed that the conversations that are occurring around these allegations 

are inadequate, especially through the perspective of a survivor of assault. Sulkowicz’s 

protest has generated urgent conversations and dialogues around the topic of gender, 

power and sexual misconduct in the art world, some of which urgently are needed. 

 

 

We are not surprised  

 

An open letter, shared by The Guardian titled “We’ll stay silent no more over 

sexual harassment in the art world” and signed by hundreds of art professionals stated: 

 

We are gallerists, artists, writers, editors, curators, directors, arts administrators, 

assistants, and interns – workers of the art world – and we have been groped, 

undermined, harassed, infantilised, scorned, threatened, and intimidated by those 

in positions of power who control access to resources and opportunities. We 

have held our tongues, threatened by power wielded over us and promises of 

institutional access and career advancement.390 

 

 
389 Emma Sulkowicz, quoted in Sarah Cascone, “Wearing Asterisk-Adorned Body Art, 
Emma Sulkowicz Protests Chuck Close and Picasso at New York Museums,” 
artnetnews, 02/02/2018 [accessed 02/02/2018], https://news.artnet.com/art-
world/emma-sulkowicz-performance-protest-
1214429?utm_content=buffer1ff5c&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&ut
m_campaign=socialmedia.  
390 “We’ll stay silent no more over sexual harassment in the art world,” The Guardian, 
30/10/2017 [accessed 7/12/2017], 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/30/well-stay-silent-no-more-over-sexual-
harassment-in-the-art-world.  
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The letter came after allegations against Knight Landesman, co-publisher of art 

magazine ArtForum.391 The letter soon gained more than 2,000 signatures and 

generated the hashtag #notsurprised.392 The letter went on to say: 

 

Abuse of power comes as no surprise […] We, the undersigned – those who 

have experienced abuse and those standing in solidarity with them – call upon 

art institutions, boards, and peers to consider their role in the perpetuation of 

different levels of sexual inequity and abuse, and how they plan to handle these 

issues in the future. We are too many, now, to be silenced or ignored.393 

 

Some of those who signed the letter included artist Cindy Sherman, feminist art 

historian Angela Dimitrakaki, curator Connie Butler, among many.  

 A group formed around the letter called WANS (We are not surprised), or Not 

Surprised:  

 

Our open letter was a rallying cry: a moment to come together and to speak out, 

loudly and in public. It was a first step. We’ve received questions, criticisms, 

curiosities, and concerns. As we begin to move forward, we offer some 

responses to this feedback.394  

 

WANS is described as an international group that connected over a shared concern 

about sexual harassment in the art world: 

 

WANS began when a small number of artists and art workers connected via 

WhatsApp to talk about sexual harassment and abuse in the art world. As the 

conversation grew in intensity, we invited friends and colleagues to join. 

Overnight, we found we’d become a collective of 100+ women, transgender, 

 
391 Nicole Slawson, “More than 150 write letter denouncing sexual harassment in art 
world,” the Guardian, 30/10/2017 [accessed 7/12/2017], 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/30/more-than-150-sign-letter-
denouncing-sexual-harassment-in-art-world. 
392 Ibid. 
393 “We’ll stay silent no more over sexual harassment in the art world”.  
394 WANS, http://www.not-surprised.org/faqs/.  
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non-binary, and gender nonconforming people living in all time zones, working 

in all areas of the art world. 

The conversation between us suddenly became the most important, urgent thing 

in many of our lives. We continue to work around the clock to respond in real 

time. WANS includes people from Brazil, Colombia, France, Germany, Greece, 

Iran, Japan, Lebanon, Mexico, the United Kingdom, the United States, and 

Puerto Rico, among others. We are from different generations and occupy 

various professional, economic, and social position.395 

 

WANS continues to grow, with plans for the future that include volunteers and a more 

intersectional stance. Since its original publication, over 9,500 people have signed the 

letter.396 

 

 

#MeToo, National Portrait Gallery and Tate Modern 

 

The NPG and Tate have not been a stranger to this controversy. The NPG 

swiftly removed a portrait of Kevin Spacey after allegations against him surfaced,397 but 

more significantly, Tate’s Director Maria Balshaw was criticised by WANS for 

comments she made over the issue of sexual harassment. In an interview with Times 

Magazine, taken as a screenshot by WANS (Figure 14), Balshaw stated: ‘But I 

personally have never suffered any such issues. Then, I wouldn’t. I was raised to be a 

confident women who, when I encountered harassment, would say, “Please don’t…” or 

something rather more direct.’398  In their post, WANS outlined their outrage: ‘We are 

outraged by @Tate Director Maria Balshaw’s quote […] Blame the perpetrator, not the 

victim. Hold a culture of abuse and the people who shape it accountable.’399 

 
395 Ibid. 
396 As of September 2018. 
397 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-41884878.  
398 Maria Balshaw, quoted in Rachel Campbell-Johnston, “Tate boss Maria Balshaw on 
the top job in the art world,” the Times, 3/02/2018 [accessed 9/02/2018], 
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/tate-boss-maria-balshaw-on-the-top-job-in-the-art-
world-ljt3tcmmp.  
399 WANS [@notsurprised2018], “Outraged at @Tate,” 08/2/2018, Instagram, 
[accessed 09/02/2018], https://www.instagram.com/p/Be6myHEBqc4/?taken-
by=notsurprised2018.   
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Figure 14. WANS [@notsurprised2018], “Outraged at @Tate”. Source: 
@notsurpised2018, Instagram Post, 05/02/2018, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Be6myHEBqc4/?taken-by=notsurprised2018.    
 

Balshaw later apologised, commenting on the post: 

 

I am sorry if this has been misunderstood. It is absolutely not my intention to say 

that women are in any way to blame. To be clear, it is the perpetrators who are 

responsible for their behaviour and not the women who are subjected to it.400  

 

After Balshaw’s clarification, WANS accepted the apology and stated that they hope 

Tate will work with them in the future:  

Thank you for clarifying. It is crucial that leaders in your position use their 

power to address these issues meaningfully. WANS plan to initiate a code of 

 
400 Maria Balshaw [@mariabalshaw], comment on WANS [@notsurprised2018], 
“Outraged at @Tate”.  
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conduct for visual arts organisations, we hope that you, and the 4 Tate museums 

and 31 Plus Tate organisations, will work with us.401 

 

However, this was not the end of this conversation.  

On March 7th 2018, the eve of International Women’s Day, artist-in-residence at 

Tate Modern Liv Wynter quit over what she felt was erasure of women and invisible 

inequalities that Tate was not properly addressing: 

 

My reasons for resigning are simple - in section 14 of my contract it states ‘Tate 

is committed to treating all our employees, visitors, and contractors with dignity 

and respect.’ I feel that these standards have not been met and that the whole 

time I am part of the Tate’s institutional mechanisms, I am not being treated 

with dignity or respect. My resignation will hopefully spotlight the invisible 

inequalities of the institution. 

I am speaking explicitly about the comments made by Maria Balshaw […] 

These comments come during a powerful reckoning on sexual assault and 

harassment, with the creative industries pledging to make change through 

campaigns such as #MeToo and #TimesUp.402 

 

Wynter took Balshaw’s words particularly hard as a survivor of domestic violence, 

describing her comments as ‘as slap in the face’: 

 

As an activist who campaigns against the cuts to domestic violence services, but 

also an activist that campaigns explicitly about the erasure of women from the 

institution, it should be no surprise these words come as a huge slap in the face. I 

cannot describe to you the personal shame I feel as a survivor of domestic 

violence, to work for someone who could think so little of me whilst 

simultaneously profiting off of my ‘survivorness’ and the work I dare to make 

about it.403 

 

 
401 WANS [@notsurprised2018], “Outraged at @Tate”. 
402 Liv Wynter, “Resignation From Tate,” 07/03/2018 [accessed 08/03/2018], 
http://livwynterartist.co.uk/RESIGNATION-FROM-TATE.   
403 Ibid. 
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Aside from Balshaw’s comments, Wynter praised the education, schools and learning 

team which she worked with, however she additionally critiqued what she perceived as 

a lack of fostering of diversity amongst Tate’s staff: 

 

Tate has only 13% of their workforce that identify as Black or Ethnic Minority. 

Tate has only 9% of its staff that identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Every 

single director is white. In payband 1 there is only 3% BAME. Band 2 has 12% 

and band 3 has 7%! Only 4% of the entire workforce identify as disabled!404 

 

In solidarity, last year’s artist-in-residence at Tate Modern, Travis Alabanza, stated that 

diversity goes beyond buzzwords: 

 

I think what we are seeing is a continual trend of institutions claiming and 

talking a talk, but failing to structurally and institutionally walk a walk. 

Diversity and inclusion go beyond buzz words, beyond having people appear 

briefly, its structural changes to how things work, who is paid what, how people 

are treated—and what happens when things fuck up. Ultimately, it’s about a care 

that we are not seeing.405 

 

Both former artists-in-residence clearly observed a problem with occurrences in the 

gallery. This goes against certain statements made within the organisational sphere, as 

outlined in chapter three through the interviews with Brandon James 

Liv Wynter’s resignation did have an immediate effect on some activities within 

the museum, with Sister Magazine cancelling plans to launch their latest issue at Tate 

Modern: 

 

We will be cancelling the launch of our new issue at the Tate Modern […] The 

Sad Issue focuses heavily on sexual abuse, personal rape experiences, the 

#MeToo and #TimesUp movement, and it would feel wrong to have a panel 

discussion also focusing on these topics at the Tate Modern, considering the 
 

404 Ibid. 
405 Travis Alabanza, quoted in Aamna Mohdin, “A radical artist is forcing an iconic 
British cultural institution to answer seismic questions over abuse,” Quartz, 08/03/2018 
[accessed 08/03/2018], https://qz.com/1224212/metoo-artist-liv-wynters-tate-
resignation-in-protest-of-maria-balshaw/.  
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comments made by director Maria Balshaw […] we have to live our values, and 

take a stand for what we believe in, as well as support our fellow creatives.406 

 

The magazine stated that they believed actions speak louder than words: 

 

I would like the Tate to not issue another apology, but to start changing their set 

up from within. Who they employ and how they treat their staff speaks much 

louder than the work they put on display, or events they organize.407  

 

Balshaw responded by issuing an apology and reiterating her stance on diversity: 

 

Throughout my career I have been dedicated to addressing issues of gender, race 

and equality. When I became director of Tate, I set out my vision to make this 

the most culturally inclusive museum organisation in the world, and I am truly 

committed to that vision. I have spoken publicly about my values on many 

occasions over the years and I will continue to argue for equality and inclusion 

at every opportunity.408  

 

Balshaw’s comments came at an untimely moment where much of the public was 

thinking about harassment due to the #MeToo movement. Not only was it ill-timed, but 

statements from Wynter and Alabanza seem to contradict Brandon James’ notions of a 

diverse workforce in the organisational sphere.  

Balshaw’s comments are not the only issue related to #notsurprised or #MeToo 

that have occurred in Tate. Anthony d’Offay, who created the Artists Rooms, faced 

accusations of inappropriate behaviour and harassment.409 Tate and the National 

 
406 Sister Magazine (sisterzine), “*Important plz read* We are cancelling our launch at 
#TateModern this Saturday. We support @livwynter,” Twitter, 8/03/2018 [accessed 
8/03/2018], https://twitter.com/sisterzine/status/971722823424233472?s=21.  
407 Sister Magazine, quoted in Aamna Mohdin, “A radical artist is forcing an iconic 
British cultural institution to answer seismic questions over abuse”. 
408 Maria Balshaw, quoted in Ben Quinn, “Tate Modern artist quits, saying gallery is 
failing women,” the Guardian, 7/03/2018 [accessed 7/03/2018], 
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2018/mar/07/tate-modern-artist-quits-
saying-gallery-is-failing-women?CMP=twt_a-culture_b-gdnculture.  
409 Mark Brown, “Tate suspends contact with donor over sexual harassment claims,” 
14//01/18 [accessed 31/01/18], https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/14/tate-
suspends-contact-donor-sexual-harassment-claims-anthony-doffay.  
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Galleries Scotland, who jointly manage Artist Rooms, released a statement distancing 

themselves from d’Offay: 

 

In light of these allegations, Tate and NGS have decided that it is appropriate to 

suspend any further contact with Mr D’Offay until these matters have been 

clarified. 

The work of Tate and NGS is underpinned by values of fairness, equality and 

respect and the right to work free of sexual harassment. We expect these values 

to be demonstrated in the behaviour of everyone who is involved in our 

organisations.410 

 

In July 2018, it was observed that d’Offay’s name had not been removed from the Artist 

Rooms display at the Brighton Museum. Although Tate had taken a stand against 

d’Offay, this is not a stance that has been taken against artists in their collection. 

#MeToo has brought renewed scrutiny of Carl Andre, who was accused of murdering 

his former wife, artist Ana Mendieta.  

During the preview of the Switch House/Blavatnik Building expansion, nearly 

200 protesters, including activists groups WHEREISANAMENDIETA? and Sisters 

Uncut gathered to protest the inclusion of Andre’s work and the exclusion of the work 

of Ana Mendieta.411 412 WHEREISANAMENDIETA? is an archive project focused on 

‘politicized work and push back against the erasure of women, non-binary, transgender, 

and people of color from art.’413 The protesters were perplexed that Tate Modern owns 

five works by Mendieta yet none were displayed at the time of the protest:414 415 “The 

 
410 Ibid. 
411 Naomi Rea, “‘Where is Ana Mendieta?’ Protesters Disrupt Preview of New Tate 
Modern’ in artnetnews 16/06/2016, https://news.artnet.com/market/where-is-ana-
mendieta-new-tate-protest-518960#.V2aZEW7_u28.twitter.  
412 Isabella Smith, “Protesters Demand ‘Where Is Ana Mendieta?’ in Tate Modern 
Expansion,” Hyperallergic, 14/06/2016, https://hyperallergic.com/305163/protesters-
demand-where-is-ana-mendieta-in-tate-modern-expansion/?ref=featured. 
413 Naomi Rea, “‘Where is Ana Mendieta?’ Protesters Disrupt Preview of New Tate 
Modern”. 
414 Isabella Smith, “Protesters Demand ‘Where Is Ana Mendieta?’ in Tate Modern 
Expansion”. 
415 Note: in December 2017 one work was on display. 
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demonstration is somewhat ironic as the new project at the Tate has prided itself 

on championing inclusion and diversity.”416  

One protester, Olivia Luck, stated the pain that the inclusion of Carl Andre 

caused her in an interview:  

 

The purpose of the archive is to let institutions such as the Tate know that we 

will not be silenced. As a victim of domestic violence and a survivor myself, I 

am disgusted by how frequently institutions choose to ignore the violent 

histories of the artists they use, particularly in relation to how they let rich white 

men get away with murder and violence unashamedly. We will not be silenced, 

and we will create our own platforms.417  

 

The South East branch of the feminist collective Sisters Uncut released a statement 

stating:  

 

Today we protest the wilful blindness and violence of the Tate in exhibiting the 

work of a murderer. Today we mourn the erasure of women of colour from art 

and from justice. Today we demand that the Tate recognise and exhibit Ana 

Mendieta’s work and remove Andre’s.418 

 

This is not the first time a museum has faced protest over the inclusion of Andre and he 

exclusion of Mendieta. In 1992, the Guggenheim Museum saw 500 protesters gather; as 

Jane Blocker noted ‘a small group among them holding a banner that said, “Carl Andre 

is in the Guggenheim. Where is Ana Mendieta? Donde está Ana Mendieta?”’419 

Museums are beginning to take a stance against violence against women, there is still a 

long way to go, and there are clear gaps in the accountability that is being held to 

certain individuals by museums. 

 

 

 
416 Naomi Rea, “‘Where is Ana Mendieta?’ Protesters Disrupt Preview of New Tate 
Modern”. 
417 Ibid. 
418 Ibid. 
419 Jane Blocker, Where is Ana Mendieta? Identity, Performativity, and Exile. (Durham 
and London: Duke University Press, 1999), 1. 
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Actions not words 

 

#MeToo, as well as #notsurprised, have created solidarity in a similar way to 

Black Lives Matter, Pride and the 2017 Woman’s March. It is significant to see 

ourselves reflected in culture, whether it is sharing one’s pain, relating to an experience 

or connecting to an identity. It is important to hear voices of women, people of colour 

and the queer community, as the #notsurprised letter stated, ‘We are too many, now, to 

be silenced or ignored.’420 Museums can do more to stand up in solidarity with the 

victims of assault by men in the art world by promoting women and diversity, but also 

providing a context in the biographies of artists. #MeToo has queered museums and the 

art world by dismantling the myth of the hero artist, exposing masculine domination, 

spotlighting accountability and re-examining how to interpret their biographies and art. 

However, labelling one’s practice feminist or becoming an ally does not necessarily 

mean that women artists become equal. Jude Kelley, who was the artistic director of 

London’s Southbank Centre for 12 years, left to focus on the Women of the World 

(WOW) Festival.421 However, another reason for Kelley’s departure is that she tired of 

curating a canon of men: 

 

I’d always been a feminist, but I’d reached a point where I looked at the 

amazing things I was curating and thought, ‘The reality is, the majority of the 

canon is created by men’, and if the culture keeps on reiterating over and over 

again this idea that creativity is male, then it permeates absolutely everything 

else. And you have to do something. Saying you’re a feminist is not enough.422 

 

Kelley’s view is reminiscent of Travis Alabanza’s above stance of there being a 

‘continual trend of institutions claiming and talking a talk, but failing to structurally and 

institutionally walk a walk.’ In other words, it is time to take action. Empty gestures, 

calling oneself a feminist, putting an asterisk on a label, apologising: this is not enough. 

WHEREISANAMENDIETA?, WANS, Jude Kelley and Emma Sulkowicz, utilising the 

 
420 “We’ll stay silent no more over sexual harassment in the art world,”  
421 Decca Aitkenhead, “Southbank director Jude Kelly: ‘Saying you’re a feminist is not 
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#MeToo movement, want to see a feminism in museums that is made up actions rather 

than words. The #MeToo movement has uncovered more inequalities and unsettling 

biographies of artists within these museums. Comments made by Maria Balshaw 

indicate that there is a need to continue reflexive thinking about one’s own privilege and 

privilege within the institution. This indicates there is still a need for feminism in 

galleries, specifically a feminism that critiques, reflects and intersects a multiplicity of 

positionalities. More than ever is an intersectional feminism needed in museums, but 

not only in the artists that adorn the walls, but in those who work within them.  

