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O
ne of the m

ost touching m
om

ents in G
us Van Sant’s 

A
cadem

y Aw
ard w

inning film
 M
ilk (2008) is the archival 

footage in its opening sequence. In the black-and-w
hite 

new
sreel of police raids of gay bars in the 1950s and 1960s, 

w
e see groups of young, w

ell-dressed m
en being arrested. 

G
estures of sham

e dom
inate the recordings: W

hile sitting in 
the bars w

aiting to be taken to the police vans, the m
en hide 

their faces from
 the aggressive press photographers docu-

m
enting the arrest. Taken from

 the archives of hom
ophobic 

violence, the footage historically contextualizes the film
’s 

tale of the unexpected political success of the gay activist 
H

arvey M
ilk —

 and his tragic death by assassination in 1978. 
!

e im
ages call attention to the brutality of docum

entation, 
show

ing how
 the cam

era can be used as a sham
ing device. But 

the redeploym
ent of the m

aterial in M
ilk intends to reverse 

this process of sham
ing: A

s the narrative on M
ilk’s activist life 

unfolds, it is the police and the hom
ophobic state apparatus 

that get sham
ed. 

!
e story of how

 gays and lesbians w
ent from

 covering 
their faces in sham

e to becom
ing ‘out and proud’ subjects 

m
arching in the streets has becom

e a standard narrative of gay 
liberation in the W

est. !
e annual Pride Parades in capitals and 

m
ajor cities in Europe and the U

.S. are often said to m
anifest 

how
 the fight for equality has been w

on, and that hom
ophobia 

and gender discrim
ination are things of the past. W

hen queer 
activists continue to be angry and criticize the current state 

M


 D



 

TO
UCHING HISTO

RY: 
ARCHIVAL RELATIO

NS IN Q
UEER ART AND THEO

RY

TH
E ARCH

IVE IS ALSO
 A PLACE O

F D
REAM

S 
—

 CARO
LYN

 STEED
M

AN
1



28
29

Touching History: Archival Relations in Queer Art and !
eory

M
athias Danbolt 

repositories for individual or collective —
 offi

cial or unoffi
cial 

—
docum

ents and m
aterials: Repositories that function as a 

basis for our attem
pts, how

ever partial or ineff
ective, to recon-

struct and represent stories of the past. 4 But the understanding 
of the archive as a place to consult w

hen w
riting history is 

fairly new
, dating back to the turn of the 19th century. Tradi-

tionally, the archive referred to the storage of legal and bureau-
cratic records, but the opening of the N

ational A
rchives in Paris 

to the public on July 25, 1794, sym
bolized a shift tow

ards a new
 

and m
odern archival spirit w

here the archive “m
orphed into a 

hybrid institution based in public adm
inistration and historical 

research alike.”
5 #

is process also coincided w
ith a sym

bolic 
shift from

 a sovereign form
 of ‘royal m

em
ory’ of great acts to 

the em
ergence of new

 form
s of ‘public m

em
ory’ of everyday 

life. 6 But questions of relevance and im
portance becam

e 
central in the task of selecting betw

een the vast quantities of 
m

aterial that could have potential interest in the future. Priori-
tizing paper docum

ents of an offi
cial character, the lim

itations 
of national archives to encom

pass collective m
em

ory has m
ade 

evident the im
portance of diff

erent kinds of archival structures 
for the transference of know

ledge and the w
riting of history. 

#
e question of the use of archives alw

ays im
plies ques-

tions of pow
er. A

s the philosopher Jacques D
errida points 

out in his influential book Archive Fever —
 A Freudian Im

pres-
sion (1995): “#

ere is no political pow
er w

ithout control of 
the archive, if not of m

em
ory. Eff

ective dem
ocratization can 

alw
ays be m

easured by this essential criterion: the participa-
tion in and the access to the archive, its constitution, and its 
interpretation.”

7 #
e question of control of the archives and 

m
em

ory is still a crucial one in our contem
porary context —

 
often described as “an archival age.”

8 #
e explosive develop-

m
ent of inform

ation technology has given rise to num
erous 

new
 form

s of archival structures, based on m
icrochips and 

hard drives, and available to us through the interface of 
laptops, iPods, and cell phones. In the age of G

ooglem
ania, w

e 
are ‘all’ said to be both archivists and archive consum

ers. 9 A
nd 

w
hilst it rem

ains im
portant to be aw

are of the universalizing 
Eurocentrism

 that runs through m
uch of the rhetoric on the 

W
eb 2.0. revolution, 10 the Internet has certainly transform

ed 
the structure of and relationship to the archives for m

any of us. 
#

e Internet, w
ith all its “chaotically sorted” inform

a-
tion, presents us w

ith dynam
ic and interactive archives —

 
archives of transm

ission and continual change, rather than 
static accum

ulation. 11 Traditional archives have taken up this 
challenge, and m

ajor libraries and m
useum

s have opened up 

of aff
airs, w

e are frequently dism
issed as ‘living in the past,’ 

being nostalgic about our lost status as victim
s, and refusing to 

realize how
 liberated w

e really are. But unfortunately this is far 
from

 the truth. A
s the story of the assassination of H

arvey M
ilk 

rem
inds us, increasing visibility does not necessarily result in 

long-term
 political progress, and the so-called victories are 

often conditional. O
nly som

e gays and lesbians have received 
basic rights of citizenship, and in m

any cases this has only 
been possible by breaking the “ties to all those w

ho are still 
outside,” as H

eather Love form
ulates it in her contribution to 

this volum
e. It is im

portant to resist the tem
pting progressive 

notion of history, and w
hen reflecting on the past, as film

s like 
M

ilk inspires us to do, rem
em

ber that the fight for a society 
livable for all continues in the present. 

