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Celebrating is remembering: OUTing the Past as a study in the
reflective and transformative potential of small events
K. G. Valentea and Stephen M. Hornbyb

aMathematics and LGBTQ Studies, Colgate University, Hamilton, NY, USA; bDrama & Theatre Practice,
University of Salford, Salford, UK

ABSTRACT
Since its emergence in the latter half of the twentieth century,
public history has engendered ongoing transformations in the
creation and dissemination of knowledge. Its aims, as well as
efforts undertaken as part of its praxis, are reminders that
collaborative engagements with individuals and communities can
simultaneously serve to commemorate, educate and empower.
Recent scholarship that examines pop-up events underscores
both their significance to public history and the innovative
potential they represent in celebrating LGBT+ lives and
experiences. In particular, the extent to which they encourage
considerations of space that are more attentive to localities and
pluralities is indicative of the disruptive significance of small-scale
events. Among other possibilities that lend themselves to
expanding the reach of public history, particularly by adopting
new modes of interpretation that place a premium on active
engagement, creative arts programming provides a pathway to
stimulating interest in exploring and understanding the past.

The work of OUTing the Past, a UK-based organisation,
effectively reflects aspirations associated with public history, with
the logistical benefits of pop-up events and the contributions of
creative productions finding purchase in its programming.
Documenting the commitments it makes to re/centring history
and the frameworks it has strategically developed in realising
these provides the impetus for this critical study of a multifaceted
approach to promoting small-scale LGBT+ celebrations.
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While early instances of collective action motivated people to take to the streets, Pride
events have evolved over the years in ways that lay claim to large portions of urban
and cultural landscapes. Today such celebrations are associated with multi-day events
in cities around the world and have become destinations for queer tourism. Their
increased scope and presence, as welcomed as this might be in resisting marginalisation
and enhancing solidarity, has been accompanied by critical examinations of the various –
and contested – forms of commodification, commemoration, and homonormalisation/
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nationalism accompanying their expansion.1 OUTing the Past (OTP), a not-for-profit
organisation that coordinates various events in the UK and elsewhere, strategically
pursues alternatives to large-scale gatherings by promoting local embeddedness and rel-
evance when engaging audiences in the examination of LGBT+ histories.2 The public
presentations and performances it facilitates typically take place in museums, libraries,
galleries, community centres and specifically selected venues – spaces in which partici-
pants might better appreciate that remembering is essential to celebrating.3

The scale of events supported by OTP is not indicative of a lack of ambition; rather it
reflects a commitment to activism and serving the needs of local audiences, attributes
that inspired and have sustained efforts in public history. Indeed, Lara Kelland (2018)
reminds readers that grassroots agency in the service of uncovering the LGBT+ past
played a significant role in the emergence of public history. The disruptive impulses
that continue to shape it include sanctioning new sites of knowledge production,
which helped to take history out of the formal confines of the academy, and simul-
taneously fostering new arrangements for sharing and disseminating this knowledge.
These retain their salience in the context of large-scale celebrations insofar as commer-
cial, promotional and logistical imperatives have reimposed structures against which
interests in better appreciating the queer past continue to assert themselves.

Pop-up events have been one of the various means by which public historians have
highlighted the interests and served the needs of particular communities (Kelland,
2018, p. 378). The spatial and temporal flexibility they represent fosters a freshness
that can benefit audiences, providers and organisers. Of equal importance, their ability
to re/centre meaningful engagements on localities and pluralities has been leveraged
for a wide range of community-based activities that value specificity or granularity. In
these regards, the transformative potential of pop-ups shares significant similarities to
the work of OTP, which intentionally aims to prioritise the active, collaborative and
nuanced participation of stakeholders rather than the kind of passive or consumptive
atmosphere that can pervade large-scale Pride events.

This paper begins focusing on the work of OTP with a brief account of its origins,
which serves to contextualise its mission to address ‘silence and denial by promoting
… rich and fascinating insights into past attitudes and behaviours related to sexuality
and gender’ (OUTing the Past, n.d.). In addition to its historically relevant content,
the overview also details the model that the organisation has developed over the years
to deliver the longest-standing element of its programming: LGBT+ History Month.
Aligning with several key tenets of public history, the infrastructure that OTP provides
emphasises connectivity and participation by empowering local sites to curate pro-
grammes that best reflect their communities, as well as their particular commitments
to social change and civic engagement. The paper continues with a section that considers
the implementation of these strategies and incorporates testimonials from local event
coordinators, some of which specifically address engaging queer youth. It also reflects
on inherent challenges in critically examining OTP’s cohesive and collaborative, yet
intentionally diffuse and transferrable, model for celebration and commemoration.

Heritage premières, new plays based on original historical research, have become an
innovative and transformative component of programming that OTP has coordinated in
the UK in recent years. Staged with the involvement of local organisations and audience
members, forms of engagement that reinforce associations with public history praxis,
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these performances encourage a variety of interpretive perspectives by intentionally
adopting creative ways for reflecting on past lives and experiences. Further developing
themes of participation and re/connection, the final section of this paper considers
another element of OTP’s endeavours by focusing on its efforts to employ theatre and
dramaturgy as ways of extending the reach and scope of LGBT+ history. At the same
time, the synergies created by and through its heritage premières underscore commit-
ments to intimacy and provide opportunities for transgenerational understanding
through the work of creatively completing and staging the past.