When scrutinising masculine domination, it is significant to observe how it 

establishes a norm, in particular the biggest triumph is how it influences the definition 

of neutral. Heather Davis noted that the world is multiple, and that those in privileged 

positions should question and challenge authority: 

 

There is no neutral position in the world. Nor is pure objectivity possible. 

Instead, we engage from multiple, entangled, historically situated, and 

contextually embodied positions. Acknowledging these positions, especially for 

those who are more privileged, is deeply important to addressing historical 

injustice and to providing creative and critical responses that work to undermine 

unquestioned authority.423 

 

Acknowledging privilege is acknowledging the masculine hierarchical narrative, and 

questioning authority is a way of calling out its influence on spaces, therefore its 

neutrality and normalcy.  

Presenting masculinity and heteronormativity in these prestigious places of 

honour validates its position in the art museum and beyond. Misogyny may be ignored 

because, as Carol Duncan quoted above: ‘if it is “good” art, [it] is never bad for 

anyone…’424 These relationships, either masculine vs. feminine, binary, or 

heteronormative, have great visibility in museums. Visibility, communities and 

collectives are very important, especially when combating inequality, discrimination 

and prejudices. When there are omissions one can “lose a sense of queerness,” or more 

specifically, lose a sense of diversity. This is why traditional masculine domination may 

be harmful; it does not present the breadth of those involved in art histories, which in 
 

423 Heather Davis, “Introduction,” 7. 
424 Carol Duncan, “The Esthetics of Power in Modern Erotic Art,” 118-119. 
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turn will be less relatable to audiences. Therefore, masculine domination is an 

intersectional problem: the intersections of racism, sexism, heterosexism and 

homophobia generate an unequal environment that it continuously reproduced under the 

guise of traditional art history. Attempting to solve one at a time, for example sexism by 

adding more women artists, will not dismantle the other intersections, leaving the 

traditional systems of inequality intact.   

Representing a wider and more intersectional breadth of people in galleries is 

important, particularly for those marginalised by mainstream art histories. Fiona 

Buckland noted that ‘many queers already had a heightened sense of living separate 

realities’425 therefore being aware of the influence of a heteronormative perspective on 

their identities and sexualities. However, representing the queer community is 

important, as noted by Gosset, Stanley and Burton:  

 

Representation is said to remedy broader acute crises ranging from poverty to 

murder to police violence, particularly when representation is taken up as a 

‘teaching tool’ that allows those outside our immediate social worlds and 

identities to glimpse some notion of shared humanity. 426 

 

Without the shared notion of humanity, queer identities will be continuously belittled 

and ignored. Neutralising, or stating that one’s sexuality does not matter, may have little 

consequence to heterosexual individuals, but for the queer community being deprived of 

this visibility in mainstream spaces means that the queer community continues to be 

marginalised. Queer is about visibility, as madison moore explained ‘[w]orking a look 

is a queer aesthetic and it is generally about getting dressed up to be consumed visually 

by strangers in tense, urban settings.’427 A look is a form of queering that makes one 

visible: ‘In queer circles it’s called a look not because it blends in and disappears but 

because you have to look at it.’428 As Buckland noted, queer people have to fashion 

their words from their own bodies out, therefore aesthetics and representation are vital. 

Queer narratives and identities have been erased from mainstream spaces, limitations 

 
425 Fiona Buckland, Impossible Dance: Club Culture and Queer World-Making, 44. 
426 Reina Gossett, Eric A. Stanley and Johanna Burton, “Known Unknowns: An 
Introduction to Trap Door,” in Trap Door: Trans Cultural Production and the Politics 
of Visibility, xv-xvi. 
427 madison moore, Fabulous: The Rise of the Beautiful Eccentric, 67. 
428 Ibid, 66. 
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are continuously applied to the display of queer narratives which is not adequate in 

correcting structural faults in historic collecting. There is the challenge of systemic 

historic prejudice, as evident in the case of 20th century laws that kept many queer 

people in the closet. Additionally, it should be questioned whether strategic essentialist 

queer spaces are more effective than the NPG or Tate for displaying queer histories as 

they mostly do not have the obstacles of past phobias. Queer spaces do not have the 

same barriers that limit the freedom of queer expression, or in the words of William 

Ellis and Jordan Tannahill, “haters”.  

The solution is not, however, separate spaces. Rather it is in the continuing 

action to including and correct erasures. There must be a realisation that the 

understanding of gender, identity and sexuality will never be complete and it cannot be 

checked off of a list as situations are constantly changing, as one can observe with the 

legal and medical history of queer identities. Travis Alabanza touched on the lack of 

understanding regarding their gender non-conforming femme identity: 

 

People do not understand gender non conforming people. There is not enough 

knowledge or public archives about the fact that we exist. People think our 

liberation starts and stops at getting our pronouns right. Or that we are ‘in the 

middle’ of a further stage. That we are a phase until we realise we are actually 

man or actually women. We are never seen as realised. As full. As complete. I 

think people need to understand that if we liberate gender non conforming 

feminine people, we will liberate us all. That we represent a freedom in gender 

that could let us all breathe lighter. People do not understand gender non 

conforming people. Sometimes I wonder what it would look like to fight for a 

politics of understanding, as well as freedom. What would it mean for my 

friends to not just love me, but understand me. How does it feel to be 

understood?429 

 

In this poem Alabanza highlighted a lack of understanding of their gender identity and 

the necessity for a wider understanding of identity. Museums can learn from the 

mistakes of the past that created structural faults and historic biases by presenting and 

collecting a wider range of artists and sitters. Is the lack of trans and/or gender non-

 
429 Travis Alabanza, Before I Step Outside (You Love Me), no page. 
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conforming artists and sitters of the present going to be a gap that museums are trying to 

fill in the future? Action should be taken now, rather than attempting to make up for the 

past in the future. Being a part time activist, or having spatial or temporal conditions on 

activisms, is not going to fill the gaps museums are attempting to fill.   

For most of the 20th century, due to the influence of McCarthyism, there was an 

environment of suspicion and secrecy that either limited people’s access to spaces or 

forced them into the closet. Museums not only have to deal with structural faults, as 

demonstrated in earlier chapters, but they have the obstacle of historic bias that 

continues to wreak havoc on the present. However, after examining these contexts and 

observing the continuing gaps that museums are attempting to fill, will museums learn 

from their past mistakes? Will museums and art historical literature in the future read: 

‘transgender erasure in the early 21st century was largely due to historical bias and 

structural faults in collecting’? Taking action against erasures should additionally 

include reflecting on the present, therefore avoiding gaps in the future. One can see gaps 

forming around the representation of transgender and/or gender non-conforming 

identities. The question is will museums continue to let them grow and create a 

historical bias, or will action be taken to avoid hardships in the future? 

As the previous chapter highlighted, by explicitly correcting structural faults in 

historic collections, these policies are exposing inequalities in the canon. This has the 

potential to destabilise a dominant narrative of art. However, as established in this 

chapter, what is written as policy, examined in the organisational sphere and monitored 

in the curatorial sphere, is not necessarily what visitors in the physical museum will 

experience. This chapter defined the traditional hetero-masculine box and then provided 

examples of how the #MeToo movement exposed the continuing legacy of the 

traditional hetero-masculine box. As Jude Kelley, Travis Alabanza and Liv Wynter 

affirm, feminism is about actions, not words, and it is evident that the traditional hetero-

masculine box prevents action from taking place. Conversely, the next chapter will 

scrutinise the action that is taken, examining the legacy of the traditional hetero-

masculine box even further by specifically mapping out the spatial and temporal 

limitations of inclusion. 
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Chapter Five – Masculinity and representation: ‘…inclusion is like this conditional 

welcoming’ 

  

The previous chapter explored and defined the concept of the traditional hetero-

masculine box and how it manifests in art museums. In looking for feminist influences 

in Tate Modern and National Portrait Gallery, questions of masculinity once again 

emerged. Tate Modern may have boasted higher numbers of women artists, however in 

looking at the women in the gallery it becomes evident that they do not share the same 

claim to space as many of the male artists. Similarly, in the NPG women are not given 

the same clout as men but are given more importance when they are related to famous 

men through labels and interpretation. At Tate Modern the same occurrence is observed 

with artists of colour as well as women. This chapter builds on the discussion in chapter 

four through a deep analysis of the spaces of Tate Modern and the NPG, specifically 

how masculinity influences the performance of gender roles and a hierarchy of space in 

these museums. Furthermore, the following chapter presents the significant concept of a 

“conditional welcome”, which highlights the lack of equivalency of space within the 

case study institutions. It is evident that the condition to representing women artists or 

artists of colour is that masculine domination remains intact. The introduction of this 

concept, and the spatial and temporal conditions that are applied to artists and sitters 

within the museum, emerges as a core concept.  

 

 

A Conditional Welcome 

 

In an online exchange, a Twitter user tweeted Tate Director Maria Balshaw, 

pointing out the membership marketing team only used images of works by white male 

artists in an advertisement email. Balshaw replied (Figure 15): ‘You are quite right – 

and we are trying so hard to change this. Just shows how ingrained it is. We’re on it – 

and keep keeping us alert.’430  

 
430 Maria Balshaw (@mbalshaw), Twitter, 19/11/2017, 
https://twitter.com/mbalshaw/status/932175988657618944.  
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Figure 15. You are quite right. Maria Barshaw, 2017. Source: Maria Balshaw 
(@mbalshaw), Twitter, 19/11/2017, 
https://twitter.com/mbalshaw/status/932175988657618944.   
 

Tate Diversity and Inclusion Manager James Brandon received a call about the tweet 

and thought that ‘Interesting discussions are forming around it though which is a good 

thing.’431 Brandon saw the tweet as a learning opportunity. Although for Tate Modern 

and NPG there is still privilege in the form of masculine domination, a conversation is 

occurring, although it is through being called out by Twitter users or people such as Liv 

Wynter. Work still needs to be done to keep museums alert to ingrained masculine 

privilege.  

Part of this ingrained influence is that throughout time many artists, particularly 

women artists or artists of colour, have been eclipsed by relationships with white male 

artists. Artist Jean-Michel Basquiat was humiliated and upset when he was called Andy 

Warhol’s “sidekick” after the two collaborated with each other,432 while photographers 

Tina Modotti and Dora Maar are remembered as muses and not artists in their own 

right. For Modotti, any discussion of her work often includes a conversation about the 

male artists in her life: ‘In particular, her association as mistress, muse, and apprentice 

for photographer Edward Weston tends to be emphasized in discussions of her own 

photography.’433 Many exhibitions, programmes, events and displays are not truly 

intersectional and it is as if there is a condition for representation of certain artists. 

These conditions vary, from being associated with a famous artist, to being a headcount 

 
431 James Brandon, in discussion with author. 
432 Basquiat: Rags to Riches. BBC, (2017, 1 hour 30 minutes) Documentary.  
433 Allison Meier, “Framing Tina Modotti’s Art and Activism on Their Own Terms,” 
Hyperallergic, 31/10/2017 [accessed 01/10/2018], 
https://hyperallergic.com/399624/tina-modottis-art-and-activism-biography/.   
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for diversity purposes. Artists representing a multiplicity of intersections, such as trans 

artists and/or artists of colour, are “tolerated” or, in the words of Fabian Romero, 

receive a “conditional welcoming”434: 

 

[I]nclusion is like this conditional welcoming. You welcome people in, but you 

don’t necessarily want them to talk about how they are oppressed or how they’re 

not treated well in the group. You just want them to be there to make you look 

good. 

Then there’s awareness, then true ally-ship – these last two take the most work 

because in the world we live in, we’re so rewarded for being completely 

unaware, going through the day and not necessarily noticing that there are any 

differences. Colorblindness falls into that ‘inclusionary’ skill set, where people 

really believe it’s enough to just think that we’re all one people and so 

differences don’t matter. That’s actually really, really hurtful. Awareness and 

ally-ship are going against everything that’s so normalized – that’s why they’re 

so difficult.435 

 

There are many manifestations of Romero’s conditional welcome in museums. For 

example, Carol Ann Dixon, Tate Modern Director Frances Morris and Lois M Williams 

debated conditional welcomes in Tate Modern across several issues of Museums 

Journal. 

Carol Ann Dixon began the debate by questioning Tate Modern’s continued 

dominant representation of white, Euro-American artists: 

 

However, despite (what I’m sure was) a genuine attempt to display more of the 

Tate’s acquisitions pertaining to the arts and artists from the global south(s), I’m 

afraid that certain persistent problematic aspects of this organisation’s 

interpretation of ‘internationalism’ continued to project a heavily skewed bias 

towards displaying artworks by white artists from Europe and North America, as 

 
434 Fabian Romero, quoted in Nia King, Jessica Glennon-Zukoff and Terra Mikalson, 
Queer & Trans Artists of Color: Stories of Some of Our Lives. 
435 Ibid., 94.   
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opposed to also promoting post-modernists from Africa, South Asia, the 

Caribbean and other areas of the global south(s) on equivalent scale.436 

 

Dixon exposed a conditional welcome by stressing that less weight and attention is 

given to artists from “the global south(s)”. In the November 2016 issue, Frances Morris 

replied to Dixon, defending the museum’s international displays: 

 

We were disappointed to read that Carol Ann Dixon, in her recent letter in 

Museums Journal, perceived there to be little display in the new Switch House 

from the ‘global south’. 

More than 57 countries are represented through the work of 800 international 

artists in the new Tate Modern. [The galleries] demonstrate the central 

contribution to modern and contemporary art from beyond Europe and North 

America.437 

 

However, in the next issue, Lois M Williams found Morris’s answer unsatisfactory, 

believing that she missed the point of Dixon’s critique: 

 

The question raised in Carol Ann Dixon’s letter about Tate’s problematic 

approach to internationalism remains unanswered by Frances Morris’s response.  

Dixon makes a good point about equivalency of scale when it comes to the 

visibility of the work of artists from the global south(s) within Tate’s collections 

and exhibitions. The concept of visibility also extends to the way in which 

institutions perceive and situate artists in the first place. It’s not just about whose 

work is shown in the gallery but about who is included, and how, within the 

institution’s field of vision. 

Too often diversity is enacted as a headcount of black and brown faces, when it 

needs to be about empathy, an equal exchange of ideas and on a scale that 

acknowledges, rather than constructs a well-intentioned but limited sampling.438 

 

 
436 Carol Ann Dixon, “Same Tate Modern?” Museum Journal, October 2016, 19. 
437 Frances Morris, “Tate’s global commitment,” Museums Journal, November 2016, 
19. 
438 Lois M Williams, “Tate Modern,” Museums Journal, December 2016, 19. 
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The conditional welcome at Tate Modern, emphasised by Williams, is that certain 

artists will be a “sampling” and not given the equivalency of scale of other artists. 

Artists who fall into specific categories of class, race, gender, sexuality, etc. are given 

less equivalency of scale as other artists of specific positionalities. Their addition and 

inclusion within museums is conditional. An observable conditional welcome is present 

in both case studies, for example: at the NPG most women artists and sitters are 

confined to the areas of the gallery that hold the 20th and 21st century collections. This is 

due to the NPG’s chronological hang, as well as structural faults in historic collecting.  

Inclusion should not be displayed within certain spatial or temporal contexts. As 

Fabian Romero argued: true ally-ship and awareness of problems goes against what is 

normalised, which is challenging for museums to perform. Moreover, issues and themes 

are often given more weight and attention when associated with a certain race, gender, 

sexuality or class. Art is taken more seriously when it is associated with white men, 

even if it is exploring problems of people of colour. Evidently, there is an urgent need to 

include intersectionality into discussions around women; one’s involvement or 

placement in a space should not be conditional. Equivalency of space on the walls and 

in conversations around certain subjects in art does not necessarily exist, which 

becomes evident when mapping out the spaces of Tate Modern and the NPG.  

Lara Perry argued that feminist involvement in museums is ‘not just a matter of 

the presence of artists and their artworks – the collection – but also of presentation and 

interpretation.’439 It is significant to observe and map the gallery, as Lois M Williams 

stated, ‘The concept of visibility also extends to the way in which institutions perceive 

and situate artists in the first place.’440 

 
 
Soul of a Nation, associations and placement at Tate Modern 

 

In 2017, Tate Modern staged an exhibition titled Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age 

of Black Power. This was an important exhibition, especially within the context of 

Black Lives Matter movement and the 2017 riots in Charlottesville, Virginia.441 This 

 
439 Lara Perry, “‘A Good Time to Be a Woman’? Women Artists, Feminism and Tate 
Modern,” 34. 
440 Lois M Williams, “Tate Modern,”. 
441 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/13/us/charlottesville-virginia-overview.html  
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was also an exhibition Tate Modern took great pride in, as expressed in the interview 

with Brandon James.442 Osei Bonsu, for Frieze, expressed the relevance and reflective 

nature of the exhibition:  

 

Focusing on black artists between 1963 and 1983, the exhibition accounts for art 

made at the intersection of the Civil Rights movement and the widespread 

revolutionary actions it inspired. Contemplating the show’s ambition to reflect 

the diversity of artistic positions taken up by these artists, it opens up a space to 

discuss, and even think anew, the prevailing questions around the political 

responsibility of art today.443 

 

Similarly, Tate suggested that ‘Soul of a Nation shines a bright light on the vital 

contribution of Black artists to a dramatic period in American art and history.’444 

Though this opening sentence on Tate’s webpage dedicated to the exhibition mentions 

the contribution of “Black artists”, the only artist the page specifically mentions is Andy 

Warhol: 

 

Some engage with legendary figures from the period, with paintings in homage 

to political leaders Martin Luther King, Malcolm X and Angela Davis, musician 

John Coltrane and sporting hero Jack Johnson. Muhammad Ali appears in Andy 

Warhol’s famous painting.445  

 

Andy Warhol does not fit the parameters of the exhibition laid out by Tate Modern 

when it is stated that the focus is on the “contribution of Black artists.” In the curator’s 

introduction to the exhibition, Mark Godfrey and Zoe Whitley further established 

Warhol’s position outside the remit: 

 

 
442 James Brandon, in discussion with author. 
443 Osei Bonsu, “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power,” Frieze, 21/07/2017, 
https://frieze.com/article/soul-nation-art-age-black-power. 
444 Tate, “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power,” Tate, [accessed 
01/10/2018],  
 http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/soul-nation-art-age-black-
power , my emphasis.  
445 Ibid. 
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This exhibition celebrates the work of Black artists working in America in the 

two decades after 1963. During this turbulent time, these artists asked and 

answered many questions. How should an artist respond to political and culture 

changes? Was there a ‘Black art’ or a ‘Black aesthetic’?...While showing strong 

communities and robust artistic dialogues, it also reveals necessary 

disagreements about what it meant to be a Black artist at this time.446 

 

Suffice to say, Warhol does not fit into this parameter, as he was not able to contribute 

to a conversation about ‘what it meant to be a Black artist at the time.’ Osei Bonsu 

observed ‘“Black Heroes”, the only room that includes some non-black artists, leads 

with a series of portraits memorialising Black America’s hall of fame, boxer and activist 

Muhammad Ali’s gaze pierces through Warhol’s 1978 screenprint.’447 This one room is 

the only room where white artists were included.  