But perhaps there is som
ething to this understanding of 

queer politics as being a thing of the past, although not in the 
sense that it is passé or out of date. R

ather, it could draw
 our 

attention to the m
any w

ays in w
hich queer politics continues 

to be touched by the past. 2 #
e reclaim

ing of the stigm
a-

inflected term
 ‘queer’ by activists and theorists in the early 

1990s, is an exam
ple of such aff

ective connections across tim
e, 

em
bedded as it is in the historical haunting of its pejorative 

use. In the sem
inal essay “C

ritically Q
ueer” (1993), Judith 

Butler reflects upon the perform
ative force of this appropria-

tion, asking w
hether ‘queer’ can “overcom

e its constitu-
tive history of injury” and be redeployed “in the direction 
of urgent and expanding political purposes.”

3 #
is diffi

cult 
balance betw

een the politics of the past and the present is 
central to current queer politics, as it is to m

any of the contri-
butions to Lost and Found: Q

ueerying the Archive. 
Recent queer art and theory have entered into relation-

ships w
ith the past in m

any w
ays, challenging traditional 

understandings of the archive, evidence, visibility, and truth. 
#

ese are central issues in Lost and Found’s focus on ‘queerying 
the archive,’ w

here artists and theorists query and queer 
the w

ay w
e do and understand history. #

is text outlines 
som

e of the archival strategies that are at stake in this w
ork, 

investigating how
 practices of speculating, flirting, im

ag-
ining, confronting, and unlearning m

ay open up new
 w

ays of 
touching and being touched by the past. 

AN
 ARCH

IVAL AGE
M

onum
ental buildings, m

useum
s, libraries, m

essy lofts, 
album

s, com
puters, and m

em
ory-sticks —

 archives com
e in 

m
any form

s. W
hen w

e talk about archives, w
e usually m

ean 
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chal legacies that dom
inated the art w

orld, the postm
odernist 

art of the 1980s launched a deep-rooted critique of the notion 
of representation itself. 

In the current ‘archival im
pulse’ in contem

porary art, 
described by the art historian H

al Foster, the relationships to 
the archives of art are som

ew
hat diff

erent. Foster argues that 
“the critiques of representational totality and institutional 
integrity […

] [are] generally assum
ed —

 not trium
phantly 

proclaim
ed or m

elancholically pondered.”
18 In other w

ords, 
the recent interest in the archives seem

s less m
otivated by a 

critique of the destructivity of archives than by using archives 
as points of departure for developing “alternative know

ledge 
or counter-m

em
ories.”

19 D
iscussing the w

ork of contem
po-

rary artists such as "
om

as H
irschhorn, Liam

 G
illick, Tacita 

D
ean, and Sam

 D
urant, Foster points out that the new

 archival 
art is characterized by a desire to “m

ake historical inform
a-

tion, often lost or displaced, physically present.”
20 O

ften using 
fragm

ents or obscure traces to em
bark on new

 explorations, 
these artists-as-archivists invite the spectator to participate 
in the production of m

eaning. Foster’s description of the 
archival im

pulse in contem
porary art is relevant to m

any of 
the artw

orks in Lost and Found that are sim
ilarly engaged in 

archival strategies of post-production and rem
ixing, citation 

and juxtaposition, collecting and com
bining. But w

hereas 
questions of gender, sexuality, and race are tellingly absent 
from

 Foster’s analysis of contem
porary archival art, a queer 

perspective on the archive can open up new
 understandings of 

this archival im
pulse in contem

porary art and theory.
 ALTERN

ATIVE ARCH
IVES

"
e archive has been a central subject of debate in relation 

to the w
riting of the histories of non-norm

ative sexualities.  
A

 com
m

on feature w
ithin both the tradition of Lesbian and 

G
ay Studies established in the 1970s and current w

ork in 
Q

ueer Studies is the deep-rooted m
istrust of public archival 

institutions. "
is w

ariness has m
any facets, related to 

ideology and the archival politics of the m
aterial collected. 

Peter H
egarty has pointed out that “early pioneers in this 

field [of G
ay and Lesbian Studies] found the recovery of gay 

and lesbian pasts to be im
peded by the lack of a coherent 

lesbian and gay archive, the deliberate destruction of personal 
letters, and the w

ithholding of access to archives for gay and 
lesbian scholars.”

21 "
ere are endless stories of archives lost 

or destroyed due to historical or contem
porary hom

ophobia, 
and researchers on gender and sexuality have often m

et fierce 

their collections online, giving new
 opportunities for people 

across the w
orld to access know

ledge form
erly only accessible 

to the few
. But it is im

portant to rem
em

ber that these tech-
nological developm

ents have also created new
 possibilities for 

surveillance, creating opaque archives of state security in our 
‘societies of control.’ 