OUTing the Past in historical context

The emphasis that OUTing the Past places on efforts to expand understanding through
public engagements with queer history makes it natural to begin by briefly recounting the
organisation’s lineage. Indeed, the spirit of activism that inspired early Pride events
permeates both the heritage and ethos of OTP, and Sue Sanders (2020, p. 47) traces its
origins to the emergence in 1974 of a small number of union activists from around
the UK who collectively identified as the Gay Teachers Group. The transformation
from a social to a politically active group was largely a response to the firing of one of
its members after being outed. The Gay Teachers Group soon became Schools OUT
UK and adopted a mission of combatting homophobia. Sanders took on a leadership
role in the 1990s and remains chair of the charity to this day.

Complementing her commitment to Schools OUT UK, Sanders was involved in devel-
oping and providing resources that could be used in schools as well as delivering equality
training workshops. She recounts her early engagements as being galvanised by two dispa-
rate but significant events in modern British history associated with institutionalising injus-
tices: the enactment of Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988 and the 1999 release of
MacPherson Report into the death of the Black teenager Stephen Lawrence (Sanders, 2020,
pp. 47–49). In particular, Section 28 prohibited schools, as well as local councils, from ‘pro-
moting the teaching of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’
(National Archives, n.d.). Responding to the homophobia that underpinned and attended
the imposition of Section 28 was a call to many, and the activism imbuing early Pride
marches in the UK has a direct relationship to efforts that led to repealing the law in 2003.

Sanders’ efforts in confronting and combating homophobia merged with an increased
institutional openness to acknowledging and addressing discrimination that followed the
release of the MacPherson Report. In particular, she acknowledges the importance that
Black lesbian feminists had on the trainings she was then developing and facilitating
(Sanders, 2020, p. 49), which made clear to her the need to reclaim lesbian histories
that had long been hidden. At the same time, Sanders recognized the power associated
with the emergence of Black History Month in the US in the 1970s and worked within
a network of fellow activists who were subsequently inspired to establish October as a
time to both celebrate and focus attention on Black British history. Sanders and her
Schools OUT UK co-chair, Paul Patrick, were also encouraged by queer activism in
the US in the 1990s that was laying claim to October as a time to celebrate LGBT+
history and dedicated themselves to creating a similar space in the UK. Attentive to
the pedagogical relevance of their efforts, as well as the academic calendars followed
by the schools they sought to transform, they settled on February as the month that
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best provided that space, and the first LGBT+ History Month took place in 2005. Today,
OTP works in partnership with Schools OUT UK, though it now plays a more direct role
in coordinating and delivering events.4

Programming LGBT+ History Month

The programming specifically associated with LGBT+ History Month developed organi-
cally and in response to the voluntary and grassroots nature of both Schools OUT UK
and OUTing the Past. Over time, however, a productive model for events emerged
that is both collaborative and distributive. As a first step in one thread of programme
development, a call for contributions is typically disseminated in August using estab-
lished lists and networks associated with those working in the heritage sector as well
as outreach that leverages OTP’s website and social media. The call and the submission
form that accompanies it are designed to encourage a broad range of participation, from
academics and heritage professionals, to those engaged in community-level projects, to
amateur historians, to others who offer unique testimonials that can provide new infor-
mation or readings on the queer past. A key guideline informs both the solicitation and
review processes: proposed presentations should showcase an evidence-based engage-
ment with the past that draws upon archival resources, ephemeral materials, or personal
oral testimonies. Submissions are reviewed by OTP’s Academic Advisory Panel as a way
of ensuring that proposals align with its mission to ‘popularize the study, and hence a
fuller understanding, of past attitudes towards sex and gender diversity… among the
general public’ (OUTing the Past, n.d.). The proposal review process results in a
‘gazette’ of presentations that is formally adopted and circulated by OTP.

Alongside the work of developing the gazette, organisations and venues are invited to
apply to host an event as part of the LGBT+ History Month programme. Selected venues,
which are termed ‘hubs’, undertake a number of tasks to ensure a consistent standard of pro-
gramme delivery, including accessibility, the provision of dedicated space for presentations,
the ability to accommodate presenters, a commitment to partner with OTP in terms of sche-
duling and promoting the event and an acknowledged awareness of OTP’s mission to
increase the public’s awareness and engagement with LGBT+ history. Beyond addressing
shared aspects of hosting an event, each hub selects presentations from the gazette produced
by OTP to develop a programme that best reflects its organisational aims, interests and
undertakings. For many organisations partnering with OTP represented their first efforts
to showcase LGBT+ history, thereby enabling them to deepen their connections with local
queer communities and patrons. Hubs in the UK collaborating with OTP in recent years
span a variety of venues, fromwell-known sites such as RoyalMuseumsGreenwich, National
Museums Liverpool, Ulster Museum and the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, to local support
organisations such as the Leicester LGBTCentre and the Belfast-based Cara-Friend. Further,
the transportability of the OTPmodel has led to events that have taken place in the Republic
of Ireland, Norway, Sweden, and the US in recent years.