Andy Warhol is an important figure at Tate Modern; he is a central figure within 

the canon the gallery presents. Although Warhol was not heterosexual, this is a point 

Tate Modern tends to erase, only referring vaguely to ‘Warhol’s Manhattan studio, 

known as The Factory, provided a welcoming space for those who didn’t conform to the 

social and sexual conventions of 1960s society.’448 Tate Modern emphasises that 

Warhol’s work was not confrontational, unlike the Guerrilla Girls whose work is 

displayed alongside Warhol’s in the Media Networks display in the gallery. The room 

label accompanying their work notes that the Guerrilla Girl’s ‘…confrontational tactics 

contrast with Warhol’s coolly neutral approach to contemporary culture.’449 The Tate 

Modern Handbook stressed that Warhol’s work was ‘sourced from the media and 

convey his fascination with celebrity and mortality.’450 This is another parameter that 

throws Warhol’s inclusion in the exhibition into question. Curators Godfrey and 

Whitley mentioned that one of the questions the exhibitions asked is ‘[h]ow should an 

artist respond to political and culture changes?’ and to focus on ‘the prevailing 

 
446 Mark Godfrey and Zoe Whitley, Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power 
(Tate Modern, 2018), Exhibition pamphlet.  
447 Osei Bonsu, Frieze, “Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power”.  
448 Tate Modern, Wall label.  
449 Ibid.  
450 RT, Tate Modern Handbook, ed. Matthew Gale (London: Tate Publishing, 2016), 
317. 
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questions around the political responsibility of art today.’451 If Warhol had a ‘coolly 

neutral approach to contemporary culture,’ it can be questioned whether he was really 

responding to political and cultural change and if there is political responsibility in his 

art. 

The British Museum’s exhibition American Dreams: Pop to Present focused on 

print making in American art and Warhol’s work was frequently featured. The first half 

of the exhibition, which opened with Warhol’s images of Marilyn Monroe, had a 

traditional feel with each room featuring a male artist who used print making techniques 

in the mid-20th century. The second half took a thematic approach, with displays 

focused on race, gender, AIDS and forms of print making in protest art. This half of the 

exhibition also opened with a Warhol, specifically Warhol’s Mao Tse-Tung (1972). The 

Barbican’s exhibition on the works of Jean-Michel Basquiat, Basquiat: Boom for Real, 

featured Warhol in a display focused on the relationship between Jean-Michel Basquiat 

and Andy Warhol. The interpretive relevance of Warhol’s inclusion in these two 

exhibitions is much greater than his inclusion in Soul of a Nation. The parameters of 

these two exhibitions, printmaking in the US and the life and work of artist Jean-Michel 

Basquiat, undoubtedly feature Warhol.  

Recalling the words of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, what is the interpretive 

consequences of including white artists, including Warhol, in an exhibition that claims 

to ‘[celebrate] the work of Black artists working in America in the two decades after 

1963’? Asking questions and reflecting on the situation of today, such as Black Lives 

Matter, is very important. However, can Warhol contribute to this reflection? Was 

Warhol’s inclusion in the exhibition showcasing the influence of white masculine 

domination? This is an important exhibition, particularly in 2017 when it was on 

display, however the inclusion of Warhol demonstrates that even in an important and 

forward-thinking exhibition, there is evidence of continuing privileging of (white) 

masculine identities at Tate Modern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
451 Mark Godfrey and Zoe Whitley, Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black Power. 
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Equivalency of scale and number in Tate Modern 

 

It is apparent that Tate Modern holds Andy Warhol in great esteem. In the 

Media Networks display, examples of his work are featured twice: once as one enters 

the display, alongside the Guerrilla Girls, and a second time in the “Beyond Pop” room. 

Warhol’s work is such a staple to this room that many different pieces of his have 

appeared in rotation, including Electric Chairs (1971), Mao Tse-Tung (1972) and Self-

Portrait (1967). In summer 2018, both Mao Tse-Tung and Self-Portrait were on display 

in this room, therefore three Warhol’s, all within a few metres of each other, could be 

viewed at Tate Modern. The frequency of Warhol’s work stresses the importance of the 

artist in the history presented within Tate Modern. When mapping out the gallery, 

looking at the locations and distributions of artists in the gallery, Warhol is among the 

few artists that receive prominent representation. Pablo Picasso is another example of 

an artist awarded high frequency of scale in the gallery: in the Boiler House for many 

months Picasso was featured in all four thematic displays. Though the frequency of 

Picasso and Warhol seemingly highlights their importance, neither artist is awarded the 

dramatic presentation that is given to artist Mark Rothko. 

 Unlike Warhol and Picasso, Rothko’s Seagram Murals (1958-59) are confined 

to a single room in the In the Studio display. Nevertheless, this room is physically 

different from any other room in Tate Modern. Firstly, the paint colour of the walls is 

not the standard white, but rather grey. There are several benches that allow visitors to 

sit and contemplate the art surrounding them in low lighting. There is a church- or 

shrine-like feel about the exhibit, with a hushed atmosphere. One visitor stated that she 

cried when she experienced the exhibit: 

 

The way Tate has them displayed is perfect for the specific works contextually 

and visually […] The effect is really almost claustrophobic, and you can’t help 

but feel overwhelmed by them psychologically and emotionally. It’s like 

sensory overload… I couldn’t help but cry while I was in their presence. It was 

an honour and an experience I won’t forget.452 

 

 
452 Sarah Matchette, personal discussion with author, 31/10/2017. 
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This exhibit stands out from the rest in the museum for many reasons: it is one of the 

few rooms in which, not only are the walls not white, but painted a colour to 

specifically match and highlight the artwork; there are several benches, the few rooms 

that have seating only have one bench; and the lights are kept low. It is a comfortable 

and quiet room; everyone speaks in hushed voices. The different environment in which 

the artist, Rothko, is presented indicates that he is an artist that is worth the viewers’ 

hushed attention.  

 The interpretive consequences emerging when one maps these particular artists 

in Tate Modern is that, due to several elements, such as frequent distribution and eye-

catching dimensions within displays, there is a higher opportunity of experience for 

certain artists, including Picasso, Rothko and Warhol. This distribution of opportunity 

of experience is not equal for all artists in the gallery, there is a lack of equivalency of 

scale, as is noticeable when mapping women artists in the gallery. 

 
 

Mapping and Placement in Tate Modern 

 

Mapping was used as a method to examine the distribution of women artists in 

Tate Modern. Several maps were produced (Figures 16, 17 and 18) to examine this 

relationship.  
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Figure 16. Map showing distribution of artists by gender, defined by gallery (1). Source: 
Map from Tate Website, data from Author summer 2016.  
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Figure 17. Map showing distribution of artists by gender, defined by gallery (2). Source: 
Map from Tate Website, data from Author summer 2016.  
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Figure 18. Map showing distribution of artists by gender, defined by gallery (3). Source: 
Map from Tate Website, data from Author summer 2016.  
 

These maps indicate that, at the time the maps were produced, women artists were 

spread widely across the gallery. The distribution of women artists is important, but 

recalling the arguments of Carol Ann Dixon and Lois M Williams above, the number of 

women artists is not the only important element in diversifying the gallery. As Williams 

stated, it is significant to look at the equivalency of scale, or the physical position and 

circumstances in which the artists are displayed.  

When looking at the map of Tate Modern, many of the displays mirror one 

another, with rooms in the four Boiler House displays taking similar shapes and sizes. 

Level Four (Figure 18) of the Boiler House includes the Media Networks and Materials 

and Objects displays. These displays have similar layouts, which include several rooms 

leading to a corner room. When one stands in the entrance of each display one can see 

the corner room. Media Networks displays the eye-catching Who own’s what? (2012) 

by Barbara Kruger, while Materials and Objects displays Fountain (1917, replica 1964) 

by Marcel Duchamp. Fountain is brightly lit and easily accessed for the viewer, who 

can circle the object and view it from many angles. In contrast, Who own’s what? is 

displayed in a darkened room to provide a better effect for the neighbouring Babel 

(2001) by Cildo Meireles, a tower made of radios shrouded in blue light. There is a 

projection of quotes by various artists on the wall next to Kruger’s work, which is the 
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object that the room’s bench faces, leaving the Kruger piece at a side view from the 

bench (Figure 19).  
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Figure 19. Projection and Who owns what?. Photo Credit: Author.  

 

The main focus of this room is the projection rather than Who own’s what?, as made 

apparent by the orientation of the bench and the low lighting making it easier to view 

the projection, additionally giving neighbouring Babel a more dramatic effect. Unlike 

the opposite side, the room’s only window is covered to create darker lighting for the 

projection and Babel. There is also lacking any room description, something present in 

all other rooms in the gallery, further contributing to a sense of lack of care. The 

orientation of space and lighting present Kruger’s work in a fashion that tells a very 

different story than the brightly lit, Duchamp-centric room across the gallery.  

 Louise Bourgeois is an artist that has always had an important place in Tate 

Modern’s history. Director Frances Morris has staged thorough exhibitions on 

Bourgeois, and Bourgeois was the first artist to have a Turbine Hall commission, as 

well as one of the first artists to have an Artist Room in Tate Modern. Bourgeois is part 

of Tate Modern’s history, but when one looks to her presentation in the gallery she is 

not given equivalency of scale to many male artists. Bourgeois’ Knife Couple (1949) is 

displayed in the “International Surrealism” situation within the In the Studio display 

(Figure 20 and Figure 21).  
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Figure 20. In The Studio 1. Photo Credit: Author. 
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Figure 21. In The Studio 2. Photo Credit: Author.  
 

 

Due to the high volume of art on the walls with surrealist subjects, the placement in the 

room could render the artwork invisible. The sculpture is placed in the middle of the 
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room with a low stanchion around it. This room is hung in a way where there is a lot of 

artwork and visitors, in their viewing of other works, they either ignore or trip over the 

stanchion. Knife Couple is not placed where it can be appreciated in a space that would 

perhaps function better with a bench placed in it rather than art. Knife Couple’s 

placement creates an awkward relationship with the space, which is busy with the 

volume of works and their surrealist content. However, the curators at Tate do not 

agree. Assistant curator Valentina Ravaglia argued that the placement in the middle of 

the room is a place of prominence.453 This either demonstrates a disconnect between the 

curatorial and physical spheres or how subjectivity plays a role in the viewing of art. 

Curatorially, it is in a position of prominence, yet for the visitor in the physical sphere it 

is easily ignored and overlooked. However, the curatorial intent was for the work to be 

central, presenting a complex situation with the placement of this artwork: the curators 

intended for it to be central, but I feel that it is has an awkward relationship with the 

space. This is an example of the complexities of the physical sphere, and that placement 

of an artwork in space is not so simple. 

Though there may be more women artists than before on display, they are not 

given the same space as specific male artists and not presented in an equal way. 

Quantity in numbers does not equal quality of space, as evident with Bourgeois and 

Kruger. While Picasso and Warhol get several artworks displayed throughout the 

museum, Barbara Kruger’s work is sacrificed to give better light to a projection and a 

neighbouring work. Masculine domination exists in the quality of space given to men, 

and it tells a story of the power of men in the art world. Women’s role, and the role of 

artists of colour, continue to be marginal and subordinate, with curators either relying 

on white men to bring up their status, or having less prominence in a gallery space to 

(un/consciously) emphasise the power of white male artists. 

 

 

Historic associations, the NPG and Mary Beale 

 

The prominence of conditions based on white masculine domination is also 

present in the NPG. It is another example of masculinity emerging when examining 

feminist art histories. In the case of the NPG, it is the empowering story of a historic 

 
453 Valetina Ravaglia, in discussion with author.  
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female artist being eclipsed by the interpretation and placement of her work as reliant 

on a powerful male artist. As noted in early chapters, when mapping the NPG, women 

are mostly confined to specific spaces in the museum. With a few exceptions, women 

are only present in the 20th century and contemporary galleries. One of the exemptions 

is Mary Beale. Soul of a Nation provided an example of a famous artist being given 

more weight and associated with lesser known artists, but additionally raised the 

question of legitimacy when associated with a certain artist. An example of associations 

of male artists with female artists in the NPG is the case of Sir Peter Lely and Mary 

Beale. The self-portraits of Lely and Beale mirrored each other in Room 6 of the NPG 

(Figure 22).  The self-portraits were hung on either side of the doorway, with the 

paintings placed so the artists turned to face each other. Curatorially there is an implied 

relationship in the placement, but also a more clearly stated relationship in the 

interpretation. The label for Mary Beale’s self-portrait in the gallery mentions Lely: 

  

A painter working professionally from the mid-1650s, Mary Beale produced 

numerous portraits, particularly of her family and friends, who included a 

number of prominent churchmen. She was a friend of Sir Peter Lely and 

probably owned the self-portrait of him which is also in the National Portrait 

Gallery. Many details of her busy working life are recorded in the notebooks 

kept by her husband, Charles Beale, who acted as her studio manager and 

assistant.454 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
454 NPG, Wall label. 
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This image has been removed by the author of this thesis for copyright reasons. 

 
Figure 22. Self-portraits of Peter Lely and Mary Beale, Room 6 NPG. Photo Credit: 
Author.  
 

However, labels of Lely’s paintings do not mention Beale. Similarly, the guidebook 

entry for Mary Beale highlights her relationship with Lely:  

 

Although her palette hangs on the wall beside her, she is dressed not as a 

working painter but in the kind of deconstructed gown made fashionable in court 

portraiture by her friend Sir Peter Lely, Principle Painter to the King.455 

 

 This is an example of Beale being associated with Lely, who is given more clout in the 

gallery. Mentioning Lely in the label implies influence, power and impact over Beale, 

but she is not thought to be significant enough to be mentioned in labels referring to 

Lely’s work.  

 
455 Catherine MacLeod and Rab MacGibbon, “Mary Beale,” in National Portrait 
Gallery: A Portrait of Britain, ed. Tarnya Cooper (London: National Portrait Gallery 
Publications, 2014), 88. 
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In a BBC Four documentary, Britain’s Lost Masterpieces (Series 2:3), a portrait 

of the Countess of Carbery, which was once attributed to Lely, was discovered to be in 

fact by Beale.456 The series described Beale by highlighting her importance as a historic 

figure: 

[A woman who was] a successful artist in a field dominated by men, Mary 

Beale was a pioneer in other ways too…she was an early advocate for equality 

between the sexes in both friendship and marriage. With the support of her 

husband and business partner, Charles, she became the family breadwinner and 

one of the most prolific portrait artists of the Baroque era.457 

 

Although the BBC documentary does mention the relationship between Beale and Lely, 

it does prove that she is an important artist in her own right. It is noteworthy that the 

Tate Britain’s labels of Beale’s three works do not mention Lely, speaking mostly of 

Beale’s family: 

 

Mary Beale was the most prolific professional female portraitist working in 

England in the 17th century. This engagingly informal oil sketch was probably 

an experiment in attempting to finish a work in one session, rather than the more 

costly and time-consuming four or five. Mary Beale used members of her family 

and studio as models for such works. In 1681, for example, her female studio 

assistant and her godchild were painted ‘in side face’, as here.458 

 

The Tate Britain label proves that there are not negative interpretative consequences in 

not mentioning Lely when discussing Beale.  

Despite this implied relationship between the two in the hang, Lely’s label does 

not mention Beale. The portraits follow what Frances Borzello theorised about self-

portraits by men and women artists: ‘Gradually I began to notice differences between 

self-portraits by women and self-portraits by men. Why did so many women artists 

present themselves in so subdued a manner? [...] I found nothing so dramatic in the 

 
456 Britain’s Lost Masterpieces, BBC, (Series 2:3, 2017), Documentary.  
457 Ibid. 
458 Tate Britain, Wall label.  
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hands of women.’459 Beale’s portrait is less dramatic, however still showing the fact that 

she is an artist: 

 

In this painting she affirms her position as an artist by showing us a palette 

hanging on the wall behind her, and her status as a portrait painter and mother – 

her right hand rests on a canvas portraying her sons. Self-portraits are rare 

during this period […] it is an interesting variation on a conventional late-

seventeenth-century image.460 

 

This is reflected in Tate’s label, where it implies the importance of family to Beale.  