It is crucial to question the political use and abuse of 
archives, just as it rem

ains central to question the politics of 
archiving itself. A

rchives are constituted by exclusion. It is 
the processes of selection, classification, and presentation for 
later analysis that “m

akes an object archival.”
12 "

e archive 
is therefore positioned betw

een m
em

ory and forgetting, 
betw

een order and chaos. A
s Ernst van A

lphen has m
ade clear, 

the introduction of system
s, orders, boundaries, and reason 

into w
hat is disparate and w

ithout contours can be view
ed  

as a practice of “consciousness and m
eaning production.”  

But the principle of coherence has a price, as the object’s  
“[u]niqueness, specificity, and individuality are destroyed 
w

ithin the process.”
13 In other w

ords, the archive is dependent 
on a principle of identification and recognition —

 a principle 
that risks reducing the m

aterial in the tyranny of categoriza-
tion that severs connections and other possible m

eanings. "
e 

process of archiving has therefore often been described as an 
act of violence, w

here an object’s adm
ission into the archive 

represents a form
 of “protective destruction.”

14 Q
uestions of 

archival violence have been strongly raised in relation to the 
archival m

ethods of totalitarian regim
es such as the Stalinist 

Soviet and N
azi G

erm
any, w

here the m
anipulation and 

destruction of archives and evidence w
ere im

portant strate-
gies of control —

 an im
portant historical context for m

any 
artists and theorists’ w

ork on archives and m
em

ory in the 
latter half of the 20th century. 15

In the art w
orld, the m

useum
 —

 functioning as an archive 
for storing and presenting w

orks to the public —
 has been a 

central site of critique, from
 the avant-garde m

ovem
ents in 

the early tw
entieth century to Institutional C

ritique and fem
i-

nist art and theory in the 1960s and 1970s. W
hile the form

er 
criticized the bourgeois m

useum
 for creating and m

aintaining 
the distance betw

een art and life, the latter delivered rigorous 
analyses of the econom

ic, gendered, racist, and heterosexist 
assum

ptions em
bedded in the ideal of the ‘neutral’ w

hite cube 
of the gallery. 16 "

eorists and artists w
orked to change the 

representational im
balance in art m

useum
s, focusing upon the 

exclusion of fem
ale, non-heterosexual, and non-w

hite artists 
in collections and curricula. 17 Fighting to overturn the patriar-
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w
riters.”

25 Instead, as stated on their hom
epage, LH

A
 is “a 

m
agical place —

 part library, part m
useum

, a com
m

unity 
gathering space” open to all lesbians. 26 LH

A
 has a policy of 

inclusion centered on w
hether som

ething has relevance to, or 
is m

ade by, a lesbian —
 displacing the notion of neutrality and 

objectivity often connected to the archive as institution. But 
the LH

A
 is not a ‘role m

odel-collection,’ as Joan N
estle calls it: 

It does not restrict itself to ‘good’ and ‘representable’ lesbians, 
since it also includes the diffi

cult histories. 27 
"

e im
portance of separatist archives, such as the LH

A
, 

has to be seen in the light of the representational im
balance 

in LG
BT history. Even w

ithin this field, it is evident that som
e 

subjects are m
ore visible than others. A

s pointed out by the 
curators of the landm

ark 1994 exhibition on gay and lesbian 
life in A

m
erica, Becom

ing Visible: !
e Legacy of Stonew

all, at 
N

ew
 York Public Library: “M

iddle-class gay w
hite m

en have 
been, and continue to be, m

uch m
ore visible in the photo-

graphic and archival record —
 as they are in the m

edia and in 
the streets —

 than lesbians, people of color, and w
orking-class 

people.”
28 W

hile such critiques of equal representation tend to 
be dism

issed and reduced to questions of ‘politically correct-
ness,’ it is im

portant to rem
ain aw

are of the structural factors 
at play in issues of invisibility: W

ho has access to archives and 
archiving? W

hat kind of m
aterial is archived and considered 

w
orth saving? H

ow
 is the archive organized? W

hat does one 
look for w

hen thinking and w
riting history?

Q
U

EERYIN
G LESBIAN

 AN
D

 GAY ARCH
IVES

"
e politics of identity central to the archival logic of 

lesbian and gay archives have been challenged by queer 
theory’s critique of sexual identities and categories. O

ne criti-
cism

 is based on the issue of anachronism
 in archives of gay 

and lesbian history. G
iven that the term

 ‘hom
osexuality’ is a 

fairly recent construction, dating back to the last tw
o decades 

of the 19th century, and the m
eaning of categories like ‘gay’ 

and ‘lesbian’ are even younger, categorizing historically on 
the basis of such m

odern term
s is seen as problem

atic. W
ould 

it be a form
 of archival violence to label people in the past 

som
ething like ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’ —

 term
s that describe m

odern 
identities they did not know

 of? O
f course, the fact that the 

categories them
selves did not exist does not m

ean that hom
o-

sexual acts did not happen —
 but how

 are w
e to categorize 

such actions of the past in the present? 
"

e historical contingency of identity categories has also 
been raised in relation to the reclaim

ing of historical subjects 

resistance. "
e exclusion of m

aterial on sexuality from
 the 

archives on a ‘m
oral’ basis is also rooted in the fact that hom

o-
sexuality and other ‘perversions’ have been crim

inalized and/
or pathologized until fairly recently in the W

est. In institutional 
archives, traces of hom

osexuality are usually only to be found 
in the registers of the crim

inal and sick. In the article “"
e 

Life of Infam
ous M

en” (1977), M
ichel Foucault discusses this 

particular form
 of ‘negative’ presence in the archives. 22 C

om
ing 

across an internm
ent register in Bibliothèque N

ationale in 
Paris, Foucault w

rites about the intensity of these fragm
ents of 

“[l]ives w
hich are as though they hadn’t existed, lives w

hich 
only survive from

 the clash w
ith a pow

er w
hose only w

ish 
w

as to annihilate or at least to eff
ace them

, lives w
hich only 

return to us through the eff
ect of m

ultiple chances.”
23 A

s in the 
influential study !

