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			PART I

			Introduction

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Introduction

			 In 1991, as a college senior, I set out to write a history paper on the impact of lesbian feminism on the wider women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s. As I recall, I found three books on lesbianism in my university’s entire card catalog, one of which was published in the 1930s and titled Female Sex Perversion.1 Having recently come out as queer, this experience gave me pause. Surely, more history than this existed. Where were the stories of my predecessors?

			The prospects for learning about alternative sexuality are much improved today. Most libraries now offer many books on the topic; representations of same-sex desire and gender variance are relatively common in popular culture; and issues facing lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) communities are a regular topic on the nightly news. Yet the rapid rate at which queer topics have entered the mainstream, plus the emphasis on current events, could conceivably give the impression that LGBT people have only quite recently begun to form communities, advocate for civil rights, and contribute to US culture. Indeed, we could hardly blame someone not particularly informed about the past for assuming that same-sex desire itself is a product of the late twentieth century.

			Clearly, the current situation calls for some historical context, and museums are well suited to respond to such a call. Plenty of books have been written on the subject, but these tend to appeal to a specialized audience. A few feature films have considered the lives of gays and lesbians in earlier eras, and a documentary on gay and lesbian AIDS activism was nominated for an Academy Award in 2013.2 Museums, however, generally seem to be lagging behind in efforts to present the lives of LGBT people in the past. This is particularly troubling when we consider the respect given to museums as arbiters of history.3 An important opportunity is being missed.

			With this book, I hope to make a small contribution to rectifying the situation by providing a starting point for museums and historic sites interested in interpreting LGBT history. Written for museum professionals and focusing primarily on interpretation, this volume offers an introduction to the rewards and challenges of telling the stories of same-sex love and desire. The book is part of a larger series on “Interpreting History,” a joint effort by the American Association for State and Local History (AASLH) and Rowman & Littlefield. As with other books in the series, Interpreting LGBT History at Museums and Historic Sites provides a basic outline of the field with plenty of suggestions for further investigation.

			Layout of the Book

			Interpreting LGBT History, as one of the first monographs dealing specifically with LGBT history in museum settings, serves primarily as an introduction to the topic. In the chapters that follow, I seek to provide a broad synthesis of historical scholarship related to the LGBT past, a glimpse of some of the unique issues involved in interpreting this topic, a few case studies, and some guidance on where readers can learn more. We begin with this introductory part, which offers an orientation to the book’s organization and premise. In the following chapter, also introductory, I advocate for the importance of organizations undertaking this work despite its potential challenges.

			The second part of the book consists of a historical overview. Its introductory chapter explores some of the special considerations involved in researching people in the past whose lives were marked by secrecy and circumspection. The three main chapters of this part, followed by a short coda, explore the full sweep of variant sexuality and gender in US history, from colonization to the first decades of the twenty-first century. It is a fascinating story, and the limited space in this volume can hardly do it justice. I urge readers to keep in mind that these chapters tell only the highlights of an intricate tale. My endnotes and the annotated bibliography that appears in the back of this book will guide those who are interested to more detailed information.

			We then move from the past to the present—from the history to the business of interpreting this history. The third part of this book considers some real-world examples of museums and historic sites that have included LGBT people in their telling of the past. The part begins with a chapter considering the current state of LGBT historical interpretation in an effort to tease out trends and alert readers to other organizations that may be able to provide guidance on new initiatives. After this overview, three case studies provide in-depth examples. These chapters—written by museum professionals with firsthand experience of the efforts they describe—include a major exhibit at a city history museum, a series of interpretive decisions at historic house museums, and LGBT history programming aimed specifically at high school students. The authors share not only their successes but also the questions and challenges the creation process posed for each one. After the case studies, we explore some issues all organizations must consider when planning interpretive efforts in this area. This part, and the book as a whole, concludes with an encapsulated discussion of suggestions made by others with experience interpreting LGBT history. Through this summary, perhaps future efforts can avoid some of the pitfalls of earlier projects and instead create increasingly nuanced and sophisticated interpretations of this part of the American past.

			In addition to the narrative, this volume also offers a few appendices. One is a timeline of significant events in LGBT history. The timeline is followed by recommendations for further reading as well as a comprehensive bibliography of sources consulted in the course of writing this book.
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			Figure 1.1. Members of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence, a street performance troupe raising awareness about queer sexuality, New York City. 

			Courtesy of David Shankbone

			Terminology and Theoretical Framework

			One of the most difficult parts of this project has been deciding what terminology to use. The words used to describe variant gender expression and sexuality are by no means universally agreed upon, nor do they even necessarily carry the same connotation from one region of the country to another. Readers should be aware that the words I choose to employ throughout this book may well raise concern with others who work in this field. Interpreters should approach the task of determining appropriate terminology with care and in consultation with stakeholders. Nevertheless, I offer here an explanation of the choices I have made, in order to avoid confusion.

			Throughout the volume, I employ the acronym LGBT, which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender. It replaces the term GLBT, which was in use for at least a decade; GLBT stands for the same words, just in a different order. Both of these terms—along with the alternative LGBTQ, where the Q stands for either “queer” or (in educational settings) “questioning”—are contemporary constructions, having been in use only since about the 1990s. As such, I am not entirely at peace with my decision to apply this term, LGBT, to the past. These four distinct groups of people have not always understood themselves to be part of one community—nor do they necessarily agree with that premise now. In addition, these terms are often employed as a gesture at inclusivity to bisexual and transgender people, when in reality the “community” is assumed to be gay and lesbian, and the inclusion of others is in name only. In an effort to be both more historically accurate and more specific, I often employ the term “gays and lesbians” or “homosexuals” when discussing historical events or controversies that involved these groups specifically, rather than the larger conglomeration that would be associated together in our own era. However, readers should be aware that in the contemporary era, the use of “homosexual” as a noun has potentially negative connotations. It refers to a specific medical construction, which equated same-sex desire with deviance and mental illness. I have chosen to use the word when discussing the past because it does describe the dominant framework for much of the twentieth century; however, I mark it here as a historical term, along the lines of “invert” or “sodomite.”4

			The term “transgender,” like the phrase “LGBT,” entered common parlance only a few decades ago and describes a range of gender expressions that do not match a person’s physical sex. The word—or its more recent counterpart, “trans”—largely replaces the word “transsexual,” which now, if used at all, specifically refers to people who have also undergone surgical modification to reassign their physical sex. Some people who do not strongly identify with their assigned gender but who reject the idea of binary gender roles (which demand a choice between only two options, man and woman) have more recently adopted the term “genderqueer” as a more comfortable description of their identity. Courtesy demands that transgender people be referred to by their chosen gender identity. Thus, the phrase “trans man” refers to someone who identifies as a man though born with a female
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