Why then, if Beale was such an important artist in her own right, is she often 

associated with Lely, particularly in the NPG? Tabitha Barber stated that Beale’s 

erasure and lack of credit is down to the fact that she was a woman: 

 

She was known in her day for painting, it only seems latterly that she has been 

forgotten. [The erasure] is put down to the fact that she was a woman. It is often 

the case that, of course, a picture that isn’t quite good enough to be by Lely is 

usually attributed to Mary Beale. And then of course the excellent ones that are 

really by her are given to other artists.461 

 

Barber here indicated that many see Lely as the better and more important artist, and by 

associating Beale with Lely she is being brought up by association. The idea that what 

was not ‘quite good enough to be by Lely is usually attributed to Mary Beale’ might 

explain why in the labels of Lely’s painting Beale is not mentioned. This, of course, was 

not the first time this has happened to a woman artist. “Portrait of an Unknown Lady” 

(1650-5) by Joan Carlile, now in Tate Britain, was thought have been by a man and it 

was not until recently that it was correctly attributed to Carlile.462  

 
459 Frances Borzello, Seeing Ourselves: Women’s Self-Portraits, 20. 
460 Liz Rideal, “Mary Beale”, in Mirror, Mirror: Self-Portraits by Women Artists, ed. 
Liz Rideal (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 2002), 34. 
461  Tabitha Barber, quoted in Britain’s Lost Masterpieces. 
462 Patrick Sawer, “Typical! How Britain's first professional female artist was assumed 
to be a man,” the Telegraph, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/09/21/typical-how-
britains-first-professional-female-artist-was-mistak/.  
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 Britain’s Lost Masterpieces, though clearly trying to redress this idea, does still 

enforce it. At the end of the programme, when it is revealed that the portrait thought to 

be by Lely was in fact by Mary Beale, co-host Bendor Grosvenor remarked: ‘Well, just 

in case you were disappointed by losing a picture by Peter Lely […]’463 This statement 

implied that there is a priority towards Lely, to have this painting revealed to be by 

Beale is a loss. Despite the self-portraits by Beale and Lely being hung side-by-side in 

the NPG, equality between the two, and equivalency of scale, has not been created 

through interpretation and labels.  

 

 

Revisionist/archaeological approach?  

 

Does the display of Mary Beale represent a revisionist/archaeological curatorial 

approach? If Mary Beale’s inclusion is conditional, due to her association with Sir Peter 

Lely, it is not so easily labelled as feminist. Beale is not independent of Lely in both the 

museum label and catalogue entry. Her conditional welcome is overwhelmed by 

masculine domination. How much of a feminist influence is there in the interpretation 

of Mary Beale?  

As previously mentioned, the revisionist/archaeological approach is when an 

individual is reclaimed from history and added to a re-written canon.464 Since the 1970s 

feminist art historians have been using this approach to ask the question: who were the 

women artists of the past? As noted in previously, the revisionist/archaeological 

approach does not entirely reject the white masculine canon as other feminist 

approaches do. This approach adds to the canon, but white male artists are still central. 

When weighing the Beale/Lely relationship through this lens, the display and 

interpretation of Beale in the NPG could be considered a revisionist/archaeological 

approach to curation. The relationship indicated through curation, the placement 

together in the gallery but also through the interpretation on Beale’s label, presents an 

art history that includes Beale but Lely is central. Curators are using the 

revisionist/archaeological approach by ‘address[ing] a critical exclusion’.465 

 
463 Britain’s Lost Masterpieces. 
464 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism.  
465 Ibid., 24.  
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Recalling Figure 3, the curation is not queering the canon and does not fit into a 

queer feminist curatorial approach. The style of curation continues to tell the story of an 

individual male genius, which is not a new story for audiences. Beale is still not central 

in the narrative the NPG is telling about art history. The central placement is still given 

to Lely. Due to these placements, the curation of these two individuals does not 

challenge, level or resist narratives and systems that have oppressed artists from the 

past.  

As Maura Reilly stated, increasing the number of women artists does not change 

the major systemic problems that need to be addressed in museums.466 The curation and 

interpretation of Beale and Lely is a good example of how adding women does not 

address major issues of masculine domination in galleries such as the NPG. The 

strategy being used to display Beale, whether it is a revisionist/archaeological approach 

or not, leaves masculine domination intact, and gender roles are continuing to be 

enforced and there is no attempt to challenge the system that has left many artists, such 

as Beale, excluded in the past. As Reilly observed in the case of many displays using a 

revisionist/archaeological approach, ‘Political action is obviously still necessary.’467 As 

aforementioned, the inclusion of Beale, especially with interpretation heavily featuring 

Lely, does not completely challenge the masculine domination of the canon, it does 

however tell a story that is less dominated by men.  

 

 

Masculine domination and the Bechdel Test 

 

In 1985 in a strip called “The Rule” in the comic Dykes to Watch Out For, 

Alison Bechdel popularised what is now known as the Bechdel Test. To pass the 

Bechdel Test a film must have 1) at least two women in it, 2) who speak to each other 

3) about something other than men.468 If one translates the Bechdel Test to a museum 

context, Mary Beale would not pass. The corresponding label to her only portrait in the 

gallery specifically mentions a man, Peter Lely. Others who’s labels failed the Bechdel 

Test are Angelica Kauffmann, Gwen John at the NPG and Tate Modern, as well as 

Agnes Martin, Leonora Carrington, Dorothea Tanning, Lee Krasner, Natalia 

 
466 Ibid., 36. 
467 Ibid., 37.  
468 Bechdel Test, [accessed 19/01/2019], https://bechdeltest.com/.  
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Goncharova, Marlene Dumas, Niki de Saint Phalle and Andrea Bowers at Tate 

Modern.469  Having a place in the gallery is a positive step forward, however the 

curation and interpretation is equally important.  

As the Bechdel Test has proven, even if women are present it may not be good 

representation or representation that is meaningful to the overall narrative of a film, or 

in this case museum. The presence of a man in the interpretation of these women artists 

suggests the strong repetition of gender roles; the labels for these artists often mention 

how they were influenced by great male artistic geniuses. Interestingly, this is not a 

two-way relationship and these women artists are not mentioned in the labels of male 

artists, with the exception of Lee Krasner, who is referred in the label of an artwork by 

Jackson Pollock’s as ‘his wife, Lee Krasner’470 rather than an artist in her own right.  

 This is an example of the clear continuing masculine domination. In what should 

have been an empowering moment for women artists, displaying a successful woman 

artist from a historic period, is conditional and reliant on the powerful position of men 

in art history. Can the gallery tell a story of a woman artist as successful in her own 

right? What is the interpretive consequences of leaving Lely out of Beale’s story? Tate 

Britain has not included Lely in the interpretation on Beale’s labels and it has not 

generated confusion in her story as an artist. The interpretive consequence of writing 

Lely into Beale’s art history is that is carries on the traditional white masculine 

dominated story of a patrilineal art history and a canon dominated by male geniuses.  

If the space an artist occupies within the gallery is conditional, in this example 

conditional on the presence of a man, Sir Peter Lely, is this a feminist gesture? Reading 

this example through the lens of the Bechdel Test would suggest it fails to generate a 

positive feminist message. Quantity in numbers is important, but the quality of 

interpretation is central to good feminist representation in galleries.  

 

 

Keeping masculine domination intact 

 

If an artist’s inclusion is conditional can it still be feminist? Both galleries rely 

heavily on the power of white men to tell a story, and the condition to representing a 

more diverse array of artists is that the white masculine dominated narrative remains 
 

469 Based off of data collected in summer 2016. 
470 Tate Modern, Wall Label.   
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undamaged. It is difficult to see the feminist art historical influence in a story that adds 

women or people of colour, but on a condition that does not change the traditional 

narrative. It is still a story of white masculine power where women and people of colour 

are not central.  

This chapter has brought together examples from both case study galleries to 

demonstrate that there is disconnect between the organisational, curatorial and physical 

spheres, expressly in regard to the presentation of marginalised artists. Even if there is a 

commitment to increasing the number of women artists or artists of colour in the 

organisational sphere, as reiterated many times by Frances Morris at the beginning of 

this chapter, this does not mean there will be thoughtful curation that is not conditional 

on masculine domination in the other spheres. This disconnect creates the conditions 

that lead to a lack of equivalency of scale. The presentation within the art gallery space, 

as well as the interpretation on labels, influences the relationship the audience is able to 

have with the artist. The example of Louise Bourgeois’ Knife Couple shows a potential 

detachment between curatorial and physical spheres, with intent to display an artwork 

centrally in a room becoming more complex. Curatorial it is central, but for the 

audience it could potentially be less prominent, which then is an example of how 

subjectivity plays a role in how equally art is perceived. However, more thought and 

times go into the display and interpretation of certain artists, like Mark Rothko. This is 

partly due to the conditions given to the museum in displaying these artworks, as is the 

case with the works of Rothko. However, the context in which his work is displayed in 

the gallery was given much more time and thought in comparison to Bourgeois for 

example, which then provides a more powerful interpretation, which leads to more 

meaningful audience interaction with the exhibit.  

In addition to masculine dominated space, there are masculine dominated 

narratives. Within a masculine dominated narrative, associating artists with approved 

canonical artists raises their relevance to the art historical canon. Though steps forward 

are being taken with “filling the gaps” and presenting more women artists in the 

collection at both galleries, and in the case of Tate Modern showing more artists of 

colour, diversity of artists and representation should be embraced and there should not 

be conditional. Traditional white masculine thinking reveals itself in the Soul of a 

Nation exhibition and in the NPG’s interpretation of Mary Beale by associating certain 

artists who do not fit into the (white) hetero-masculine canon, like women and people of 

colour, with artists who do fit into the canon, like Andy Warhol, Pablo Picasso, Joshua 
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Reynolds, Peter Lely, Auguste Rodin and Jackson Pollock, among others. The notion 

that there needs to be association with specific artists for their work to be relevant is 

troubling.  

When interpreting and presenting female artists, less space is given within the 

gallery, whether it is physical space, quality space or conceptual space. Mapping these 

artists depicts a gallery where there are clear norms being performed: firstly, a norm is 

established that a canonical artist should get more space allocated for their work, for 

example in the case of Picasso and Warhol. Even if their work does not fit the brief, as 

with Warhol in Soul of a Nation and with the Guerrilla Girls, it is the norm for space to 

be allocated. Secondly, there is a norm for certain artists, for example Mark Rothko, to 

be presented in a space that is better quality than others, for example Barbara Kruger. 

The importance of the placement does not represent the quality of the art, but rather 

their position in the established hierarchy of the art historical canon. Thirdly, there is a 

role artists are expected to play, that there is the “male genius” and “women 

muse/model” and even sometimes “student” or “influence”.  This role is played out in 

museum labels, for example Mary Beale and Peter Lely, and can alter the context in 

which an artwork is read. This role of association is meant to bring the artist up in the 

canon. These norms and roles map out where artists sit in the hierarchy presented by the 

museum.  

  Both museums need to take more steps to improve their overall representation 

of women, which includes reflecting on and examining the system that has oppressed 

and continues to oppress women in art museums. These spaces need to expand to allow 

more people from a multiplicity of positionalities a place on the wall of the galleries, 

and therefore a say in the histories of art. This expanded and balanced position must 

also not be temporary, relegated to special events during Women’s History Month or 

anniversary years. As exhibited in the Twitter exchange used to open this chapter, these 

views are often reproduced and ingrained, as becomes apparent when looking at the 

unquestioned representations of women and questionable artists, but also the inequality 

of space on museum walls.  

Within this chapter, the core concept of a temporal and spatial conditional 

welcome was introduced, and this chapter set out to prove that these conditions have a 

substantial influence on the presence of marginalised figures and artists in museums. 

Within a masculine dominated narrative, condition is crucial: the commitments and 

policies that museums have been making do not guarantee the equivalency of scale that 



 182 

would put marginalised artists on par with white male artists. Limiting the space and 

time that audiences are able to engage with certain narratives, artists and sitters does not 

alter and challenge the systems that placed them in the margins. As this chapter proves, 

conditions, scale, access, associations, interpretation and significantly the canon 

continue to influence how artists are presented in the gallery, but also the time and 

spaces that they are given access to. Masculine domination is persistent in galleries, 

even in the stories of those newly added to the canon. The condition to their welcome 

into the canon is that masculine domination remains intact. I asked at the beginning of 

this section ‘if an artist’s inclusion is conditional is it feminist?’ I believe the answer is 

no, it is not feminist. The following chapter builds on the concept of the conditional 

welcome, but through the analysis of masculinity creating various types of norms that 

are enforced through curation and interpretation.  
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Chapter Six - Masculinity and norms: ‘Don’t ask, you shouldn’t know’ 

 

During the Women’s Month discussion “The Future of Curation (Women in the 

arts symposium)” on March 7th 2017, Frances Morris stated that she thought that Tate 

Modern as an institution was a space without any taboo topics.471 However, as an 

analysis of the physical sphere of Tate Modern in the previous chapter reveals, some 

narratives still remain conditional, whilst others are absent altogether. This chapter 

examines how a deeper analysis of masculinity in these museums uncovers the 

heteronormativity, cisnormativity and the normativity of whiteness that continues to 

proliferate through curation. Exhibitions that include queer subjects, such as the NPG’s 

Speak its Name!, or exhibitions about queer individuals, such as Tate Modern’s Robert 

Rauschenberg, continue to have a conditional welcome in the gallery, but also have a 

persistent character of whiteness and cisnormativity. Reflecting on the previously 

discussed concept of spatial and temporal conditions, this chapter presents an exhibition 

and a display that involved queer individuals. Returning to the definition of feminist 

curatorial tactics in chapter two and the definition of the traditional hetero-masculine 

box in chapter four, the chapter examines the signs of influences from feminism and 

masculinity in the display/exhibition. The results are a deeper look into the impact of 

masculine domination in art museum spaces, and how this domination creates subjects 

which remain taboo. Not only are conditions temporal and spatial but they rely upon 

heteronormativity, cisnormativity and the normativity of whiteness. 

 

 

Robert Rauschenberg  

 

Robert Rauschenberg has been a key example used by art historians in pointing 

out the closeting of artists by mainstream institutions. Tate Modern, despite stating that 

they are committed to telling a broader range of stories, has contributed to this 

closeting. Sophie Howarth explained how ‘as a neighbour of Jasper Johns from 1954, 

Rauschenberg co-opted everyday objects into his work.’472 Tate Modern: The 

 
471 Frances Morris, “The Future of Curation (Women in the arts symposium)” 
(Discussion at Tate Modern, London, 7/03/2017). 
472 Sophie Howarth, “Robert Rauschenberg,” in Tate Modern Handbook, ed. Matthew 
Gale (London: Tate Publishing, 2016), 271. 
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Handbook ignored Rauschenberg’s queerness, stating he was simply a neighbour of 

Johns from 1954, when in fact he was in a relationship with Johns from 1954 to 1961.473 

When Rauschenberg passed away in 2008, many newspapers did not acknowledge that 

he was survived by his partner, Darry Pottorf.474  Jonathan D. Katz, who has written 

extensively on Rauschenberg and Johns, stated:  

 

Johns and Rauschenberg are in the curious position of being understood as a 

pair, but not a couple. Yet they were a couple; and the rather obvious silences, 

ellipses, and omissions that permeate the usual accounts of their history make no 

sense unless arrayed against an insistent and damaging homophobia that has led 

both artists to actually deny the substance of what they had together.475 

 

Tate Modern’s exhibition contributed to these ‘silences, ellipses, and omissions’ and ‘an 

insistent and damaging homophobia’. Many recent exhibitions that have included 

Rauschenberg and/or Johns have omitted their sexuality, including American Dream: 

pop to the present (2017) at the British Museum, which showed the two artists side-by-

side, yet failed to mention their relationship.  

Language is used to avoid or ignore a certain aspect of Rauschenberg’s life and 

identity ‘in fear of overturning the traditional hetero-masculine box the art world likes 

to see our modern misters fit inside.’476 Zachary Small, in an art article on a MoMA 

retrospective of Rauschenberg’s work, observed that: 

 

[T]he essentialist narrative that art historians have built around Rauschenberg, 

[is] one that MoMA continues to employ. It frames the artist as a headstrong 

upstart, a grand usurper (and yet a continuation) of Jackson Pollock’s legacy as 

American painting’s champion. 

This version of Rauschenberg fits a pat narrative of masculine Modernism so 

enshrined in the legacy of post-war art that we sometimes forget one important 
 

473 Zachary Small, “Why Can’t the Art World Embrace Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer 
Community?” 
474 Jonathan D. Katz, “The outness of Rauschenberg's art,” 10. 
475 Jonathan D. Katz, “The Art of Code: Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg,” in 
Significant Others: Creativity and Intimate Partnership, ed. Whitney Chadwick and 
Isabelle de Courtivron (London: Thames and Hudson, 2018 [1993]), 183. 
476 Zachary Small, “Why Can’t the Art World Embrace Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer 
Community?” 
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fact—that it isn’t wholly true.  Moreover, we lose considerable insight into the 

work of post-Abstract Expressionists through this lens—mainly, we lose a sense 

of their shared queerness.477 

 

Aspects of Rauschenberg’s life are highlighted, ignored or hushed-up in order to better 

fit with the ideal, as pointed out by Michael Petry: 

 

Robert Rauschenberg is one of the most historically distorted by biographers 

who almost always mention that he was married and had a child, but seldom 

mention that Cy Twombly and Jasper Johns were his lovers about whom he 

made a considerable body of work.478 

 

James Saslow observed a similar phenomenon in his 1978 essay: 

 

If a heterosexual male artist paints a portrait of his wife, or even his mistress, for 

example, that relationship is usually evident from the title or conveniently noted 

on the frame or nearby wall plaque […] Yet in 1975 Francis Bacon, a highly 

respected painter from Britain, exhibited several dramatic canvases depicting the 

death of his lover of many years, George Dyer; New York’s Metropolitan 

Museum coyly identified Dyer as a ‘close friend and model.’479 

 

Bacon and Dyer received the same treatment as Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns 

at both Tate Modern and the British Museum.  

The exhibition at Tate Modern opened with an introduction stating that: 

‘Rauschenberg refused to accept conventional boundaries, defining the themes of his art 

as “multiplicity, variety and inclusion”’480 This does suggest a queer influence. 