e H
istory of Sexuality (1976-1984), Foucault 

rem
inds us that repression does not necessarily im

ply invis-
ibility, but that discourses of sexuality m

ay be found in unex-
pected —

 and often uncom
fortable —

 places.
A

s a reaction to heterosexist and patriarchal state institu-
tions, several grassroots-based lesbian and gay archives w

ere 
opened in the 1970s throughout N

orth A
m

erica and Europe. 
N

ot w
anting histories to be left in the hands of potentially 

hom
ophobic history keepers, alternative institutions w

ere 
set up to save m

aterial and stories of lesbian and gay lives 
neglected in offi

cial versions of history. A
n im

portant feature 
of these archives is their com

m
unity-based structure, run by 

volunteers, w
ho collectively create their ow

n system
s of value 

and inclusion. 24 "
ese system

s often go beyond the technolo-
gies of inventory of institutional archives, w

ith their priori-
tization of textual and identifiable docum

ents. Since stories 
of hom

osexualities have been excluded from
 m

ost offi
cial 

discourses, these alternative archives often focus on other 
form

s of historical rem
ains, like art, popular cultural artifacts, 

clothes, anonym
ous pam

phlets and zines, and various form
s 

of m
iscellaneous ‘ephem

era.’
O

ne of the m
ost influential and long-standing of these 

alternative institutions is the Lesbian H
erstory A

rchives (LH
A

) 
in N

ew
 York. Started by a collective of lesbians in 1974, and for 

m
any years located in Joan N

estle’s apartm
ent on U

pper W
est 

Side M
anhattan, the archive has now

 grow
n to fill a four-story 

house of its ow
n in Brooklyn. LH

A
 is an exam

ple of how
 alter-

native archives often have im
portant social functions, posi-

tioning them
selves in stark opposition to the idea of an archive 

as “a dreary, dusty and dark place filled w
ith boxes of papers 

of interest only to a sm
all group of academ

ic researchers and 
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of subcultures, w
here queer subcultures —

 especially those 
including lesbians and people of color —

 are located at the 
bottom

 and tend to be left out of theoretical and historical 
accounts. A

rguing that queer subcultures m
ust be reckoned 

w
ith on their ow

n term
s, she states that “the nature of queer 

subcultural activity requires a nuanced theory of archives and 
archiving.”

33 O
ne im

portant aspect of queer archiving is that 
the boundaries betw

een archivists and cultural producers are 
blurred. It is often m

em
bers of the groups and com

m
unities 

them
selves that docum

ent the activities —
 not external ‘adult’ 

experts. Friendship netw
orks and cooperation are therefore 

central to the archival procedures, replacing the ideal of the 
disinterested archivist and researcher w

ith a reflexive under-
standing of the im

plicated activist-archivist. 34 
H

alberstam
 describes the ideal queer archive as an eclectic 

m
erging of ethnographic oral history, online databases and 

hom
e pages, collections of zines and tem

porary artifacts, 
and statem

ents and descriptions from
 activists and cultural 

producers. But she does not stop w
ith these diff

erent m
aterial 

repositories: 

[T]he notion of an archive has to extend beyond the im
age of a 

place to collect m
aterial or hold docum

ents, and it has to becom
e 

a floating signifier for the kind of lives im
plied by the paper 

rem
nants of show

s, clubs, events, and m
eetings. !

e archive is 
not sim

ply a repository; it is also a theory of cultural relevance, a 
construction of collective m

em
ory, and a com

plex record of queer 
activity. 35 

Pointing out that an archive needs users and interpreters 
to function, she urges cultural historians to “w

ade through the 
m

aterial and piece together the jigsaw
 puzzle of queer history 

in the m
aking.”

36

H
alberstam

’s queer archival practice challenges the 
discursive, m

aterial, and conceptual boundaries of conven-
tional archives. H

er focus on the im
portance of including 

lived experiences in the archives is inspired by the w
ork of the 

cultural theorist A
nn C

vetkovich and the perform
ance theorist 

José Esteban M
uñoz. In her influential book An Archive of Feel-

ings (2003), A
nn C

vetkovich argues that “Lesbian and gay 
history dem

ands a radical archive of em
otion in order to docu-

m
ent intim

acy, sexuality, love, and activism
 —

 all areas of 
experience that are diffi

cult to chronicle through the m
aterials 

of a traditional archive.”
37 But how

 to docum
ent feelings? A

s 
C

vetkovich discusses in her article “Photographing O
bjects” 

as lesbian or gay. In the process of rectifying the heteronor-
m

ative erasure of hom
osexuality, m

ajor historical figures and 
artists, like Leonardo da V

inci, C
aravaggio, and O

scar W
ilde, 

have been reclaim
ed as gay m

en. But this raises questions 
not only of anachronism

, but also of inclusion. A
s several of 

these m
en are know

n to have had (at least offi
cial) relation-

ships to w
om

en, w
hat is it that m

akes them
 gay and not 

bisexual, as som
e bi-activists claim

? A
nd w

ho decides? A
s 

C
lare H

em
m

ings points out in Bisexual Spaces (2002), there are 
several problem

s w
ith such a reclam

ation, as it form
s a politics 

of inclusion that “creates a never-ending necessity for identi-
fying the next excluded other to be incorporated.”