Scholars have critically examined the extent to which large-scale Pride events, since
their emergence in connection with queer activism, have become ‘fixed’ or normalizing
spaces (Da Costa, 2020; McCartan, 2017; Nyugen, 2020; Stillwagon & Ghaziani, 2019).
While reinscribing certain aspects of fixity in focusing part of its attention on the UK
during a specific period of time identified as ‘history month’, the efforts of OTP, as
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well as its model for undertaking these, represent disruptive impulses. For one, these seek
to re/centre the significance of history and testimonials of lived experiences as the
responsive impetus for reflecting on both the reasons and the reticence for taking part
in public celebrations of queerness. Additionally, the collaborative yet diffuse model
transparently embraces the power of networking. It encourages the kind of shared auth-
ority that Cantwell et al. (2019) acknowledge as a practice fundamental to public history
but that large-scale events complicate with their tendency toward simultaneously conso-
lidating and obscuring oversight. While not fully leveraging the ephemeral and transient
potential of queer pop-up events that have recently received greater attention (Stillwagon
& Ghaziani, 2019), occupying the liminal spaces that exist between local, regional, and
more broadly conceived frameworks for the production and dissemination of historical
knowledge is central to the work of OTP. Further, the provision of potential presenta-
tions through its gazette is undertaken in the spirit of promoting the agency of hub coor-
dinators and can serve as a partial remedy to, in the words of Stillwagon and Ghaziani
(2019, p. 878), ‘reproducing exclusive organisational strategies’.

Some advantages associated with OTP’s model for coordinating LGBT+ History
Month became apparent in response to the Covid-19 pandemic that began in 2020,
which must be acknowledged as defining the current parameters of commemorations
and celebrations of any kind. In particular, and building on efforts to archive video
recordings of presentations made in 2019, the scale of hub events combined with the con-
nective activism that sustains the work of OTP allowed for an obvious pivot to online
delivery that didn’t unduly dilute programmatic intentions. In some ways, adopting a
virtual platform seems an inevitable endpoint for attempts to break away from the pre-
scriptive constraints associated with large-scale events that are typically imposed by the
demands of both time and space. Even so, trade-offs come with providing new possibi-
lities for engagement that might better accommodate a range of circumstances by relying
exclusively on those mediated by technology, the costs of which extend to limiting queer
collective agency. Though beyond the scope of this paper to consider in detail, the parti-
cipatory hybridity accelerated by responses to the global pandemic is, in many ways, as
exciting a prospect as physically coming together once again to share and rejoice in the
kind of immediacy that is at the heart of small-scale events.

Significant aspects of programming LGBT+ History Month

Both pop-up events and programmes that support the presentation of public history are
particularly salient to encouraging new formations of queer space and engagements with
the past (Ferentinos, 2019; Ghaziani, 2019; Nyugen, 2020; Stillwagon & Ghaziani, 2019).
Against a backdrop of innovative re/negotiations that emphasise geographical and par-
ticipatory pluralities, survey responses provided by hub coordinators associated with
LGBT+ History Month in 2021 speak to a more diffuse – yet fundamentally recognisable
– sense of commemoration. The most commonly shared comments reflect the extent to
which the collaborative OTP model effectively integrates with organisational missions
related to outreach, programming and inclusion. At the same time, the partnering
relationship offers strategic advantages in connecting local programming to a framework
that affords broader reach and recognition. John Donegan of Leeds Museums and Gal-
leries underscores the significance of these intertwined strands: ‘I think since we’ve been
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running [OTP] events, our communities find it easier to believe in us. It helps that this
isn’t just a single (however important) thing, but is representative of our whole approach
to inclusion and engagement, programming and storytelling’ (personal communication,
June 1, 2021). The connectivity represented by the OTP model features prominently in
the response provided by Melissa Hawker, Learning Officer at the Ancient House and
Lynn Museum in Norfolk: ‘It is very important for us as a small museum in a small
town to demonstrate that LGBT+ history is everywhere, not just in large towns and
cities. These small events have [a] massive impact in terms of making audiences feel rep-
resented and included’ (personal communication, June 8, 2021).