Similarly, Tate Introductions: Rauschenberg noted that ‘Rauschenberg became famous 

not only for crossing boundaries between media, however, but also for transgressing 

 
477 Zachary Small, “Why Can’t the Art World Embrace Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer 
Community?”  
478 Michael Petry, “Hidden Histories: the Experience of Curating a Male Same-Sex 
Exhibitions and the Problems Encountered,” 123. 
479 James Saslow, “Closets in the Museum: Homophobia and Art History,” 217. 
480 Tate Modern, Robert Rauschenberg, Tate Modern, 2016-2017, Exhibition pamphlet.  
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conventional hierarchies of aesthetic value.’481 This use of language, particularly words 

and phrases as “crossing boundaries” and “transgressing conventional hierarchies” 

suggests a queer influence. Small called attention to how queerness could be considered 

central to Rauschenberg’s art: ‘This is a tenet of queer art, the ability to transform 

normativity into the unexpected [...] The fluidity of Rauschenberg’s aesthetic, another 

queer tenet, allows him to take these risks at flamboyancy and showmanship.’482  

Furthermore, Rauschenberg’s relationship to Johns is evident in his art, 

according to Jonathan D. Katz: ‘When they finally split up in 1961, the after-effects 

were so powerful that both artists left New York for their native South, changed their 

pictorial styles radically, and neither saw nor spoke to one another for a decade or 

more.’483 This is significant to Rauschenberg’s biography, yet museums continue to see 

it as inconsequential or, in the words of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick: ‘it doesn’t make many 

difference; it didn’t mean anything; it doesn’t have interpretive consequences…it makes 

no difference; it doesn’t mean.’ Katz again emphasised the importance of 

Rauschenberg’s sexuality in his work: 

 

Yet Rauschenberg's fabled random ordering of his pictorial elements turns out to 

be not so random, after all. There are photos of and love letters from Johns and 

Twombly in the work, along with precious family photos, newspaper clippings 

about his sister and parents, notes from friends--a kind of personal scrapbook. 

But all this autobiographical material shares the canvas with other strange stuff 

like taxidermy animals and comic strips. On the face of it, the combines appear 

to be mere agglomerations of material, and that's the way they've been generally 

understood. 484 

 

Katz presents a way of looking at Rauschenberg’s art that has not necessarily been 

embraced. Katz also explained that Rauschenberg was secretive about his sexuality, 

which led partly to the exclusion of his queerness in biographies:  

 
481 Ed Krčma, Tate Introductions: Rauschenberg (London: Tate Publishing, 2016), 5. 
482 Zachary Small, “Why Can’t the Art World Embrace Robert Rauschenberg’s Queer 
Community?” 
483 Jonathan D. Katz, “The Art of Code: Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg”, 184. 
484 Jonathan D. Katz, “The outness of Rauschenberg's art,” The Gay & Lesbian Review 
Worldwide, 15, no.5, 2008, 10. 
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Part of the responsibility for this situation rests with the artist himself, who was 

at best coy about his sexuality. Rauschenberg didn't want to articulate his sexual 

orientation openly, and the American art world was only too willing to accede to 

his wishes: his oft-stated claim to producing a random, unintentional, audience-

centered art was in perfect synch with the American art world's more general 

refusal to address an artist's biography when the artist was gay […] this 

homophobic tendency has continued unabated in the American art world, such 

that no exhibition of Rauschenberg's work has ever once acknowledged any of 

his defining male partnerships in terms stronger than mere friendship.485 

 

Katz continued by drawing attention to another interesting, yet typically ignored aspect 

of the interpretation of Rauschenberg’s, as well as Jasper John and Cy Twonbly’s, 

work: 

 

Ironically, these gay men came to represent America to itself in what was 

perhaps the most homophobic period in American history, the Cold War era. But 

they were able to achieve their rapid critical and commercial success precisely 

because they never articulated their sexuality in terms that the dominant culture 

would understand as ‘queer’. Instead, all of them, to one extent or another, made 

the cultivation of an anti-expressive art the central tenet of their aesthetic.486 

 

This observation into Rauschenberg’s work makes evident his sexuality would have an 

influence in what he did, how and why. It is unsurprising that, as Christopher Reed 

explains, ‘given their commitment to artistic strategies of veiling, coding, and filtering, 

Johns and Rauschenberg resisted analysis of their work in relation to homosexuality, 

even when it came from sympathetic critics in the 1980s and after.’487 

Unlike the exhibition, however, the Tate publication Tate Introductions: 

Rauschenberg does not ignore Rauschenberg’s biography, pointing out that ‘he had met 

Jasper Johns, and by the following year the two artists had become a couple’488 and 

references the language of same-sex desire in his works. There is a condition to his 
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queerness, this condition being spatially limited to a book, but additionally condition on 

his passing or heteronormativity. The exhibition refers only once vaguely to his 

‘relationship with Jasper Johns’489 whilst referring more clearly to his marriage to Susan 

Weil.490  

This is not just a trend in work about Rauschenberg, as Alex Pilcher clarified, 

referring to wider art works:  

 

same-sex intimacy has been treated quite differently by generations of art 

historians…Important biographical information about artists has too often been 

excised altogether, downplayed or else interpreted in terms that fit with a 

presumption of heterosexuality. The same-sex partner becomes the ‘close 

friend’; the artistic comrade is made out as the heterosexual love interest. 

Queerness that is beyond denial may still be neutralised in discussions of artists, 

even by well-informed authorities.491 

 

The art world has a questionable relationship with queer politics. Christopher Reed 

observed that art journals did not acknowledge the 1969 Stonewall Riots, despite 

occurring in the heart of the art community and during ‘the formative years for gay and 

lesbian political organizations and community building in the 1970s’. ‘[W]hat is 

striking’ he continued, ‘is how invisible their image making was to the art world.’492 

Gavin Butt additionally observed that: 

 

In the two decades in American art which proceeded the Stonewall Riots, 

discussions of sexuality, and particularly of homosexuality, were habitually 

bracketed off into ‘lesser’ quotidian modes of communicative activity, 

positioned as outside the circuits of art critical meaning and exchange.493   

 

Reed noted that “conventional art history” continued the exclusions of the 1950s, 

mostly ignored the civil rights movement and the uprising feminist activism of the 
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1960s and 1970s.494 Reed believed that ‘the masculinization of art actually intensified 

during the 1960s.’495 This could be due to ‘the suspicions surrounding the “average” 

American male’s sex life in the late 1940s, which became channelled into suspicions 

and rumours about the government employees and certain cultural workers, including 

artists, in the 1950s.’496 Much of the political, queer and/or feminist art would have 

been in the margins as artists continued to suppress their sexuality if they wanted to be 

taken seriously. As Pat Hackett said to Andy Warhol: ‘but the major painters try to look 

straight […]’497 Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns did not want to be associated 

with Andy Warhol because Warhol’s behaviour made his sexuality more visible:  

 

It made Warhol an ‘obvious’ homosexual; it made his homosexuality too readily 

legible upon his body for him to be admitted into social circles of successful 

artists. Given the importance that Johns and Rauschenberg place on closeting 

their own sexuality in the world of fine art, to be seen publicly associating with 

Warhol would be to risk guilt by association: that they too would come to be 

viewed as suspect homosexuals and that this would have consequences – 

whether real or imagined – for their critical and economic success as artists.498 

 

Butt builds an image of an environment of suspicion surrounding artists in the mid-20th 

century. Not wanting to limit their success as artists, the two kept themselves in the 

closet. It is not surprising that Rauschenberg would feel the need to play down or code 

his sexuality. However, this is not the case for every artist and those who do not fit 

neatly into the heteronormative white canon are allowed to be unapologetically queer.  

Ending a month before the Robert Rauschenberg exhibition opened, Tate 

Modern hosted an exhibition of Indian artist Bhupen Khakhar’s work. Khakhar was 

openly gay, which this particular exhibition was more overt in stating: ‘Throughout his 

career he confronted provocative themes, particularly his identity as a gay man, 
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with honesty, sensitivity and wit.’499 The interpretation of Khakhar’s work does not 

place him in the closet:  

 

As Khakhar began to express his sexual orientation, he also shared the torment 

he suffered […] Khakhar acknowledged that his time in the United Kingdom 

allowed him to experience living openly as a gay man, giving him the 

confidence to express his most private thoughts. Ironically, while consensual 

relationships between men were decriminalised in England in 1967, colonial 

laws remained in place in India.500 

 

Why would one exhibition closet the artist while the other openly presents and 

interprets the artist’s sexuality? Rauschenberg fits into the (white) masculine western art 

historical canon. He is one of the “geniuses” of the narrative of masculine Modernism 

that museums and art historians preach. Rauschenberg was white and American and can 

check the boxes of heteronormativity, but additionally the normativity of whiteness. 

Khakhar was Indian and openly gay, not fitting the heteronormative or white normative 

condition to allocation into the canon. The narrative presented in Tate Modern’s 

exhibition indicates that they are not yet ready to let go of the art historical canon, and 

that the masculine modernist idea of the artist “genius” remain intact.  

Not only is Tate Modern keeping the canon intact, they are ignoring policies set 

in the organisational sphere. Clare Barlow noted that queer interpretations are ‘readings 

of bodies and objects that foreground connections with same-sex or gender-variant 

desires, lives, cultures, identities or perspectives’ but also points out that ‘interpretations 

of this kind have often been excluded from the history of art or squeezed to its 

margins.’501 In attempting to reach a ‘younger and more diverse audience,’ which the 

Tate Vision and Plan states is one of their decision-making guides, one might think 

including marginalised and queer aspects of Rauschenberg’s biography and work would 

help achieve this. The Plan additionally states that ‘[e]xhibitions will celebrate 

established figures of the twentieth century at the same time re-examining them for 

contemporary audiences.’502 Rauschenberg was not re-examined, and the interpretation 
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of his work was not contemporary or for contemporary audiences. Tate Modern’s 

exhibition continues to explore his work through the canonical lens. This strategy Katz 

took clear offence to: 

 

Never before had the closet proven so resonant an aesthetic strategy, and so rich 

a ground for the development of art away from the dramatic self-revelations of 

Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, and others associated with Abstract 

Expressionism. This movement, with its fixation on authentic emotion and 

expressive interiority, was the obverse of Rauschenberg's early work. After all, 

how could a closeted queer artist produce an expressive mode of art at a moment 

when the direct revelation of his sexuality would have been literally illegal? So 

Rauschenberg began his career with grand gestures of erasure, absence, and 

negation, as in his famous Erased de Kooning, a drawing he requested of de 

Kooning that he laboriously erased; or in his White Paintings--pure, 

unadulterated white paint on canvas, by definition so unexpressive, so anti-

Abstract Expressionist, that Rauschenberg decreed they were to be painted by 

others, using a roller and house paint.503 

 

This information about artists is often, in the words of Pilcher, ‘downplayed or else 

interpreted in terms that fit with a presumption of heterosexuality.’ 

Although promoting change through the organisational sphere, this does not 

extend into the curatorial sphere, at least in the example of the Rauschenberg exhibition. 

As displayed by Katz’s analysis of Rauschenberg, Tate Modern did not apply a 

particularly new take on Rauschenberg’s work. Contemporary audiences, unlike those 

of the 1950s and 1960s, would not (for the most part) think it scandalous for an artist to 

be gay and have their work examined through a queer lens. Following the 2017 

celebrations audiences have been exposed to many queer themed exhibitions, including 

Queer British Art 1861-1967 at Tate Britain. Not only would it be fitting that 

Rauschenberg’s 2017 exhibition would re-examine his work through a queer lens, Tate 

audiences would be exposed to such scholarship in Tate Britain’s exhibition. The 

modernist, masculine and canonical approach to Robert Rauschenberg exposes how 
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there was little change and not much re-examining of Rauschenberg’s work with little 

attention to contemporary audiences. 

 

 

Feminism and Robert Rauschenberg?  

 

 There are no immediate feminist art historical curatorial approaches that clearly 

influenced the Robert Rauschenberg exhibition. This exhibition, however, differs from 

many other examples used in this research. Although his sexuality has been erased, 

Rauschenberg enjoyed a successful art career in his lifetime and was not limited due to 

his positionality: he was a white, American cis man. Therefore, a 

revisionist/archaeological review would seem like an inappropriate approach to use with 

an artist like Rauschenberg, unless it was applied to revise the canon to include a wider 

breadth of sexualities and reclaim Rauschenberg as a queer individual. However, this 

was not the case with Tate Modern’s exhibition, rather favouring a traditional 

heteronormative approach to the interpretation of his artworks. The only sense of 

Rauschenberg’s queer identity that the audience is able to experience is in the 

bookshop.  

 To fit into the canon Rauschenberg’s masculinity is emphasised through erasing 

his sexuality. Rauschenberg performed hetero-masculinity to get ahead in his career and 

closeted himself to be included for the art world. As Maura Reilly noted, sexuality 

requires a ‘self-outing’: ‘for many this is liberating; for others, terrifying. Fears of being 

“outed” can be so intense that some artists have resorted to coded iconographies, as in 

the work of Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, and Marden Hartley.’504 However, 

Mark Joseph Stern believed that Johns and Rauschenberg’s sexualities should not be 

ignored by curators and this ‘malpractice’ leads to more corrections for curators in the 

future: 

 

their relationship had a profound impact on their art [...] But in the case of Johns 

and Rauschenberg, ignoring orientation amounts to curatorial malpractice. As 

the curator of Hide/Seek Jonathan Katz explains, Rauschenberg’s guilt and 

turmoil over their relationship is explored in some of his greatest works, 
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including Canto XIV. Johns’ work In Memory of My Feelings - Frank O’Hara is 

an obvious eulogy for the relationship.505 

 

This provides an example of what Pilcher was referring to when stating ‘Queerness that 

is beyond denial may still be neutralised in discussions of artists, even by well-informed 

authorities.’506 Art historians and curators continue to jump on the idea of closeting an 

artist. 

 When creating a masculine dominated order, norms are often established. In the 

case of the art historical canon, heteronormativity is established, and this is a norm that 

the curators of Robert Rauschenberg determined in the suppression of Rauschenberg’s 

sexuality. If curators did in fact use a revisionist/archaeological approach and present 

Rauschenberg as a queer icon, then they would be queering heteronormativity and what 

José Esteban Muñoz called ‘straight time’: 

 

Heteronormativity speaks not just to a bias related to sexual object choice but to 

that dominant and overreaching temporal and spatial organization of the world 

that I have been calling straight time […] 

Queerness and the politics of failure are linked insofar as they are about doing 

‘something else’. And in both cases they may be doing something else in 

relation to a something that is missing in straight time’s always already flawed 

temporality.507 

 

Alas, heteronormativity prevails and ‘queerness is lost in space or lost in relation to the 

space of heteronormativity.’508 The audience did not get to experience a new narrative 

but rather straight time in a space overcome with heteronormativity.  

 Queering as a curatorial practice should have been considered in this exhibition. 

Queering did not occur, but if it had the exhibition would have been more modern. 

Revisioning Rauschenberg through a queer curatorial perspective would have 
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highlighted the coding and the secrecy that was part of his artworks.509 A queer 

revisionist/archaeological strategy would not continue to censor sexualities, but rather 

shed light on a topic that was once, and arguably still is, taboo. Queer framework in 

discussing Rauschenberg’s artwork could, as Amy K. Levin stated, ‘challenge limited 

(and limiting) notions of human sexuality and gender expression.’510 Levin also noted 

that ‘hidden lives [were] forced upon so many [queer] individuals’511 but without a 

queer intervention into the curation of artists such as Rauschenberg many aspects of his 

life continue to be hidden. Despite steps forward in LGBTQ+ rights since the 1950s and 

60s, museums are entrenched with masculinity, and Rauschenberg’s sexuality is again 

forcibly hidden.  

 

 

I AM ME 

 

Robert Rauschenberg’s Tate Modern exhibition, and his representation in the art 

world, provide an interesting example of how the institution’s structural faults include 

the closet, but additionally how artists themselves contribute to the closet. The 2017 

exhibitions are a sad reminder of the situation some of these artists and sitters lived in. 

Museums are not only tasked with filling gaps from historic collections, but undoing the 

prejudices of the past and correcting the systems that created this prejudice.512 Historic 

practices and collecting creates a challenge, which is inevitably more difficult than 

adding women to the narrative, as many museums are committing to in the 

organisational sphere. Artists from the past were forced into the closet: due to violence, 

persecution and prejudice, artists were forced to hide who they were.  

The practice of prejudice does continue in galleries, and inclusion is limited to 

specific spaces and times within the physical sphere of the National Portrait Gallery and 

many representations are still submitted to norms. While white men occupy all spaces, 

women, queer people and/or people of colour are limited to just a few. In additional to 

this, not everyone has the same equivalency of scale within the spaces as cis white men. 
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There is a temporal influence as well; queer representation was given less equivalency 

of scale after 2017, indicating that the welcome queer histories were given within the 

museum not only have spatial conditions, but also temporal. Here, queer narratives are 

given a conditional welcome in the sense that their presence is only given a limited 

amount of space and time, therefore not becoming a staple of the everyday workings of 

the gallery’s physical sphere.  

One of the most notable queer historical figures displayed in the gallery is of the 

Chevalier d’Eon. Nicholas Cullinan used the word “transgender” in relation to d’Eon in 

the “Director’s Trail” of the gallery, stating ‘[t]he trailblazing story of the Chevalier 

d’Eon is an astonishing example of the level of tolerance and acceptance that was 

possible long before transgender issues were acknowledged or discussed.’513 Cullinan 

seemingly used the word transgender here in the sense that transgender refers to 

someone who does not identify with their assigned gender at birth, therefore moving 

(trans) beyond it. However, Cullinan does not identify d’Eon as a transgender woman, 

referring to them instead as ‘a well-known gender-variant figure in eighteenth-century 

England, [who] chose to appear publicly in women’s clothing.’514 The gallery guide 

stated that d’Eon ‘publicly assum[ed] a female gender.’515 Describing the Chevalier as 

“gender variant” but femme could give the portrait an open and wider interpretation. 

The inclusion of the Chevalier within the gallery proved interesting to the landscape, 

alongside the display of the portrait of Jan Morris, it was the only image of a 

transgender and/or gender non-conforming person in the gallery. However, the 

Chevalier’s presence was temporally conditional, and by Spring 2018 the portrait was 

no longer on view. The conditional, limited and lack of trans representation can be seen 

as cisnormativity, that is the notion of the privilege and enforcement of static binary 

genders. 
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Speak its Name!: normativity of white queerness and the NPG 

 

The Chevalier is just one example of the NPG’s limiting reach into queer 

histories and narratives. Another example in the Speak its Name! display during the 

summer of 2017. The strategy of using quotes and people’s own words, as also 

observed in Tate Modern’s Georgia O’Keeffe exhibition, on the labels was thoughtful, 

particularly as it included the voice of individuals from the queer community whose 

voices are often left unheard. Listening, collaborating and presenting the sitter with their 

voice is important to queer feminist curation.  