29 #
e battle 

over historical figures’ identities is problem
atic, H

em
m

ings 
contends, as it “m

aintain[s] the structure of inclusion and 
exclusion, itself productive of m

inoritization.”
30 Since the 

search for m
irrors of ‘ourselves’ in history is ultim

ately som
e-

thing that can never be accom
plished, w

e could instead learn 
m

ore by focusing on the partial and tangible relations to these 
incom

m
ensurable lives and experiences of the past.

#
ese diffi

culties of categorization go to the heart of the 
politics of archiving, and in this w

ay the queer critique of 
identities disturbs the logic of the archive. A

 queer under-
standing of the heterogeneous and fundam

entally indeter-
m

inate characteristics of sexuality challenges the traditional 
gay and lesbian archive, w

here history and m
aterial have 

been included and identified according to categories of sexual 
identity. A

 queer archive m
ay in this sense alm

ost seem
 like a 

contradiction in term
s, because if w

e understand identity to 
be essential for an archival order, the strength of queer theory 
is the continual pushing and troubling of such categories and 
definitions. But even though a queer perspective criticizes the 
essential status of identities, this does not m

ean that questions 
of identification and recognition are unnecessary or unim

por-
tant. A

 total lack of recognizability can m
ake life unlivable. 31 

#
e queer archival practices included in Lost and Found stand at 

this conflicted juncture, interrogating the term
s by w

hich the 
archive is constrained in order to open up possibilities for new

 
m

odes of archives and archival relations. 32

 SPECU
LATIN

G
#

e role and position of the archivist and researcher is 
at the center of recent queer theoretical ventures into the 
question of archives. In the essay “W

hat’s #
at Sm

ell? Q
ueer 

Tem
poralities and Subcultural Lives” (2005) cultural theorist 

Judith H
alberstam

 criticizes the hierarchies w
ithin studies 
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historical interpretation. In his w
ork on anonym

ous photo-
graphs of m

en, he m
akes a case out of the fact that he does 

not know
 w

hat the poses and gestures m
eant for the m

en in 
the im

ages. H
e has no evidence that can prove that there w

as 
a sexual or erotic relationship betw

een the m
any aff

ectionate 
m

en in these photos. But neither is there any evidence of the 
opposite. C

ountering w
hat w

e could term
 the evidentiary 

logic of heteronorm
ativity —

 im
plying that all are hetero-

sexual until the contrary is proven —
 D

eitcher argues for the 
im

portance of a speculative m
ethod. “From

 a queer perspec-
tive,” he w

rites, “this self-im
posed horizon of historical 

know
ledge has a salutary eff

ect, inasm
uch as it rejects the 

hubris that so often m
otivates m

ore elaborately legitim
ated 

attem
pts at historical reclam

ation.”
43 "

is queering of the 
evidential can be seen as a larger m

ove w
ithin queer studies —

 
aw

ay from
 the essentialist fantasy of finding the crucial piece 

of evidence that can identify som
eone’s hom

osexuality, and 
tow

ards an acknow
ledgem

ent of the uncertain as a productive 
site of entertainm

ent.
O

bviously, the practice of interpreting historical m
aterial 

w
here ‘hard evidence’ is scarce or lacking is not som

ething 
unique to queer studies, nor is it som

ething that the m
inori-

tarian subject has a privileged relationship to. But the reflex-
ivity and productivity of this position is seldom

 acknow
ledged 

in other areas of study. A
s the art historian C

arol M
avor reflects 

upon in the introduction to her book on sexuality and eroti-
cism

 in V
ictorian photographs, Becom

ings: 

All historical research, w
hether the objects of study are from

 a 
long tim

e ago or yesterday, feeds on a desire to know
, to com

e 
closer to the person, object, under study. !

ough w
e go to great 

pains to cover up our desire, to m
ake our voice objective, to see 

that our findings are grounded, to dism
iss our ow

n bodies, w
e 

flirt (som
e of us m

ore overtly, others m
ore secretly) w

ith the past. 
Flirting, as a gam

e of suspension w
ithout the finale of seduction, 

keeps our subjects alive —
 ripe for further inquiry, probing 

further research. !
e m

ore w
e flirt, the m

ore w
e fantasize about 

our subject, the m
ore elusive and desirable it becom

es. 44

IM
AGIN

IN
G

C
heryl D

unye’s feature film
 !

e W
aterm

elon W
om

an (1997) 
shares this flirtatious and speculative relationship to history. 
"

e film
 centers on the video clerk ‘C

heryl’ (played by D
unye 

herself) w
ho w

ants to becom
e a film

m
aker. D

eciding that 
her first film

 project w
ill be a docum

entary on ‘"
e W

ater-

here, em
otions and sexuality can only be archived indirectly, 

and art and cultural artifacts can therefore function as im
por-

tant archival practices.
A

long a sim
ilar line, in “Ephem

era as Evidence” (1996), 
José Esteban M

uñoz argues that the ephem
eral is central to an 

understanding queer history. Focusing on the tem
porality of 

queer acts and perform
ance, M

uñoz w
rites: 