According to survey responses, the gazette of presentations offered by OTP serves as a
resource for coordinators who hope to address particular topics in the absence of local
contacts who can speak to them. The respondent from Stockport Libraries sees this as
a strength of the OTP model: ‘It is great to have a wide variety of speakers covering so
many topics. This allows you and your partners to choose talks that you hope are
most relevant and of interest to your audience’ (personal communication, June 1,
2021). In the opinion of the respondent from the National Gallery of Ireland, the
gazette ‘takes the pressure off smaller institutions that may not have the resources or con-
nections to access such a broad range of speakers’ (personal communication, June 8,
2021). The survey response received from Derby Museum amplifies the benefits of the
information provided by OTP: ‘The [gazette] process means there are vetted, trusted pre-
senters to choose from, something that would be very difficult to develop and resource
ourselves. It is important to work with the… [OTP]… team as this gives confidence
that we are creating something that is sensitive and appropriate, but also pushing bound-
aries’ (personal communication, June 9, 2021). While not without challenges, some of
which are considered below, the gazette of presentations has the potential to foster the
development of local voices – whether within or outside of the OTP model. This possi-
bility is clearly expressed by Hawker in one of her survey responses: ‘I think that we…
worked with a number of fantastic people on our projects, and they too would have made
great speakers at our [hub] event. If we had been involved earlier, we could have encour-
aged them to apply and be part of the gazette’ (personal communication, June 8, 2021).
Hawker’s enthusiasm notwithstanding, the flexibility of the OTP model extends to hubs
developing programmes that feature speakers identified by event coordinators in
addition to those whose presentations are included in the gazette.

Providing a gazette of presentations also serves ends related to both programmatic
nuance and afterlife. The extent to which pop-up events challenge assumptions regarding
a diminished need for queer spaces and the ‘declining centrality of sexual orientation’
(Stillwagon & Ghaziani, 2019, p. 875) is reflected in the ongoing work by heritage organ-
isations to make meaningful connections with LGBT+ individuals and communities.
Opportunities to expose and embrace aspects of cultural significance are acts of resistance
to assimilationist tendencies, and events that specifically highlight queer history rep-
resent interventions that can simultaneously compliment these efforts and respond to
a loss of detail that arises ‘when queer experiences become part of a larger narrative’ (Fer-
entinos, 2019, p. 26). John Donegan expresses his appreciation of the OTP model for
allowing Leeds Museum and Galleries to centre history as an explicitly vital part of its
programming. He also underscores the utility of the gazette to sustaining a ‘queer
throughout the year’ approach to coordinating events by linking the institution to
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individuals who can contribute a range of historical perspectives and expertise (personal
communication, June 1, 2021). For partners like Donegan, this feature of the OTP model
has the potential to disrupt a kind of chrononormativity that might otherwise relegate
queer programming to particular times of the year.

Beyond commenting on its collaborative and cohesive intentions, survey responses
surfaced two particular benefits of the OTP model that are worthy of specific consider-
ation in terms of highlighting aspects of public history reflected by event programming.
Exploring each of these entailed interviewing the relevant hub coordinators as a way of
expanding on their survey responses.

Centring the significance of local sites

Cognisant of their once comparatively radical potential as sites for individual and collec-
tive empowerment (Bruce, 2016; Peterson et al., 2018), Pride celebrations have increas-
ingly come to rely on urban centres to provide the venues, amenities and leisure
infrastructure that support event tourism in an age of neoliberal commodification
(Adam, 2009; Johnston, 2007). The alternatives and anonymity such destinations
provide will certainly be welcomed by many; for some, however, taking part in such
large-scale events entails what might be termed ‘dislocation by design’. Concerns regard-
ing assimilation (Taylor, 2014) can be extended to many of the groups and organisations
that take part – and particularly those outside of the corporate sphere – insofar as they
can be relegated to competing for the attention of revellers as a parade float or to setting
up a stall as part of a fringe ‘marketplace’. Again, there are undoubtedly benefits that
come with visibility and outreach, but they are mediated by the ever-more-commercia-
lised logistics and dynamics associated with large-scale events. In particular, and among
other relevant considerations not addressed herein, groups and organisations can too
easily find themselves serving the event by enriching the scope of the celebrations
rather than the event effectively serving to enhance or further their ongoing work.

The model adopted by OTP for its LGBT+ History Month events centres activities on
particular venues in their capacity as programme curators and hosts. This feature is one
that gives shape to the efforts of hub coordinators like Debbie Challis at the Library of the
London School of Economics and Political Science. Central to her thinking is program-
ming that leverages content associated with the gazette of presentations so as to encou-
rage public engagements with the archival collection held by the library. While the
academic setting is – or can be perceived to be – at some remove from local audiences
and its collections may not directly reflect their particular concerns, challenges acknowl-
edged by Challis, together they offer a space for building stronger connections with the
public as well as for showcasing specific content associated with themes that resonate
more broadly.5 In these regards, partnering with OTP is considered one of several path-
ways for fostering interest in the collection. Underscoring multidirectional possibilities
for growth, Challis also admits that, for her, greater familiarity with the content and rel-
evance of the library archive to understanding the queer past is an added benefit of the
networking inherent in the OTP model. Finally, she welcomes the interactions that can
emerge at small-scale events owing to audience participation that is motivated more by
pursuing and sharing individual interests than by spending time and socialising with
friends (personal interview, June 8, 2021).
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Melissa Hawker (personal interview, June 24, 2021) articulates a different benefit of
prioritising local agency and heritage through her participation as an OTP hub coordi-
nator. Her ongoing association with the Ancient House Teenage History Club, which will
shortly be discussed in greater detail, included taking the group to London Pride in 2019,
during which they raised the profile of their work on exploring the queer history of
Norfolk at a pop-up exhibition in Trafalgar Square. They followed this by contributing
to Pride events around their county. As gratifying as those efforts were for the club,
Hawker relates that hosting an OTP hub event became an imperative for the group
based on those experiences and their growing confidence. According to her, the club
members ‘really enjoyed London Pride… [and] were really glad they went… but
really liked the local [events]… because they were telling local stories’. Moreover, it
was their 2021 hub event that Hawker maintains attracted significant local attention:

Lots of my colleagues from other parts of Norfolk County Council suddenly woke up to the
fact that the teenagers have been doing a lot of this work. Because they saw the [LGBT+
History Month] advertising, they came to see the presentations and they were like ‘Oh, actu-
ally, this is good stuff’.… There are kudos and branding that’s part of this national festival
with multiple hubs, and you’re one of them. You name-check a few that are high profile and
suddenly your event gets taken more seriously. You can say ‘Oh, this is the same thing that
[took place in London] last week’, and they’re like ‘Oh, we better take this seriously’.

The benefits of increased awareness notwithstanding, OTP purposefully adheres to a
central tenet of public history when partnering with local organisations: supporting
and furthering the interests of particular communities. Among these, queer youth rep-
resent a group especially worthy of attention. Here, too, recent efforts in Norfolk have
successfully leveraged OTP’s approach to programming associated with LGBT+
History Month.

Empowering and amplifying intergenerational engagements with queer history

Norfolk’s Ancient House Teenage History Club reflects the intergenerational potential
associated with the OTP model. According to Hawker, who oversees the group’s activi-
ties, members of the club became interested in queer history as they developed a play set
in the late Victorian period and featuring a homosexual relationship. She recalls that they
were ‘livid’ to learn that sex between men was illegal at the time and that change wouldn’t
come until 1967 (personal interview, June 24, 2021). Hawker used materials made avail-
able by Schools OUT UK to help educate the group on LGBT+ history and, so, was made
aware of events coordinated by OTP. At the same time she was helping the group to
develop its commitment to exploring local heritage and providing resources to its com-
munity. According to Hawker, ‘the club mounted an exhibition… at the [Ancient
House] Museum with objects and text panels, which they curated themselves [and]
wrote themselves. They did the whole thing’. They also programmed family-friendly
events and a comedy night at which club members performed as queer historical char-
acters. Supplementing Hawker’s reflections, the club has documented and archived
much of the work discussed herein on their Ancient House Queer History YouTube play-
list (Ancient House Museum of Thetford Life, n.d.).

With considerable accomplishments behind them, the confidence of the club
members continued to grow, and they were ready to take their commitment to LGBT
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+ history to another level. They were accepted to host an OTP History Month event in
2021, and Hawker reports that they embraced this opportunity to address their particular
concerns with a ‘We can do this!’ attitude (personal interview, June 24, 2021). A key aspect
of their efforts was one of ownership, which the OTP model and gazette of presentations
helped them to exercise to a great extent in approaching their role and work as hosts. In
particular, the club reviewed past hub programmes and identified themes that they
wanted to amplify through the one they curated. This included highlighting intersection-
ality – particularly regarding race and ability. Section 28 was another topic that club
members wanted to feature, which allowed them to reflect on the afterlife of the act
repealed in 2003, insofar as it might continue to bear on the present-day experiences of
LGBT+ youth in schools. Hawker recounts that a sense of youthful resilience informed
the club’s programming considerations; they sought to ensure that difficult topics would
be addressed without the programme becoming ‘too depressing’. The club solidified its
sense of ownership by facilitating the (online) event logistics on the day, when members
took responsibility for introducing presenters and moderating sessions.

The partnership established between the Ancient House Teenage History Club,
Hawker and OTP speaks to fostering intergenerational conversations, activism and
agency. It represents one possible intervention that museums can undertake in relation
to youth programming and promoting new modes of interpretation that align with
public history praxis (Ferentinos, 2019, pp. 32–33). Moreover, the model adopted by
OTP empowers their participation by providing resources while giving significant lati-
tude to hosts in pursuing their organisational or programmatic priorities. The network-
ing that is essential to the distributive yet collaborative model also serves to encourage a
sense that museums and heritage sites are vitally important to the work of creating spaces
for queer youth to pursue their interests in exploring the past as well as to communicate
their perspectives on contemporary concerns.

Challenges

Some of the challenges faced by OUTing the Past are familiar to many small non-for-
profit volunteer organisations, while others are specific to its model for programming
LGBT+ History Month. While commitment typically overcomes fatigue, OTP staff
shoulder significant levels of responsibility alongside other personal and professional
obligations. Even so, sharing coordination and energy with hub partners helps in mana-
ging workloads. Venues can also adjust to various schedules by taking time off from
hosting events, which helps to alleviate burn-out. Participatory flexibility extends to pre-
senters as well. Though some individuals have had several presentations featured in gaz-
ettes in recent years, there is a significant degree of turnover in proposals received. Even
so, feedback from hub partners indicates that streamlining and simplifying the appli-
cation process might effectively increase participation by making it easier to both
reach and receive proposals from potential presenters.