Although artists and sitters in Speak its Name! may have identified as queer, this 

information is excluded outside the display. Therefore, it is interesting to examine the 

NPG and Speak its Name! in the context of the closet and queer spaces. Lisa Phillips 

noted that, whilst some museums are open to including wider narratives, others continue 

to place artists in the closet: 

 

In some cases, museums battened down the hatches, insisting even more 

strongly on historical canons that mostly excluded artists who were not white 

and male. But many more institutions actively questioned histories that were 

taken for granted, and more than a few institutions opened their doors 

specifically to facilitate discussions around these and other emerging 

dialogues.516 

 

Although I would suggest the NPG fits into the latter category, facilitating discussions 

on a conditional basis still allows for the closet to exist in the gallery space. For 

example, Duncan Grant’s biography on the NPG website and accompanying label does 

not mention his sexuality, nor does the website and label mention the sexuality of 

Virginia Woolf, instead noting that the portrait by Vanessa Bell was painted ‘before her 

marriage to Leonard Woolf.’517 Both these individuals were included in the Speak its 

Name! publication where their sexuality was openly discussed. This is also the case 
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with sitters such as James I and VI and Lord Byron. The only sitter in Speak its Name!  

to have their queerness mentioned outside the context of the display in a label is 

Radcliffe Hall. This limited temporal and spatial condition for queer histories recalls the 

above quoted point made by Fabian Romero: ‘you don’t necessarily want them to talk 

about how they are oppressed or how they’re not treated well in the group. You just 

want them to be there to make you look good.’518 Rather, the temporary aspect of their 

display allows a discussion on how they were oppressed, but this discussion is limited 

to a certain window of time and space. The gallery will only celebrate the queerness of 

certain individuals within a certain context, in this case the celebrations that occurred in 

2017. This is the failure of the area studies strategy: it allows a conversation to occur, 

and once it happens it is checked off and reverted back to the way things were before, as 

with elles@centrepompidou and Homosexuality_ties. No one can say this conversation 

did not occur. It is the “one-and-done” or checklist shortfall of diversity conversations 

as the event/display/exhibition is used as an example of diversity without any 

continuing action. Institutions that embed queer projects into the physical museum 

space, such as the V&A’s monthly LGBTQ history tour, are at less of a risk of tick 

boxing queer histories.  

Although through brief interviews the NPG has mentioned limitations of their 

collection, action is not being taken to bring these queer narratives out of the collection 

through interpretation. Sandra Penketh and David Fleming, in their introduction to 

Coming Out, argued that institutions are beginning to ‘acknowledge that [the windows 

into the past] might actually be quite narrow windows, giving us sight of only 

traditional, well-known views.’519 Within these narrow windows only allocating a tiny 

amount of time and space is not sufficient to counter the influence of the masculinity. 

Instead of making changes to the everyday histories presented in the gallery, it serves as 

a “feel good” one-and-done example of reaching out to queer communities. In addition, 

as the analysis of the organisation sphere uncovered, little is done to monitor racial 

diversity in the gallery. Therefore, the historical bias that existed towards artists and 

sitters of colour continues, which is noteworthy in the NPG’s Speak its Name! display. 
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Recalling Figure 3 from chapter one, a queer feminist curatorial strategy 

includes those from the margins (here queer people), different positionalities, focusing 

on new stories and narratives generating new knowledges, presenting a spectrum and 

adaptable. Queer feminist curation involves collaborations. The display does not show a 

wide range of queer identities, the celebrities featured were mostly contemporary 

cisgender white people. However, Speak its Name! does cover certain queer strategies. 

While not a perfect queer feminist curatorial example, Speak its Name! shared voices of 

the queer community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This image has been removed by the author of this thesis for copyright reasons. 

 

Figure 23. Speak its Name! at the NGP, part of I AM ME programming. Source: Author.  

 

The following is a study of the relationship between the NPG, queerness, whiteness and 

masculinity.  

 

 

Feminist art histories: a case for Speak Its Name! 

 

When looking at the curatorial strategies used for queer individuals at the NPG 

there is certainly evidence of an area studies strategy being used for the Speak its Name! 
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display. However, this strategy does not extend beyond the display, even to those 

individuals labelled as queer for the display. Could the curation of Speak its Name! be 

influenced by feminist art histories? When investigating the case for Speak its Name! it 

would be obvious to make comparisons to Tate Britain’s Queer British Art. Both the 

display and exhibition were special 2017 anniversary events and many artworks 

featured in both, such as the portraits of Radcliffe Hall and Gluck. Queer British Art fits 

into the feminist art historical approach of an area study. Could the same be said for 

Speak its Name!? As detailed in chapter two, an area studies curatorial approach focuses 

on artworks or narratives based off of a specific postitionality,520 in this example 

sexuality or those in the queer community. Maura Reilly described area studies as 

sophisticated and complex specialised studies which often focus on an area where a 

special display is still needed through ‘curatorial correctives.’521 Without curators 

correcting erasures of the past, these narratives would not be seen, therefore area studies 

have the potential to have an impact on future narratives and adjust art histories.  

Speak its Name! introduced individuals from the display and publication through 

a queer lens that may not have been familiar to visitors. It used strategic essentialism to 

bring a group of people together. In this sense, it has elements of queer feminist 

curation as it a) introduces new knowledge to an audience and b) attempts to create a 

community. However, the reorientation of a community and new knowledge is 

conditional, and it was not implemented throughout the gallery. There was little to no 

visible change in the curation for the individuals outside the display/publication. The 

public only was able to experience the new knowledge and community building for a 

limited time in a limited space, either a small display in the gallery or in the bookshop. 

 The limited access to these narratives means that they were able to do little 

adjusting to the histories of art for the audience of the NPG. This also indicates a lack of 

willingness to change the art histories and overall lack of curatorial activism. Through a 

queer feminist curatorial lens, access is important. Though curators at the NPG put 

work into creating a display that allowed the public to experience new knowledge about 

those included, which also could provide a community building moment, the displays 

limited time and space made it inaccessible. In the wider gallery, norms prevailed.  
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Hetero/homonormativity and masculinity: a case for white masculine domination  

 

Speak its Name! and the lack of continuity with queer themes in the gallery 

highlights the heteronormative interpretation that NPG curators present of artists and 

sitters. This also would suggest, much like in the case of Robert Rauschenberg, that 

queer is taboo as it is not normative in the canon. Although queer narratives were 

briefly given a spotlight, after a limited time and space, the gallery reverted back to its 

perceived standard of heteronormativity. By erasing the lives of artists and sitters 

everyday, the NPG is, as quoted above by Amy K. Levin, ‘privileging […] heterosexual 

norms over all others’ or providing an ‘assumption that heterosexuality is the normal 

sexual orientation.’ In an institution that has “identity at its core” this is a dangerous 

assumption.  

The heteronormative assumption outside the time and space of Speak its Name! 

and I AM ME indicate that there is a further need for curatorial activism: ‘there is still a 

pressing need for further curatorial activism that focuses exclusively on work by artists 

who are not white, heterosexual, [w]estern males.’522 In a museum where the dominant 

identity presented is a white, assumed-heterosexual western male identity, evidently 

more work needs to be done. This was another problem with Speak its Name!: even if 

the story it told was queer, it was white cis male dominated. The overwhelming 

majority of those included in the publication were white cis gay men. Out of those 

included in the publication 65.2% were white cis men, 29.7% were white women, 1.9% 

were men of colour and 3.2% were women of colour.523 A number of the women 

included were ‘gay icons’ such as Eartha Kitt, Liza Minnelli and Grace Jones.  

What appears to be the larger problem with the overwhelming masculine 

domination of the project is that it is white masculine domination. The largest number 

of individuals were white people identified as men, while the smallest number of 

individuals are people of colour who are identified as men. However, José Esteban 

Muñoz stated that there is a ‘normativity of whiteness in mainstream [western] gay 

culture’524 and these low racially diverse statistics are not the biggest problem with 

projects such as Speak its Name!: 
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The lack of inclusion is most certainly not the main problem with the treatment 

of race. A soft multicultural inclusion of race and ethnicity does not, on its own, 

lead to a progression of identity discourse […] 

When race is discussed by most white queer theorists, it is usually a contained 

reading of an artist of color that does not factor questions of race into the 

entirety of their project.525 

 

Muñoz highlighted that no matter the numbers, often the question of race is not 

ingrained into the project or the identities of the individuals included. Amy K. Levin 

stated that ‘many museums tend to focus on a narrow range on the spectrum of LGBT 

experiences’526 and that narrow spectrum is often white cis men: ‘We must also be 

aware of persistently (and perniciously) presenting these populations as monolithic – as 

white, middle class, or adopting a shared set of sexual practices.’527 In the picture of the 

queer community portrayed in Speak its Name!, there is a normativity of whiteness, and 

the intersections of race and queer are not present. This is an example of masculinity, 

and as madison moore pointed out, patriarchal masculinity is oppressive, particularly to 

people of colour: ‘black, brown, queer, trans and gender nonconforming bodies live in a 

state of emergency, where simply trying to exist in the world on your own terms means 

facing the endless threat of being suppressed, wiped out, ignored, attacked or 

ridiculed.’528 The particular form of masculinity that was experienced in Speak its 

Name! was a normative white masculinity that wipes out and suppresses those who do 

not exist within this positionality. This can be addressed as homonormativity, which 

Fiona Bucklands defined as ‘the conservative and assimilationist dominant gay culture 

that seeks to alienate queerness […] Disposable income, whiteness, and ideal notions of 

physical attractiveness produced a sense of belonging and a sense of alienation in 

different individuals.’529 A clear influence of masculinity is the overarching 

performativity of norms in various forms, including hetero-, homo- and cisnormativity.  

 

 

 
525 Ibid., 10. 
526 Amy K. Levin, “Unpacking Gender; creating complex models for gender inclusivity 
in museums,” 158. 
527 Ibid., 158. 
528 madison moore, “Reclaiming my Sequins,” Loose Associations 4, issue i (2018), 42. 
529 Fiona Buckland, Impossible Dance: Club Culture and Queer World-Making, 89. 
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Organisational gaps, curatorial reflections 

 

The issues in the curatorial sphere are not altogether surprising, as gaps were 

revealed in interviews. The NPG does not monitor the amount of artists of colour in the 

collection, therefore it is obvious that a display would be dominated by portraits of 

white individuals, supposedly being representative of a community. What little readings 

of race there are in the gallery, or in this display, are in the words of Muñoz, contained 

readings. Speak its Name! presents a normativity of whiteness and is a case of white 

masculine domination of a narrative that otherwise is very diverse.  

 Queer British Art also had a notable lack of people of colour, which could be the 

result of a structural fault of historic colleting practices (although should not be an 

excuse to not include people of colour and/or trans individuals). Speak its Name! 

covered a wider breadth of time and included many contemporary celebrities. 

Aforementioned NPG’s Collection Development Policy states that ‘The Gallery 

regularly acquires important works for the historic collection where there are key gaps 

in our holdings, particularly in the representation of women and BAME sitters.’530 

However, the lack of monitoring and gaps are evident in the display, means the 

outcomes of this policy remain absent.  

Interestingly the NPG has the opposite problem as Tate Modern. At Tate 

Modern Bhupen Khakhar’s sexuality was celebrated while Robert Rauschenberg was 

closeted. At the NPG the queer representation was overwhelmingly white cis men. The 

Rauschenberg exhibition celebrated him as a canonical artist based on the various 

conditions of normativity and space, while Khakhar does not fit into this canon. It is 

interesting to note that Tate’s programming openly presented an exhibition of the works 

of a queer person of colour while the NPG’s lack of ability to monitor and lack of 

diversity in the collection has led to a clear normativity of whiteness.  

The curation continues to tell a story that is not only white masculine dominated, 

but importantly heavily entrenched in a gender binary.  With the lack of trans 

representation in this display, there is an argument for cisnormativity. Only one 

transgender individual was included in the publication, and there were no gender non-

conforming individuals included. Erasing gender non-conforming identities and 

curating a strict gender binary within a gallery claiming to represent a nation is 

 
530 NPG, “Collection Development Policy,” 3. 
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problematic and generates another norm: cisnormativity. Masculine domination relies 

on binaries to create a hierarchy with cis men at the top and femme identities in position 

of less power. Speak its Name! continues the tradition of masculine domination through 

the selection of sitters chosen to represent queer Britain, but also through a narrative 

built on a binary. The selection of sitters and artists chosen do little to represent the 

multiplicity of identities in the queer community, and notably leaving out those who are 

marginalised the most, femmes of colour, while highlighting the accomplishments of 

those who continue to have the central position, white cis men. 

The conditional welcome, limitations and normativity of the Speak its Name! 

project show a lack of curatorial activism, as argued by Maura Reilly: ‘The majority of 

these shows demonstrate a dearth of women artists, artists of color, and artists from 

non-[w]estern countries, thus conforming the perpetuation of lesbo-phobic, sexist, and 

racist curatorial practices within the LGBTQ art community.’531 There is the continuing 

privileging of white, assumed-heterosexual western cis male identity. Speak its Name! 

may share some qualities of an area study, but it lacks the overall gesture and change 

that Reilly defined as part of curatorial activism. The display/publication also includes 

certain qualities of queer feminist curation, but overall is lacking: it is mostly white cis 

men who are central in this narrative, leaving those who are marginalised the most out 

of the story; it was not intersectional and overall lacked a multiplicity of identities and 

positionalities; it may provide a new story for audiences, however this story was limited 

spatially and temporally; and it was not accessible as these narratives were not adapted 

into the wider curation of the gallery.  

The norms of the display caused problems for many marginalised identities: 

though women were included (in addition to the baffling decision to include Margaret 

Thatcher) many were gay icons, erasing queer female narratives; there was only one 

trans person included; and it enforced the idea of a gender binary by excluding gender 

non-conforming people. The notion that this display/publication did not have an impact 

on the interpretation of these individuals when displayed elsewhere in the gallery 

indicates heteronormative curatorial interpretation tactics. Perhaps most significant is 

the absence of queer people of colour in the display, which is a reflection of the little 

action taken in the organisational sphere in monitoring diversity. This is an example of 

how the spheres are connected: the missing action in the organisational sphere has 

 
531 Ibid, 165. 
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affected the collection, therefore leading to curators creating a display that erases queer 

people of colour, which then means that the audience experienced queerness that is 

white masculine dominated.  

 

 

Continuing norms of masculinity and whiteness  

 

Amy K. Levin stated that queering the museum leads to curators, and audiences, 

questioning ‘the extent to which the traditional museum is infused not only with 

masculinity, but also, more generally, with a simplistic view of sex and gender as 

coming in only two forms.’532 The two examples highlighted in this chapter did not use 

queering as a curatorial approach, and an analysis of the display/exhibition illustrated 

that masculinity is continually prevalent. Masculinity was prosperous in the forms of 

enforcing a binary way of thinking about gender and gender roles, as well as creating 

norms in the form of heteronormativity, cisnormativity and a normativity of whiteness. 

In summation, the conditions of being displayed in spaces of prestige are reliant upon 

heteronormativity, cisnormativity and the normativity of whiteness.  

Queer spaces differ from mainstream art spaces like the NPG and Tate Modern 

in several ways. Although the NPG was willing to provide a temporary stage for queer 

artists and sitters, it was systemic and contained to a book/display. When mapping the 

queer spaces in the NPG it was restricted to a display in the contemporary gallery for a 

limited time: evidence of spatial and temporal conditions. By exposing these queer 

biographies and histories there is, in the words of Zachary Small, the ‘fear of 

overturning the traditional hetero-masculine box.’ These biographies and histories, of 

Robert Rauschenberg for example, reveal a side of the artist that challenges norms and 

notions of heteronormativity that the ‘art world likes to see our modern misters fit 

inside.’ The erasure of specific parts of biographies and exclusive histories is repeated, 

reproduced and passed on, becoming the traditional and taught version of art histories 

that is without queer narratives. 

Interestingly again, a search for feminism has led to the exposure of masculinity. 

Fieldwork examining the Robert Rauschenberg exhibition and Speak its Name! began 

by looking for feminist methods, hopeful that the queer subject matter might have been 
 

532 Amy K. Levin, “Unpacking Gender; creating complex models for gender inclusivity 
in museums,” 158.  
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curated through activism methods, but rather uncovered normativity of white masculine 

domination. Despite attempts to use feminist curatorial approaches, particularly notable 

in the attempt of an area studies method in NPG’s Speak its Name!, the two examples 

from this chapter reveal the norms in two unique forms: Firstly, in Tate Modern’s 

Robert Rauschenberg exhibition heteronormativity was evident in the erasure of 

Rauschenberg’s sexuality and the underplaying of his relationship with Jasper Johns. 

Second, the Speak its Name! display/publication, despite covering queer themes, 

highlighted the normativity of whiteness and cisnormativity that is not only prevalent in 

the NPG, but in wider queer representation. In the case of the NPG, addressing the 

whiteness of the display would have provided accountability and opened up a 

conversation about the queer community, yet this action was not taken.  

The analysis of the display and exhibition at the two galleries reveal that 

enforcing norms continues to be present in the curatorial sphere. Topics and 

positionalities that stray outside the norms, such as queer people of colour and gender 

non-conforming people, are taboo. This chapter highlights the connectivity of the three 

spheres: an oversight or lack of action in one can lead to gaps in the others. The absence 

of monitoring, or the ability to monitor diversity in the organisational sphere at the NPG 

has created significant gaps which then effects the collection in the curatorial sphere and 

the audience in the physical sphere.  