Q
ueerness is often transm

itted covertly. !
is has everything to do 

w
ith the fact that leaving too m

uch of a trace has often m
eant that 

the queer subject has left herself open for attack. Instead of being 
clearly available as visible evidence, queerness has instead existed 
as innuendo, gossip, fleeting m

om
ents, and perform

ances that are 
m

eant to be interacted w
ith by those w

ithin its epistem
ological 

sphere —
 w

hile evaporating at the touch of those w
ho w

ould 
elim

inate queer possibility. 38 

M
uñoz rem

inds us that the lack of queer presence in 
offi

cial archives and history is related to the perform
ative and 

ephem
eral quality of queer acts. Focusing on the ‘invisible 

evidence’ of queerness, he show
s the necessity of rethinking 

the evidential w
hen w

riting queer history. Interested in 
paying heed to the “w

orldm
aking qualities” of perform

-
ance and queer acts —

 events that disappear “in the very 
act of m

aterializing”
39 —

 M
uñoz show

s the im
portance of an 

expanded understanding of m
ateriality, one that centers on 

the “traces, glim
m

ers, residues, and specks of things.”
40 H

is 
focus on the ephem

eral is therefore not to be understood as a 
m

ove aw
ay from

 either questions of truth or m
ateriality: "

e 
ephem

eral does not equal im
m

ateriality, it is rather “another 
understanding of w

hat m
atters.”

41 H
is argum

ent of the 
im

portance of invisible evidence m
ight sound speculative to 

som
e, but the speculative is not negative in this case. R

ather, 
his em

brace of an anti-rigorous m
ethodology is a strategy to 

confront the institutional ideology of ‘hard facts’ that dom
i-

nates the hum
anities —

 an ideology that excludes the tem
po-

rary and perform
ative know

ledges of queerness. 

FLIRTIN
G

"
e focus on the ephem

eral represents a diff
erent 

m
odality of proof and argum

entation —
 one that w

elcom
es 

the tentative and provisional. M
uñoz is not alone in pointing 

out the im
portance of queering the evidential. 42 In D

ear Friends 
—

 Am
erican Photographs of M

en Together 1849-1918 (2001), D
avid 

D
eitcher argues in a sim

ilar w
ay for the value of uncertainty in 
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have it); if I’m
 trying to fill in the blanks that the slave narratives 

left […
] then the approach that’s m

ost productive and trustw
orthy 

for m
e is the recollection that m

oves from
 the im

age to the text. 
Not from

 the text to the im
age. 45

M
orrison is critical of the credibility given to verifiable 

‘facts’ in the archive —
 a discourse that m

arginalized subjects 
have seldom

 had the possibility to take part in, though 
they often w

ere its subject. Instead, M
orrison argues for the 

“gravest responsibility” of the im
agination. 46 !

e fictional 
evidence of Fae R

ichards in !
e W

aterm
elon W

om
an invites us to 

reflect upon the fact that though this archive is fictional, it still 
m

ay represent a truth.

CO
N

FRO
N

TIN
G

!
e W

aterm
elon W

om
an, like m

any other w
orks in Lost and 

Found, represents w
hat C

arolyn D
inshaw

 describes as “a queer 
historical im

pulse […
] to m

ake connections across tim
e.”

47 
But these connections can be anything but pleasant, as C

onny 
K

arlsson and A
ndy C

andy’s video I Am
 O

ther (Candy &
 M

e) 
(2007-2008) m

akes clear. !
is poetic video w

ork presents us 
w

ith com
plex questions of identification, recognition, and 

expectations of transsexuality, through a careful archival 
strategy of reenactm

ent. In the w
ork, the Sw

edish activist and 
w

riter A
ndy C

andy reem
bodies the form

er W
arhol Super-

star C
andy D

arling, as portrayed by Peter H
ujar in his fam

ous 
photo Candy D

arling O
n H

er D
eath Bed (1974) —

 know
n to m

any 
from

 the cover of A
nthony and !

e Johnsons’ album
 I Am

 a 
Bird N

ow
 (2005). In the voice-over, A

ndy C
andy talks about 

the confrontation w
ith such historical im

ages: 

Candy D
arling represents to m

e w
hat you can expect of a 

transw
om

an. !
e m

ost w
ell know

n im
age of Candy is from

 1974 
w

hen she lies on her death bed. For a long tim
e I have not w

anted 
to identify m

yself w
ith the com

m
on im

age of a transperson. I 
refuse to be that lonely, scared, vulnerable,  
and tragic transperson. 48