Several logistical concerns relate, in varying degrees, to negotiating aspects of shared
authority. For one, hub coordinators acknowledge that, in their efforts to address diver-
sity through their history month programmes, they have found themselves unintention-
ally featuring the same presenters. Maintaining the autonomy of hubs in curating their
programmes, therefore, provides a further impetus for increasing the range of identities,
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perspectives and communities reflected by OTP through its gazette of presentations. The
reach of its responsibilities may extend in other directions as well. In particular, and while
risk-sharing can foster experimentation, the OTP model tacitly aligns with institutional
practices rather than explicitly encouraging provocations or critical interventions. Con-
cerns related to ‘authorised heritage’ (Smith, 2006) are mediated to a considerable extent
by the progressive impulses that encourage venues to host events; still the model is pri-
marily dedicated to facilitating rather than interrogating the practices of its partners.
Another programmatic arm of OTP is, however, positioned to do this work by coordi-
nating an annual conference. The event, which seeks to engage academics, heritage pro-
fessionals and activists, represents a response to a critique offered by Mills (2006)
regarding the scholarly integrity of the first LGBT+ History Month programme. Even
so, concerns such as this, as well as informed discussions regarding best practices,
might be effectively addressed by intentionally creating synergies between the public-
facing and more academically-situated efforts of OTP in promoting queer history.6

OUTing the Past heritage premières

Heritage premières represent another way that OUTing the Past engages both local sites
and audiences in re/connecting them to LGBT+ history. This section considers two par-
ticular productions that exemplify the significance of siting and staging in deploying
strategies that, in their respective cases, call attention to absences and feature immersive
dramaturgical techniques in the telling of hidden histories. As one possible response to
the encouragements to public historians recently offered by Ferentinos (2019), which
highlight new modes of interpretation, this aspect of OTP programming underscores
the use of the arts to create a speculative picture of the queer past as well as the
benefits of involving young people in theatre making that attempts to bring it to life
for contemporary audiences.

Locating a scandal: the first heritage première

To mark its tenth anniversary in 2015, OTP decided to create a city-based festival of
popular history that it would programme in Manchester as part of LGBT+ History
Month. Part of the vision was to dramatise for live performance a local history that
had been forgotten as a way of reaching new audiences and engaging existing ones differ-
ently. The originator of the idea, Jeff Evans, was then undertaking doctoral research into
criminal prosecutions for sex between men in Lancashire. As part of that work, Evans
(2016) re-examined accounts of a large police raid on an all-male fancy dress ball at
the Temperance Hall in Manchester in 1880, at which the police alleged various forms
of immoral and sexualised behaviour occurred. Brady and Hornby (2015) dramatised
the story into a trilogy of one act plays (The Raid, The Press and The Trial) under the
collective title of A Very Victorian Scandal, each of which was staged at different non-
theatrical locations (see Figure 1). Historical documentation of the arrests and trial
formed a significant element of plays’ narratives, and the dramatic form licensed specu-
lation about private sexual identities and hidden motivations for which there was no sub-
stantiating documentation. While a historian may vacillate over possible alternatives in
the face of a lack of evidence, a dramatist must decide whether a character does or
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does not do something, is or is not something. Absences brimming with queer impli-
cations can be both filled and embodied. This ability to work from the historical
record while creatively addressing queer absences is something that Ferentinos values
as one of the contributions that the arts can make to public LGBT+ history (2019, p. 31).

Figure 1. Dan Wallace as Kitty Heartstone (right), Gareth George as Henry Newman (left). The Midland
Hotel appears in the background. Photo credit: Nicolas Chinardet.
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The option of using the original Temperance Hall for the performance was impossible
owing to the fact that the building had been demolished, with the site now part of a busy
road interchange. The Court where the original trial took place was similarly lost.
Responding to these absences led to the concept of ‘proximal equivalence’: in essence,
identifying the nearest extant equivalent spaces in terms of social function. These
needed to be proximally equivalent in a number of ways that were not necessarily comp-
lementary to the technical requirements of staging drama, but a venue was found for each
part of the trilogy. The Raid was staged at Via, a large bar and restaurant that has long
been a popular venue in Manchester’s Gay Village. Via was decorated using elements
of deconsecrated churches, some of which were Victorian, and met various space
requirements for the songs and dances that were part of the piece. The Press was
staged at Manchester Central Library, whose windows offer a view of the Midland
Hotel, a site referenced in the memoirs of the policeman who led the raid (see Figure
1). The Trial was staged in the People’s History Museum, where huge Victorian
windows face the Manchester Justice Centre. Each site offered a different form of reson-
ance with the historical events being performed within it. Moreover, using non-theatre
spaces generated both significant numbers of attendees and new forms of engagement.
Individually, each act of A Very Victorian Scandal was better attended than any other
LGBT+ History Month event scheduled in 2015.