Chapters five and six have provided examples of prevailing masculine 

domination in mainstream art museums. As the previous chapter uncovered, masculine 

domination leads to conditions on representation, in particular representation of women 

and people of colour are conditional on leaving masculine domination intact. Chapter 

six provided examples of how masculine domination leads to the interpretation and 

enforcement of norms, in the form of heteronormativity, cisnormativity and a 

normativity of whiteness. In searching for feminism, themes of masculinity were 

uncovered.  
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Conclusion: ‘failing to structurally and institutionally walk a walk’ 

 

At the start of this research, I set out to explore the following: How has the 

legacy of feminist art histories impacted mainstream art museums? The findings of the 

research are clear: a legacy of feminist art histories does exist, however, museum spaces 

remain predominantly masculine spaces. In this concluding chapter, I summarise the 

findings of the research by returning to the chapters and reflecting on the main 

discussions, or reads, which help us to understand both the influence of feminist art 

histories and, a key finding of the research, the ongoing influence of the traditional 

hetero-masculine box, a conception of museum space which prioritises traditional 

notions of gender and power. The chapter offers some concluding remarks and final 

reflections before making some suggestions for further research in the area of queer 

feminist art histories. 

 As explored throughout this thesis, the impact of feminist art histories can be 

identified mainly in the organisational sphere, in how institutions are more aware of 

their structural faults and gaps, and it is reassuring to see that policies and programmes 

are being put into place in an attempt to combat these faults. In the two case studies 

explored in the thesis, the feminist art historical strategy of a revisionist/archaeological 

approach is being implemented. Simply put, they are able to talk the talk. Both 

museums have policies in place to expand the narrative, whether it is through 

monitoring diversity or endeavouring to get a wider audience with an expanded 

audience framework. Additionally, the case study museums have facilitated interesting 

events that have been important in extending and challenging the traditional canon. This 

includes the Women’s Week 2017 discussions at both museums, exhibitions on artists 

such as Georgia O’Keeffe and Claude Cahun, and NPG’s I AM ME programme in 2017. 

Much of the feminist inspired programming occurred in 2016 and 2017, with fewer 

notable cases of events, discussions, panels, exhibitions or displays occurring in 2018. 

Nonetheless, the events of 2017 highlight an awareness of the need to represent a wider 

and more diverse art history. This overall awareness in the organisational sphere is an 

indication of a feminist legacy and something to be celebrated.  

 However, there is a danger here that words take precedence over action, rather 

than action taking precedence over words. The legacy of feminist art histories is clearly 

evident in the organisational sphere, but it is eclipsed by the continuing impact of what I 

have described throughout as notions of the hetero-masculine box; a series of attitudes, 
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priorities and approaches which betray the continued dominance of hierarchical and 

gendered approaches to interpreting and displaying art. From this perspective, artists are 

still placed in a hierarchy, with the canonical favourites given more prestige in the 

gallery over those traditionally marginalised. While these artists may not be completely 

excluded as they were in the past, they are not central to art historical narratives and not 

given the same quantity or quality of museum space and interpretation. Audiences do 

not get to experience these artists on the same honorific level. There are four main 

characteristics of the concept of the traditional hetero-masculine box that occur in the 

two case studies: masculine domination, heteronormativity, cisnormativity and 

normativity of whiteness. This creates a hierarchy with cis white men are at the top. 

Historic bias and oversights of the past will not be so easily corrected in spaces where 

such domination, hierarchies and norms exist and such observations help us to 

understand how far we have come, but also how far we still have to go in addressing 

many of the questions that feminist art historians have posed. 

 

 

Queer feminist art hirstories 

 

In the 1960s and 70s feminist art historians began to challenge the traditional art 

historical canon. In the 1960s the embracing of feminism in the media and eventually 

academia led to feminist art histories. It was in the 1970s when people began to more 

thoroughly question women’s position in art spaces, and in 1974 Linda Nochlin’s “Why 

Have There Been No Great Women Artists”533 was a great inspiration for art historians 

and students all over the world. The work that came out of the 1970s challenged the 

masculine dominated narrative that many museums produced by uncovering neglected 

white women artists from the past and adding them to the existing canon. This type of 

challenge was useful in disrupting the overarching norm of masculinity that audiences 

experienced when visiting a gallery. However, Griselda Pollock argued that proper art 

historical research was sacrificed when focusing on white cis women artists and adding 

them as heroes which did not challenge deeper systemic issues. 534 It was in the 1980s 

and 90s that feminism become more intersectional.  

 
533 Linda Nochlin “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” 
534 Griselda Pollock, “Seeing O’Keeffe Seeing”,104. 
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 In 1978 John Salsow’s “Closets in the Museum: Homophobia and Art History” 

began to ask questions of sexuality in the histories of art. Despite these early questions, 

queer feminist art histories have been thrust into the spotlight recently. Queer feminist 

art histories look at the intersections of gender, sexuality and identity in art, or as 

Dominic Johnson suggested, using visual representation to further remodel bodies, 

identity and politics.535 This means estranging, challenging, questioning, complicating 

and contextualising the traditional histories of art.  Queering the museum has not yet 

been achieved, but queer can be imagined in the future for museums. 

The future of feminist art histories should and needs to include thoughtful and 

meaningful transgender representation. Transgender people have been ‘unquestionably 

marginalized in histories of art’536 and more thoughtful scholarship is needed to fill the 

historic gaps. Leaving out trans narratives in art and museums leads to 

misunderstandings of trans identities in broader society. A broader and challenging 

representation of gender is needed in feminist art histories and museums.  

 

 

Reading the three spheres  

 

All of this work has considerably changed the way that we understand the 

histories of art and is of deep significance for museums and galleries. In the age of 

#MeToo and #notsurprised it is of vital importance that mainstream art galleries not 

only engage with feminist art histories and their iterations, queer and trans feminist art 

histories, but that they drive this work into the physical experience of art. In this study, 

two mainstream art museums were taken as the focus for the research and were 

explored for their work in three overlapping spheres – the organisational, the curatorial 

and the physical. 

In the organisational sphere, it is clear that both Tate Modern and the NPG have 

made significant attempts to diversify. Both have acknowledged that historic bias and 

structural faults have caused problems that have led to a lack of diversity, however they 

have policies in place to attempt to rectify past exclusions and prejudices.  

 
535 Dominic Johnson, “Transition pieces: the photography of Del LaGrace Volcano”, 
340. 
536 Ibid., 340. 
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In the curatorial sphere some of these polices are seen in action. For example, at 

Tate Modern curators carefully monitor collections to ensure that the collection on 

display is diverse. This is not a practice however that the NPG participates in; an 

interview with the gallery indicated that they do not take statistics of artists of colour. 

Despite monitoring for diversity, both galleries do not approach marginalised artists 

with the same care as those who fit into the hierarchy of the white masculine dominated 

canon. Often their presence is conditional, meaning that their representation in the 

gallery relies on another more famous artist or a special event, leading to exclusions of 

people of colour, queer people and/or women in interpretation and representation. The 

conditional curation often does not extend into the permanent collection, therefore 

making no lasting impact on the traditional structures and priorities that continue to 

shape these organisations. 

Finally, deep analysis of the physical sphere in both institutions revealed a lack 

of equality among these same marginalised artists. Artists who do not fit into the 

established heteronormative masculine white positionality are not given the same 

weight and quality of space, a fact which leads to the conclusion that an increased 

physical representation in numbers does not mean an increased quality of representation 

in the gallery. An analysis of the gallery spaces highlights the subtle ways in which 

many artists are sidelined in gallery displays, while artists like Rothko, Warhol, Picasso 

and Lely are given space that, within the visitor experience, leaves a deeper impression 

of their importance.   

The disconnections between the rhetoric of the organisational sphere, the 

ambition of the curatorial sphere and the realities of the physical sphere at both 

museums were explored in Part 2 of this thesis through the concept of masculinity and 

the notion of the traditional hetero-masculine box. The introduction of this thesis refers 

to “reading” or getting “a good read” on the two institutions. This means calling out, 

getting a deeper understanding, telling the truth on, pointing out flaws and elaborating 

on them. The following is a summation of the specific “reads” that have emerged from 

the study, calling out and elaborating on issues and themes that challenge the legacy of 

feminist art histories and, importantly, reveal the continuing impact of masculinity in 

mainstream art museums.  
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Read One: Structural faults/revising histories 

 

One of the key findings from the interviews at both case study institutions was 

the notion of, as Valentina Ravaglia called them, structural faults.537 Various staff 

members at both Tate Modern and the NPG expressed how historic collecting biases 

have created barriers in presenting a history of art that is diverse and inclusive.538 This 

notion was then observed in visual and document analyses. Statistics provided by the 

galleries as well as new research generated as part of this project attested to the 

concerns of staff over structural faults. Nevertheless, the document analysis and 

interviews provided evidence that policies are being implemented to attempt to combat 

erasures, with programmes, special displays and exhibitions presenting more diversity, 

for example Georgia O’Keeffe and Soul of a Nation at Tate Modern and Claude Cahun 

and Gillian Wearing at the NPG. The structural faults are a legacy of the past, but 

feminist art histories are being used to fight these faults.  

Specifically, to combat structural faults the NPG and Tate Modern are 

implementing what I see as a revisionist/archaeological approach. This type of approach 

looks deeper into art histories to gather a contextual understanding. It is a way of 

reclaiming histories and rewriting the canon. Maura Reilly stated that this is the most 

frequently used approach with artists or narratives ‘who had hitherto been refused, 

forgotten or hidden.’539 The main questions are who were the principal artists of certain 

movements and periods that were missed,540 indicating that this method often works 

within the canon rather than seeking to eliminate it. Despite the prominence of these 

discussions since the 1970s, many museums chose to ignore feminist methods. Today, 

the revisionist/archaeological approach can be seen as being adopted to fill gaps in the 

canon rather than deconstruct it.  

Whilst this approach does question ‘the adequacy of accepted conceptual 

structures’,541 as argued by some feminist art historians, adding names does not lead to 

the deconstruction of the canon, particularly when thinking through a queer perspective. 

This approach does not address ‘the terms that created that neglect.’542 A 

 
537 Valentina Ravaglia, in discussion with author. 
538 Ibid and Brandon James, in discussion with author.  
539 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism, 23. 
540 Ibid.  
541 Ibid., 23. 
542 Griselda Pollock, Differencing the Canon, 24.  
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revisionist/archaeological approach is a helpful first step in addressing structural faults 

in museum collections, as evident in the case of Tate Modern and the NPG. Displaying 

and highlighting artists and sitters who have historically been hidden diversifies 

museum spaces and reflects a wider audience. People want to see themselves reflected 

in art on museum walls, therefore broadening representation will have a positive impact 

on visitors. However, more action needs to be implemented to address the wider 

systemic neglect embedded in the canon and, as made clear by this research, action 

against the conventions and accepted ways of working which result in the ongoing 

production of museum space that is masculine dominated, heteronormative and has a 

normativity of whiteness.  

The idea of structural faults brings up the notion of accountability. Is this a sign 

that museums are becoming accountable for the gaps and exclusions from their 

collection? While both case study museums take ownership in the notion that their 

collections might not reflect the diversity of the (art) world, there is a lack of 

accountability when looking at these institutions within the context of the #MeToo 

movement. In a poster from September 2018, the Guerrilla Girls challenge museums to 

change their labels to address the allegations against artists.543 The unchanged labels 

indicate a lack of accountability in displaying these artists. The case study institutions 

are unwilling to check their labels and history, and in the case of Tate Modern they are 

enlisting the public to correct their mislabelled artworks. In a page called “Talking 

About Our Collection” Tate asks the public to email in about misrepresentation in 

labels: 

We are thinking carefully about the people and stories that have too often been 

absent or under-represented. Our ambition is for Tate to become a space that is 

relevant, welcoming and inclusive for all. We hope this ongoing work will bring 

us closer to that goal. 

We recognise that there is always much to learn and that is why we would like 

to hear from you. If you spot text at Tate which you believe overlooks or 

misrepresents an important perspective, or uses language which you suggest we 

should improve or change […]544 

 
543 Guerilla Girls, “3 Ways to Write A Museum Wall Label When the Artist is a Sexual 
Predator,” 2018, Poster.  
544 Tate, “Talking About Our Collection,” Tate, [accessed 20/09/2018], 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/talking-about-our-collection.  
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Is this an attempt at accountability and fixing structural faults? Alice Procter, who 

facilitates the “Uncomfortable Art Tours” across London believes that this is yet 

another performance from Tate: 

 

Overwhelmingly, I'm afraid this is just another way for Tate to perform diversity 

without actually addressing its structural inequalities, by outsourcing the 

emotional work and perpetuating hierarchies of knowledge [without] actually 

critiquing itself?545 

 

Procter suggested that this action is not actually addressing the structural faults that 

have created systemic inequalities within Tate’s collection. Perhaps Tate Modern’s 

staff, as well as the NPG’s staff, should be looking for these corrections themselves, as 

a way of checking their own narrative and scholarship of the histories of art. Much of 

the action taken, and the lack of action continuing to be taken, is reminiscent of Jude 

Kelly when she stated that reiterating masculine creativity permeates over institutions, 

saying you are feminist is not enough to rewrite this domination.546 If Tate Modern and 

the NPG continue to state that they are feminist, yet reiterate the same history 

repeatedly, then the changes that they suggest are occurring will not be as effective. As 

Kelly suggested, saying one is feminist is not the same as executing action that will lead 

to change in the gallery.  

 Additionally, a continuing structural fault is that often cataloguing systems do 

not account for all identities, therefore missing out on individuals when collecting 

statistics. This is likely the case for the NPG missing out statistics of artists of colour 

and the lack of non-binary representation in collections.  

 

Read Two: Masculinity  

 

 A key finding was that in looking for feminism in Tate Modern and the National 

Portrait Gallery, I found masculinity. This finding first became apparent in the physical 

 
545 Alice Procter (@aaprocter), Twitter Post, 30/06/2018, 
https://twitter.com/aaprocter/status/1023953526916038656.   
546 Jude Kelley, quoted in Decca Aitkenhead, “Southbank director Jude Kelly: ‘Saying 
you’re a feminist is not enough’”. 
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sphere, due to overwhelming presence of male artists in the galleries, despite the 

assurance that women were added to the collection. The statistics provided numbers 

which were nowhere close to being equal for women compared to men, but also 

revealed the lack of gender non-conforming identities, enforcing a clear gender binary. 

Reading the labels in the galleries also showcased masculine domination in the form of 

men being mentioned in the interpretation of the artworks of women. This indicates that 

men are still central to the story, with women merely being superficial decorations to an 

untouched masculine dominated canon. The significance of this finding was that it:  

1) contradicts any feminist influences:  

Even with the steps forward in the organisational sphere, the persistence 

of a masculine domination proves that the teachings of feminist art histories 

have not been fully embraced. The changes being made are superficial and do 

not challenge the systems that left people marginalised in the art world. This is 

evident it the following reads three, four and five.  

2) makes fixing structural faults from being a historic institution impossible: 

If the systems which have generated obstacles for curators in galleries 

remain untouched by an influence of feminist art histories, it is impossible to 

make any deep changes to structural faults. An example of this is in Maria 

Balshaw’s reaction to the #MeToo movement that was criticised by WANS, but 

also the accusations Liv Wynter made against Tate. Read four and five provide 

further examples.  

3) explains the continuing gaps that are occurring in the galleries:  

As later highlighted by reads three, four and five, gaps are continuing to 

grow in the two galleries, with women still not being seen on equal footing as men, 

a lack of monitoring of people of colour in the NPG, which could be to a structural 

fault in the cataloguing system which prevents these statistics from being properly 

tracked, and the spaces being overwhelmingly filled with white cis male artists. 

Additionally, trans gaps are growing unimpeded.  

 

This finding clearly was central to the thesis and sent research off in exciting directions. 

Additionally, this finding provides a foundation for the following reads. 
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Read Three: Equivalency of scale  

 

Document and visual analyses point to another key read, which is the lack of 

equivalency of scale. I read various articles and documents about what each institution 

stated they were doing regarding widening diversity, followed by a visit to the sites to 

experience and observe. I then created maps of Tate which gave me a good visual read 

of the galleries. In the NPG the women were all in the same spaces, which spoke 

volumes about the gaps in the collection and highlighted the structural faults, also 

leading to questions over whether the chronological hang of the collection underlines 

structural faults and the gallery would be better off with a different interpretation 

method. However, I found making a map of the few spaces with women unhelpful. 

When observing the placement of women, not just the number of placements, it was 

evident that there lacked an equivalency of scale.  

Despite the rise in the number of women presented in the two mainstream art 

museums studied, women are not given the same quantity and quality of space as white 

cis male artists. Artists such as Andy Warhol, Mark Rothko and Pablo Picasso are given 

a greater amount of physical space and analysis reveals that a greater amount of 

attention is given to locating their work in ways which increase its interpretive power. 

They frequently receive major solo exhibitions.  

 Lack of equivalence then manifests dramatically in the example of Mark 

Rothko’s Seagram Murals in Tate Modern. Rothko’s paintings are given a theatrical, 

hushed and shrine-like room. He has a very large impact on the audience due to the 

curation of the room, which has brought some visitors to tears. On the other hand, artists 

like Louise Bourgeois and Barbara Kruger are given less impactful positions in the 

gallery’s landscape, despite being positioned in the middle of a room with the intent on 

being prominent, or in a darkened corner with benches for visitors oriented away from 

the painting. Put simply, it is easy to see that artists are not seen equally. The space the 

artist is given reflects their importance: when the bench is oriented away from Kruger’s 

work the audience does not get to experience the artwork on the same scale as the 

hushed awe of Rothko’s work.  

Additionally, the audience is able to experience Andy Warhol and Pablo Picasso 

on a much larger scale due to the volume of works presented in Tate Modern compared 

to other artists. No artist of colour or woman artist is represented in the same numbers 

as Warhol or Picasso. As observed in this thesis, the equivalency of scale in Tate 
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Modern is not equal for artists who were historically marginalised. Artists like Lely are 

given space in the labels of other artists, for example Mary Beale. These artists are 

given a weightier presence and it is not a two-way relationship, with the name of the 

canonical artist being mentioned more frequently in conjunction with the works of 

others. As noted in previous chapters, Mary Beale is not mentioned in the labels for the 

works of Lely.  