!
e act of taking the nam

e A
ndy C

andy and reem
bodying 

C
andy D

arling’s im
age in this film

 can be read as an act of iden-
tification, creating an aff

ective and partial com
m

unity across 
tim

e, in C
arolyn D

inshaw
’s term

s. But the critical focus on the 
stereotypical scripts that this story represents highlights the 
am

bivalence and conflicted nature of such connections w
ith 

the past. W
hile paying heed to the legacy of transw

om
en like 

m
elon W

om
en,’ a black actress she has seen in a H

ollyw
ood 

m
ovie from

 the 1930s, the narrative unfolds through a series 
of encounters w

ith diff
erent archives. W

e follow
 C

heryl 
on her extensive, but futile, search for inform

ation on !
e 

W
aterm

elon W
om

an  —
 brow

sing through books at the public 
library, questioning people on the street, visiting a collec-
tion of black film

 and m
em

orabilia, interview
ing an academ

ic 
theorist —

 as w
ell as her m

other. N
ow

here does she find any 
inform

ation. But an old acquaintance of her m
other, the ‘stone 

butch’ Shirley, sets her on the right track: She knew
 Fae 

R
ichards, w

hich is !
e W

aterm
elon W

om
an’s real nam

e, from
 

the m
usic and dance clubs in the old days. K

now
ing her nam

e, 
and understanding that she w

as a ‘Sapphic sister’ like herself, 
C

heryl goes to N
ew

 York to visit C
.L.I.T. —

 C
enter for Lesbian 

Inform
ation and Technology (a hum

orous parody on the 
Lesbian H

erstory A
rchives). In this chaotic and cozy archive 

she finds a box full of im
ages of Fae R

ichards and m
anages to 

track dow
n R

ichard’s life partner, w
ho tells C

heryl that she 
has passed aw

ay. A
lthough C

heryl concludes that her docu-
m

entary cannot be m
ade, the film

 ends w
ith her presenting 

the biography of Fae R
ichards w

hile show
ing the beautiful 

black-and-w
hite photographs she has found and collected. 

W
hile this story is told, the end credits intersperse w

ith a text 
stating that the artist Zoe Leonard has created the im

ages of 
Fae R

ichards. !
e credits end w

ith the follow
ing statem

ent, 
“Som

etim
es you have to create your ow

n history. !
e W

ater-
m

elon W
om

en is fictional —
 C

heryl D
unye.” 

Just because the archival evidence of Fae R
ichards’s life and 

career in !
e W

aterm
elon W

om
an is revealed to be as fictitious as 

the film
 itself, this does not m

ean that people like R
ichards did 

not exist. R
ather, the film

’s staging of the racist and heteronor-
m

ative dispositions of institutional archives rem
inds us that 

such stories w
ould probably never have been docum

ented in 
offi

cial archives in the first place. A
s a reaction to these em

pty 
archives, D

unye and Zoe Leonard have created their ow
n. 

!
e author Tony M

orrison m
akes an im

portant point 
in this regard in her article “!

e Site of M
em

ory” (1990). 
Reflecting upon the task of w

riting the traum
atic history of 

slavery from
 the perspective of black w

om
en, she points out 

that the crucial distinction in history is not betw
een fact and 

fiction, but betw
een fact and truth: 

[F]acts can exist w
ithout hum

an intelligence, but truth cannot. 
So if I’m

 looking to find and expose a truth about the interior life 
of people w

ho didn’t w
rite it (w

hich doesn’t m
ean that they didn’t 
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Learning N
orm

alcy invites us to think about identity 
in term

s of process and reiteration, and in this w
ay it outs 

“the unthought of norm
alcy,” to use a phrase by D

eborah P. 
Britzm

an. !
e concept of norm

ality is central to the field of 
pedagogy, as Britzm

an m
akes clear in her book Lost Subjects, 

Contested O
bjects (1998). In her explorations of how

 one can 
develop a queer pedagogy, she w

onders w
hether “pedagogy 

[can] m
ove beyond the production of rigid subject positions 

and ponder the fashioning of the self that occurs w
hen atten-

tion is given to the perform
ativity of the subject.”

51 She argues 
for the im

portance of developing a pedagogy of uncertainty 
and risk, one that unsettles the self as the center of education. 
C

entral to such a project is a critique of the regulations and 
eff

ects of norm
alcy: “[N

]orm
alcy [is] a conceptual order that 

refuses to im
agine the very possibility of the other […

] because 
the production of otherness as an outside is central to its ow

n 
self-recognition.”

52 By pointing out the exclusionary logic 
underlying ideas of norm

alcy, she show
s how

 a pedagogy 
focused on norm

ality results in a huge loss of possibilities.
If norm

alcy can be learned, can it also be unlearned? 
!

e im
portance of ‘unlearning’ has been strongly raised in 

critical race theory and postcolonial studies, in the process 
of breaking dow

n deep-rooted assum
ptions about race, 

gender, and sexuality. In her critique of racial and gendered 
privileges, G

ayatari Spivak raises the question of learning 
and unlearning, focusing on the loss at the heart of being 
the privileged. 53 D

onna Landry and G
erald M

acLean explain 
these losses in their introduction to !

e Spivak Reader: “O
ur 

privileges, w
hatever they m

ay be in term
s of race, class, 

nationality, gender, and the like, m
ay have prevented us 

from
 gaining a certain kind of O

ther know
ledge: not sim

ply 
inform

ation that w
e have not yet received, but the know

l-
edge that w

e are not equipped to understand by reason of our 
social positions.”

54 U
nlearning our privileges m

eans fighting 
norm

alcy’s “passion for ignorance.”
55 It sum

m
ons us to ques-

tion our position, our know
ledge production, and our rela-

tionship to others. Touching the building blocks of historical 
pedagogy in Learning N

orm
alcy can inspire us to question the 

histories and concepts w
e live w

ith and live by, fueling our 
desire to unlearn norm

alcy, “w
orking critically back through 

one’s history, prejudices, and learned, but now
 seem

ingly 
instinctual responses.”