Providing feedback required by Arts Council England reporting, staff at each hosting
space testified to the different audiences and to their keenness to continue to work in this
way as a measure of the value they place on participating in new forms of historical
engagement (personal communication, March 2015). Catherine O’Donnell, People’s
History Museum’s Engagement & Events Officer, said:

The unique nature of the performance and its major billing in the festival brought new audi-
ences to the museum. We feel that bringing a story that has been hidden from history to life
in an engaging and innovative way, will broaden the appeal of LGBT history and therefore
the value of the work goes beyond an artistic production.

Tony Cooper, Via’s owner and manager, also felt that new forms of engagement with
performance and heritage had been created: ‘The event brought some new faces to Via
and gave some regulars a bit of theatre and a taste of history. We’d be pleased to work
with OTP again.’David Govier, Manchester Central Libraries Archives+ Heritage Collec-
tions Manager, echoed the desire for the work to continue: ‘We had a very good partner-
ship relationship… , and we’d be very keen to work with them again’.

The 50th anniversary

Ferentinos (2019) opens her article in anticipation of the 50th anniversary of the Stonewall
riots. In England andWales, 2017 saw another 50th anniversary, that of the Sexual Offences
Act 1967, which began the process of decriminalising male homosexual acts and was gen-
erating a not dissimilar wave of cultural production. OTP marked this milestone with a
drama that showed ordinary people grappling with the impact and implications of
partial decriminalisation (see Figure 2). Evans, by now OTP’s LGBT+ History Month coor-
dinator, identified the event to be dramatised: on July 30, 1971, the first ever attempt to
open what might now be called an LGBT+ centre, an ‘Esquire Club’ in the nomenclature
of the time, ended with a large public meeting in the Burnley Central Library organised
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by the Campaign for Homosexual Equality (CHE). As Scott-Presland (2015, pp. 217–225)
documents and observes, the meeting itself did not succeed in founding a club, but an unex-
pected alternative victory was achieved. The meeting turned into a mass coming-out, poss-
ibly the first in the UK and certainly the first in the North of England. Allan Horsfall, one of
the organisers of the meeting and a pioneering, life-long LGBT+ rights activist, described it
as the most successful meeting the CHE ever had.

Contrasting the absence of sites associated with A Very Victorian Scandal, the Burnley
Central Library was not only extant, but also largely structurally unchanged since the
1970s. The meeting room on the first floor, where the seminal ‘Homosexuals and Civil
Liberty’ meeting took place, had been mothballed in 2015 owing to budget cuts, but
the library staff offered to recommission the room for the project. Further, grainy
copies of newspaper photographs of the original meeting survived (Scott-Presland,
2015). These images and the survival of the room itself offered the possibility of a heritage
première with a new level of verisimilitude, matching the play chair-by-chair, jacket-by-
jacket and cornice-by-cornice with the visual record of the original event. The meeting
was also centred, inevitably, on people coming together in a public space, many of
whom were perhaps as much viewers, at least for part of the time, as they were activists.
The existence of a viable performance space at the original site, the nature of the originat-
ing event as one already incorporating an audience and the level of visual documentation
invited an immersive dramaturgical response, one where the audience is not simply
observing but is a participant within the world of the play. Moreover, immersive tech-
niques could be used to place the audience in a political position, making choices that
conflated actions in the past with a moment of decision in the present.

Figure 2. Joseph Carter as Ray Gosling in The Burnley Buggers’ Ball. Photo credit: Shay Rowan.
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The Burnley Buggers’ Ball (Hornby, 2017; see Figure 2) used both elements of tra-
ditional spectatorial theatre and immersive techniques, with a clear split occurring in
the middle of the performance.7 For the first half, the audience occupied two blocks of
traverse seating, facing each other, while the play dramatised the weeks leading up to
the meeting. At this point, the audience had to stand, pick up their chairs and reposition
themselves to create an end-on space with a speaker’s podium, thus recreating the layout
of the room for the original meeting. The actors welcomed the audience, announced that
the meeting was about to start and took to the podium. This created three shifts: one tem-
poral, one performative and one in the dynamic expectations of the audience. They find
themselves in the meeting room in 1971 as events unfurl in real-time: speeches are made,
vicars decry them from the floor and the London-based Gay Liberation Front (GLF)
arrive to offer their solidarity (see Figure 3). The audience are immersed members of
the gathering, encouraged to take sides, to heckle or to shout out their support. The spec-
tatorial conventions of a silent theatre audience are rowdily eschewed, with some actors
in the audience prompting them to respond. The play then recreates a unique moment
from the meeting, a moment that invites the distinction between audience and performer
to break down and overtly conflates the identity politics of the past into the present in an
uncomfortable test of how far society has come.