The scales are tipped to favour cis white male artists, like Lely, Warhol, Rothko 

and Picasso. The audience gets a heightened experience of these artists, meanwhile 

artists who are women, people of colour and/or queer do not get the same equivalency 

of scale.  

 

 

Read Four: Conditions  

 

Spatial and temporal conditions exist for many artists and sitters who do not fit 

into the traditional canon. This read was determined through visual and document 

analyses: I observed that books available in the bookshop touch on subjects the gallery 

ignores; and reading labels, looking at who is where and visiting both sites at various 

points established that limits and conditions were applied to representation.  

Museums will engage with narratives of gender, sexuality and identity, but often 

there is a limit to the spaces and times in which audiences are able to engage with these 

narratives. For example, during the 2017 celebrations the queerness of artists and sitters 

was celebrated in Queer British Art and Speak its Name!, however, after the year was 

up, the interpretation of those included reverted to normative readings and erased all 

indication of queerness. This can also be observed with the Robert Rauschenberg 

exhibition: on the gallery walls Rauschenberg’s sexuality was excluded, but it was 

conditionally welcomed in a publication by Tate. This occurred as well in the American 

Dreams exhibition at the British Museum. Rauschenberg’s sexuality is conditional to 

the space. Another element of Speak its Name! that presented a spatial conditional 

welcome was that many of the artists and sitters were allowed to be interpreted as queer 

in the printed book, but not in the gallery. Many of the subjects in the book are included 

in the gallery, for example Virginia Woolf and Duncan Grant, yet their queerness is not 

included in labels and interpretation in the physical museum space. This could also be 

construed as temporal, as when 2017 was over the gallery did not continue to engage 
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with queer narratives. Depending on the space, their sexuality is on a ‘Don’t ask, You 

shouldn’t know’ basis.  

 The tendency to display art and artists on a spatial or temporal condition comes 

across as a trend. The new Tate Modern extension opened in 2016 with optimism 

towards expanding the presence of women in the gallery, however there was a similar 

sentiment when Tate Modern opened in 2000. As the statistics in chapter three 

indicated, there was little change in the status for women artists until 2016. 

Additionally, when reflecting on read two, the temporal trend is superficial in that it is 

not about changing the system but women artists contributing to a headcount of 

diversity. In 2017 NPG followed the trend of queer interpretation, but this was a 

temporal and spatial trend as it did not a) extend into the interpretation of the permanent 

collection, and b) last beyond 2017.  

Museums have not fully engaged with these topics, or only in a limited aspect. 

Conversations about women artists, queer artists and artists of colour are not moving 

beyond a small space and time in the gallery. The limited actions often do not reach into 

exhibitions and displays that are occurring simultaneously, as evident in Tate with 

Robert Rauschenberg, Bhupen Khakhar and Queer British Art, concluding that this type 

of activism and curation is not systemic, is limited, trendy and superficial. It is 

marketplace feminism in the sense that it is there to sell an idea rather than generate 

change based off of thorough feminist art historical research. Feminism should not be 

conditional or trendy, diversity should not be conditional or superficial. The difficulty 

with conditional welcomes is that Tate Modern and the NPG treat diversifying 

narratives and the collection as a headcount of artists, in addition to continuing to 

highlight the cis white male canon. 

  

 

Read Five: Norms 

 

 Historical bias has had a profound impact on historic collections. In chapter six a 

deep analysis of the museums uncovers persistent norms in the forms of 

heteronormativity, cisnormativity and the normativity of whiteness. Similar to read 

three, document and visual analyses provided interesting insights on the prevalence of 

norms in the case study sites. Sites visits, then investigations with documents aided in 
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the key finding that norms are continuously reproduced through curation and 

interpretation.  

Both institutions create interpretive labels that generate a story that is 

predominantly heteronormative. Additionally, lasting normativity of whiteness not only 

exists at the NPG, but at Tate Modern. The notion of cisnormativty, above defined as 

the privilege and enforcement of static binary genders, is present in both galleries with 

the lack of trans and gender non-conforming representation. These norms create a 

distinct hierarchy of certain positionalities.  

Little is being done to combat heteronormativity in any of the three spheres. 

Although Tate has suggested that it wants to introduce new narratives, this is clearly not 

the case when it comes to queer individuals and their stories are neutralised. James 

Saslow observed how creative wording was and is used to avoid giving weight to queer 

relationships. Phrases such as ‘close friends’ and ‘neighbours’ have been used in labels 

to supress and interpret around queer relationships between individuals. Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick questioned what are the interpretive consequences of avoiding these 

relationships. In avoiding these relationships both museums are creating a space filled 

with narratives of heteronormativity. The case of the Robert Rauschenberg exhibition 

indicates that for Tate Modern hierarchical norms continue to be an aspect of the 

interpretation of artists, however these norms contribute to the continuing denial of the 

representation of queer identities in mainstream art museums. This is also the case with 

the NPG; the artists included in their Speak its Name! publication have their queer 

identities erased in the labels in the permanent collection.  

 Despite creating policies in the organisational sphere that would hopefully open 

up the museum, this openness is not being implemented in the curatorial sphere, leading 

to the continuing normativity that is evident in Tate Modern and the NGP. This is an 

indication of the disconnect between the three spheres: generating conversations and 

writing policies in one sphere, the organisational sphere, does not lead to action and 

more inclusive curatorial strategies in the curatorial sphere (which could be due to what 

curators have to work with) leading to an audience experience that does not include 

queer representation in the physical sphere. This disconnect means that harmful norms 

stemmed from masculine domination still exist, leading to the replication of the 

exclusive histories of the past.  

 Another norm that is recurrently perpetrated is the normativity of whiteness. 

This occurs in various forms at both institutions. This is where organisational policies 
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do reach the curatorial sphere, however this action is lost in the space that is given to 

artists of colour. As chapter five revealed, artists of colour are not given the same 

weight as artists such as Andy Warhol. Carol Ann Dixon and Lois M Williams argued 

in Museums Journal less weight and attention is given to artists from the global south 

and that diversity is enacted as a headcount. Additionally, in the NPG this norm extends 

to a normative of whiteness in their representation of the queer community. The Speak 

its Name! publication and display had a significantly low number of people of colour, 

and most of space was devoted to white cis men. Not only is this the case in the display, 

but in the permanent collection. Objectives in the organisational sphere, specifically in 

the Collection Development Policy, that state that diversifying the collection is a goal, 

will be impossible if the collection is not monitored. This means that the normativity of 

whiteness will continue to be a dominant aspect of the narrative of the histories of art at 

the NPG.  

 Read Five determines that regardless of feminist art historical influences in the 

organisational sphere, and in the inclusion of a revisionist/archaeological approach, 

there is a disconnect between spheres. Norms that stem from masculine domination, 

such as heteronormativity, cisnormativity and normativity of whiteness, are present in 

the curation and therefore audience experience in both galleries. Artists who do not fit 

the established white cis male norm, queer artists, artists of colour, women artists, are 

not given the same space. There remains to be a clear hierarchy in both museums with 

white cis men at the top.  

 

 

Future research  

 

As stated in chapter two, feminist art histories has grown. At the current time a 

large number of scholars are working on queer feminist art histories and, significantly, 

on transfeminist art hirstories. Many of the queer issues covered in exhibitions and 

museums focus on the issues and narratives of white cis gender queer men. Future 

research that is focused not only on trans narratives, but research at the intersections of 

race, gender, sexuality and identity is vital. Future museum exhibitions could attempt to 

include more diverse queer narratives as well. For example, the exhibitions listed in 

Table 2 from chapter two were mostly group displays/exhibitions, which is positive as it 

includes a multiplicity of voices, fitting into the queer feminist curatorial strategies laid 
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out in the introduction. However, more could be done to include the intersections of 

gender, sexuality, identity and race or disability. Alongside more trans and gender non-

conforming voices, more people of colour and those with disabilities should be included 

in the queer narratives museums present. The three spheres can be useful in expanding 

these narratives as it monitors the policy, interpretation and experience of these 

narratives. 

 As this thesis has reiterated many times, trans and gender non-conforming 

voices make up a large gap in museums, as well as in academic literature. A specific 

trans feminist art historical study would be very important research for the future, as 

well as more exhibitions positively representing trans and gender non-conforming 

bodies. Aforementioned, Alok Vaid-Menon and Travis Alabanza have experienced the 

lack of understanding of these identities in their everyday lives, which has led to 

violence and harassment. This is a repeated phenomenon, recalling chapter three, where 

a person is forced to closet themselves for either safety reasons or to be accepted by 

societal rules and hierarchies. madison moore asked ‘how do we actually “end gender’ 

so that we no longer need to make the difficult choice between brilliant aesthetic 

expression and avoiding constant harassment, between being ourselves and getting beat 

up?’547 Museums, as well as wider feminist art histories, are doing very little to 

contribute to the understanding of trans and gender non-conformity, therefore more 

work should be done in building these understandings with the trans and gender non-

conforming communities. It is important to include their voices, not only because they 

have been largely ignored in these spaces, but because in a queer feminist strategy, as 

highlighted in the introduction through Figure 3, it is important to hear a multiplicity of 

voices from those individuals and resist harmful stereotypes. Trans and gender non-

conforming representation is a growing gap that remains taboo not only in both case 

study institutions, but in feminist art historical literature and in museum spaces overall. 

There is an area where action needs to occur.  

This thesis has looked for the legacy of feminist art histories in mainstream art 

museums, but what about femininity? A future project that I would like to explore is the 

concept of femme in art and art histories. Alok Vaid-Menon tweeted: ‘What feminine 

part of yourself did you have to destroy to survive in this world?’548 Femme-phobia is a 

persistent problem in our world, with many being forced to suppress their femininity, 
 

547 Ibid, 57. 
548 Alok Vaid-Menon, quoted in Ibid, 72. 
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including AMAB (assigned male at birth) and AFAB (assigned female at birth) 

individuals, non-binary and trans people, women and men. Many clothing companies 

that claim to have ‘gender neutral’ collections design masculine clothing that does not 

include dresses or skirts. Those who do dress in a femme manner are often harassed, 

and there is a lack of knowledge and understanding surrounding femme identities and 

aesthetics. Future research could focus on the suppression and exclusion of femme in 

galleries, as I believe a taboo exists over femme representation. Museums continue to 

be masculine spaces, and research on the relationship between these spaces and femme 

could be significant. This would not just include female femininity, but male femininity, 

as well as trans and non-binary femininity. In a macho traditional heteronormative 

masculine dominated canon is there a place for femininity? Are images of femininity 

only acceptable when they are attached to a woman? Who is creating these images of 

femininity?  

 

 

Concluding remarks: masculinity 

 

This research was conducted as a response to commitments and celebrations that 

museums have been making. Tate Modern was very forward with asserting that women 

were going to become more central with the opening of the Switch House/Blavatnik 

Building. While the NPG was quieter about their commitments, they publicly ran the 

Speak its Name! display. The following is a summarisation of the influence these 

actions have had on change in the representation of gender, sexuality and identity in the 

two case study museums. This thesis sought to highlight the impact of feminist art 

histories, through the three spheres, by specifically exploring what has manifested from 

these commitments, discovering that curators are working to make collections more 

diverse. However, when examining feminist art histories, questions of masculinity 

emerged. Masculinity is engrained into the everyday workings of these institutions. 

While gaps are being filled, the system that created these gaps is going largely 

unchanged and unchecked.  

The #MeToo movement highlights how times are changing, yet have not 

changed enough. This research, among many other works by feminist art historians, 

touched on the significance of representing a multiplicity of voices as contributors to art 

and our society, but this has proven a difficult task, which remains incomplete for most 
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art spaces. As this thesis has argued, there remain spatial and temporal conditions to the 

representation of others, of marginalised identities and narratives. The conditions lead 

to either a lack of equivalency of scale among the artists who are actually represented, 

or it leads to continuing or growing gaps, norms or taboos among those that are not 

represented (Figure 23). 

 

 

 
Figure 24. Conditional welcome. Source: Author. 

 

The tactics that the case study institutions deploy at the moment do not properly 

acknowledge exclusions or the system that has created these exclusions. The 

revisionist/archaeological approach as it has been implemented, does not combat the 

issues that are displayed in this thesis, as summarised in Figure 23.  

 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, often quoted throughout this thesis, asked: what are 

the interpretive consequences of leaving certain narratives out of the story? Do 

museums and institutions not have a responsibility to avoid, in the words of Maura 

Reilly, the dangerous, white, male supremacy that continues to be unchecked? Should 

they not represent a wider narrative that does not censor or make certain queer identities 

taboo? There is importance in seeing oneself represented on the walls of a mainstream 

art museum, and past discriminatory practices have prevented this. Although action is 
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being taken, for the most part this has been words over action, whilst it should be action 

over words. The title of this conclusion comes from Travis Alabanza, who stated:  

 

I think what we are seeing is a continual trend of institutions claiming and 

talking a talk, but failing to structurally and institutionally walk a walk. 

Diversity and inclusion go beyond buzz words, beyond having people appear 

briefly, its structural changes to how things work, who is paid what, how people 

are treated—and what happens when things fuck up. Ultimately, it’s about a care 

that we are not seeing.549 

 

It is important to not just talk the talk, but walk the walk, to prove that there is an action 

and gesture behind the policy and statements of diversity. Show us, do not tell us, about 

the diversity and equality in museum collections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

549 Travis Alabanza, quoted in Aamna Mohdin, “A radical artist is forcing an iconic 
British cultural institution to answer seismic questions over abuse,”. 
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Appendices  

Appendix 1: Research Consent Form  

 

Research Consent form 
 

 

I agree to take part in the Feminism and Masculinity: Reading the Mainstream Art Museum  

 study which is research towards PhD in Museum Studies at the University of Leicester. 

 

I have had the research project explained to me and I have read the Information sheet about the 

project which I may keep for my records.   

 

I understand that this study will be carried out in accordance with the University of Leicester’s 

Code of Research Ethics which can be viewed at 

http://www2.le.ac.uk/institution/ethics/code.  

 

Material I provide as part of this study will be treated as confidential and securely stored in 

accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 

 

I have read and I understand the information sheet 
 
 

Yes q No q 

I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and 
they were answered to my satisfaction 

 

Yes q No q 

I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time before [date] 
 

Yes q No q 
I agree to the interview being recorded and my words being used in a 
student assignment  

Yes q No q 
I agree to my words being used in related academic assignments and 
publications, including on the Internet 

 

Yes q No q 

I give permission for the following personal details to be used in connection 
with any words I have said or information I have passed on: 
 

 

My real name 
 
 

Yes q No q 

The title of my position 
 
 

Yes q No q 

My institutional affiliation  
 
 

Yes q No q 

I request that my real name is acknowledged in any publications that 
reference the comments that I have made 
 

Yes q No q 
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Name [PRINT] ……………………………………………. 

 

 

Signature …………………………………………………. 

 

 

Date …………………………………………………….. 
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Appendix 2: Information Sheet for Participants  

 

 

Information Sheet for Participants 

 

Thesis Title: Feminism and Masculinity: Reading the Mainstream Art Museum 

 

Contact Address:  

KA McPhail 

PhD Researcher 

University of Leicester 

kam49@le.ac.uk 

 

 

Date: 04/12/2017  

 

I would like to tell you more about the nature of the thesis, who I am and why I am 

undertaking this research, and how you were selected for the thesis. I would also like to 

inform you about how your data will be used and the protections of your privacy and 

confidentiality that are in place.  

Who is doing the survey 

I am Kate McPhail, a PhD Researcher from the School of Museum Studies at the 

University of Leicester in Leicester, UK.  

 

What is the thesis for 

This thesis sets out to investigate the legacy of feminist art histories in organisational 

programming and to look deeper into identity politics in the presentation, representation 

and interpretation of LGBTQ identities at two art museums – Tate Modern and the 

National Portrait Gallery. Drawing across a diverse literature and utilising a 

methodology which has enabled me to undertake a rounded and thorough analysis of 

these two national art museums by exploring their organisational, curatorial and 

physical spheres, the thesis not only captures expressions of feminism at the two case 

study museums, but also reveals – utilising the idea of the traditional hetero-masculine 
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box - the impact of concepts of masculinity across both institutions. Whilst there is 

clearly evidence of the positive impact of feminist art histories manifest at both 

museums, the research also stresses gaps in relation to broader identity politics evident 

across both institutions. The research argues that concepts of masculinity continue to 

have a deep influence particularly in relation to what the audience ultimately 

experiences. I will propose that while there has been a greater focus on adding women 

into the narrative of art histories and developing a meaningful commitment to gender 

equality, queer narratives and a multiplicity of identities continue to be marginalised. 

 

How you were selected 

You were selected to participate in this research because of the role you play in the 

museum. As an Assistant Curator at Tate Modern you have first hand experience with 

the museum’s commitment to diversity and intersectionality in the collection, 

programming and activities. You have been chosen because it is important to get the 

vision, reasoning and perspective behind this commitment, how it is played out and 

where it is headed in the future.  

 

Your role in completing the thesis 

You will simply need to participate in a semi-structured interview. I am completing my 

research in three sections, of levels: organisational, curatorial and physical. Interviews 

will be conducted for the organisational and curatorial sections/levels of this thesis. 

Data from your interview will contribute to the understanding of a feminist art historical 

legacy in one of these levels. Other interviews from experts from outside the museum 

may be sought as well.  

Your rights 

Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary and you are free to withdraw 

from the thesis at any time before April 2018 without having to give a reason. If you are 

uncertain or uncomfortable about any aspect of your participation, please contact the 

researcher listed at the top of this letter to discuss your concerns or request clarification 

on any aspect of the study. 

 

Protecting your confidentiality 

Any information you supply will be treated confidentially. Interview information will 

be kept on an encrypted devise and, if indicated on the Consent Form, names will not be 
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used. If requested, your job title can also be withheld as it may identify and be traced 

back to you.  

 

 

Your data will be kept in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998. 

 

If you have any questions about the ethical conduct of the research please contact the 

Research Ethics Officer, Dr Giasemi Vavoula, on gv18@le.ac.uk.  

 

Thank you,  

 

 

<SIGN HERE> 

 

 

<PRINT YOUR NAME HERE> 
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