56 !
rough this diffi

cult process w
e can 

strive for gaining know
ledges that have been hidden from

 our 
lim

ited perspectives —
 perspectives that luckily are never fully 

determ
ined or final.

C
andy D

arling, A
ndy C

andy does not w
ant to stay put in this 

com
m

unity of victim
s. C

laim
ing that the only w

ay of dism
an-

tling an im
age is to first “recognize that it exists,” the video 

show
s how

 confronting the archive can be a strategy of resist-
ance: A

fter A
ndy C

andy has pointed out how
 there is “nothing 

liberating in being an object,” she leaves the prescribed ‘death 
bed’ and w

alks out of the im
age —

 out of the archive.

U
N

LEARN
IN

G 
“W

hat is it to learn?” the postcolonial theorist G
ayatri 

C
hakravorty Spivak asks repeatedly in the essay “A

cting Bits/
Identity Talk” (1992). 49 In I Am

 O
ther (Candy &

 M
e) this nearly 

im
possible question is taken up through a problem

atization 
of the scripted narrative of gender transition em

bedded in the 
diagnosis ‘transsexuality’ —

 a narrative A
ndy C

andy refuses 
to accept. !

is question of learning how
 to do gender arises in 

a som
ew

hat diff
erent w

ay w
hen confronted w

ith K
im

berly 
A

ustin’s adult-sized alphabet blocks in the installation 
Learning N

orm
alcy (1997). !

e blocks spell out the alphabet 
w

ith im
ages of objects and texts from

 old m
anuals on health, 

childhood developm
ent, hygiene, and sex and m

arriage. !
e 

text on block A
 (for A

pple, A
irplane, A

rteries, A
lligator) says, 

“A
dolescents need outlets for the sexual tensions building 

up w
ith them

. If no norm
al and natural associations w

ith the 
opposite sex are developed, really abnorm

al behavior m
ay 

develop.” !
ese scripts of proper behavior have been w

ritten 
to parents and adults to help children grow

 up in a correct and 
norm

al w
ay. But in Learning N

orm
alcy, the instructions are 

rem
oved from

 their instructional context and displaced on the 
disturbingly over-sized alphabet blocks inviting to be played 
w

ith. Engaging w
ith this installation then, w

e are encouraged 
to (re)enter a process of learning. But w

hat is there to learn? 
In a tim

e w
hen public debates on child-rearing seem

 to 
be centered on learning gender-specific behavior based on 
stereotypical notions of m

asculinity and fem
ininity, A

ustin’s 
engagem

ent w
ith the archive of pedagogical texts on norm

alcy 
seem

s anything but outdated. But as the blocks in the w
orks 

are directed tow
ards adult bodies, they also point our atten-

tion to the fact that w
e never finish the process of learning 

how
 to do gender and sexuality. G

ender is an activity w
e 

continually perform
, w

hether w
e know

 it or not. But the term
s 

and w
ays of understanding gender are not som

ething w
e can 

rem
ake on our ow

n, as they are connected to the realm
 of the 

social —
 to language, relationality, and how

 w
e are perceived 

by others. W
e alw

ays “act in concert,” as Judith Butler says. 50 
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 REM
EM

BERIN
G TH

E H
ERE AN

D
 N

O
W

!
e queer archival practices in Lost and Found do not only 

alter the hierarchies of legitim
acy that structure the tradi-

tional archives; they also challenge the production of signifi-
cance in history. W

ithin art history, questions of relevance 
and im

portance are usually addressed in term
s of a w

ork’s 
relationship to artistic traditions. But m

any queer art prac-
tices have relations to the past that are detached from

 these 
traditional teleological tim

e fram
es —

 finding legitim
acy in 

neither endorsed historical traditions nor in their utility for 
future generations. 

Fem
inist theorists have criticized the ‘generational 

legacy’ paradigm
 central to the production of relevance in 

history, w
here the present is held up to standards of the past, 

assum
ing a problem

atic reproductive logic. 57 Q
ueer archival 

practices urge us to overcom
e this logic of ‘reproductive 

futurism
’ by developing other m

odels of transm
ission than 

dom
inant nuclear fam

ily narratives, w
here the C

hild rem
ains 

the horizon of w
hat and how

 w
e think of the future. 58 A

ny 
queer archive has to rew

ork this heteronorm
ative investm

ent 
in history. H

ere, the perform
ance historian D

avid Rom
án’s 

attention to the value of the here and now
 is central. Rom

án 
em

phasizes that perform
ances “should not need to prove 

relevant to future generations in order to be valued today,  
nor should they be obliged to build on conventional m

odels  
of tradition to be deem

ed significant. R
ather, the contem

po-
rary should be evaluated prim

arily in term
s of how

 it serves  
its im

m
ediate audience.”

59 
!

e artists and theorists in Lost and Found address their 
ow

n historical m
om

ent. Setting up unpredictable encounters 
w

ith history —
 encounters that are flirtatious and painful, 

funny and disturbing —
 they draw

 attention to how
 w

e are 
touched by the past, w

hether w
e w

ant to be or not. !
e 

im
portance of these touches does not need to be legitim

ized 
by reference to the past or the future —

 they can be felt here 
and now

. 
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