The leader of the GLF storms the speakers’ platform and challenges the more conven-
tional CHE meeting organisers. He stands before the audience and says, ‘We are talking
as if there are two gay men in this room and five in the whole of Lancashire. I want you to
stand. Stand up if you’re gay’ (Hornby, 2017). The actor makes it clear that he is directly
addressing the immersed audience and ad libs several injunctions to stand, in response to

Figure 3. Michael Justice as Allan Horsfall (left) faces Christopher Brown as Andrew Lumsden (right)
with members of the Burnley Youth Theatre. Photo credit: Nicolas Chinardet.
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which audiences at each performance behaved differently, some standing with more or
less alacrity. The point of the moment, however, was not in how many people stood,
but in placing each individual member of the audience in the position of deciding
whether they would stand or not. This crucial immersive dramaturgical element attempts
both to speak to the bravery of the men who did stand in 1971 and to act as a litmus paper
for how much things had or had not changed by 2017 as the audience faced that same
challenge.

Because of the potentially complex emotions that such techniques can engender, dis-
cussion sessions followed each performance in Burnley. These sessions, where audience
members typically question actors and directors, instead took on the character of an
open processing forum as Paul Fairweather, who chaired them, observes: ‘The feed-
back…was very moving, especially a sense expressed by some LGBT people who
were born in Burnley, but who had left the town, that they now felt more connected
with their birthplace’ (personal communication, March 2017). Rachel Hawthorn,
Burnley Arts Engagement Officer, also spoke to the energising effect locally: ‘It’s
really important to uncover and celebrate these important pieces of LGBT history
that took place here… Burnley residents have been inspired by the plays and the
obvious artistic quality of the project’ (personal communication, March 2017). Staff
who managed the library also saw the way in which the play engaged its audiences
with a history that they were sometimes unfamiliar with. As Marian Taylor, Oper-
ational Library Manager, Lancashire County Council, observed: ‘The library [was]
keen to host the plays due to their significance to Burnley and to the library itself
…Many of the audience did not appreciate the significance of the events which
occurred in their own hometown… ’ (personal communication, March 2017). In
total 548 people saw the show across six performances, four of which were staged in
the Burnley Central Library.

The continuing difficulties associated with identifying as LGBT+ were attested to by
another element of the project. Specifically, members of the Burnley Youth Theatre
took on roles as GLF activists in the performance, each having a few lines and licence
to ad lib during the recreation of the meeting (see Figure 3). Ferentinos (2019) singles
out engaging young people with LGBT+ history as vitally important work. Indeed,
reflecting on the past has the potential to take on a new significance in light of levels
of self-harm, bullying and isolation that can affect young LGBT+ people. As Ferentinos
(2019, pp. 33-34) observes:

Learning that others in the past struggled with similar challenges and still prospered may
literally save a life – either by demonstrating to someone who is struggling that they are
not alone or by eroding the fear and ignorance that so often contributes to the miserable
circumstances many LGBTQ youth face.

Assessing the impact on the youth theatre members, Karen Metcalfe, Artistic Director,
Burnley Youth Theatre, amplifies these sentiments:

Our young people developed in confidence throughout the project and gained a lot of
motivation for activism around LGBTQ+ issues. Most of the young people involved are
now going on to perform their own LGBTQ+ piece… to over 1000 local young people
through a schools tour…All the learning and development they have gained through
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being involved in this project will help them to tackle homophobia and LGBTQ+ issues
through their work (personal communication, March 2017).

The response to these two heritage premières provides evidence that dramatising
research and intentionally attending to the nuances of siting can generate new audiences
for engagements with public history. The later play also demonstrates how the existence
of the original site serves as a powerful invitation to adopt immersive dramaturgical tech-
niques in the telling of hidden histories. It is important to note, however, that immersion
was not used simply to create an intimate encounter with the past – to foster revivifica-
tion or reconnection out of nostalgia. Rather, it was primarily deployed to prompt a pol-
itical act, an aspect of activism that intentionally disrupts passivity in the ways it conflates
and connects the past with the present.

Meaningful connections with the past are among those that large-scale Pride events
can strain, if not severe completely. Finding continued relevance in counteracting disas-
sociations such as these, many of the practices associated with public history aim to foster
robust forms of connectivity that serve both the creation and dissemination of knowl-
edge. In particular, incorporating the active participation of various stakeholders and
supporting particular audiences are essential aspects of these efforts. Pop-up events
have also played an effective role in public history praxis, even as they have been
adapted to other forms of community-building and celebration. Programming for
LGBT+ History Month coordinated under the auspices of OUTing the Past leverages a
collaborative model of engagement that prioritises the agency of local hosts in serving
their communities, while offering some of the benefits of adopting a pop-up platform.
Additionally, the heritage premières that OTP commissions and stages encourage new
interpretative perspectives on the queer past through their dramaturgical practices.
Together, these strands represent productive approaches to harnessing the reflective
and transformative potential of small-scale events in re/making connections between cel-
ebrating and remembering.

Notes

1. Such themes have received scholarly attention from, among many others, Da Costa (2020),
Holmes (2021), Johnston (2007), Lamusse (2016) and Waitt (2008).

2. With the exception of quoted content, the incorporation of ‘LGBT+’ throughout rather than
‘LGBTQI+’ acknowledges the acronym currently adopted by OTP in relation to its various
programming efforts.

3. Concerns related to the ways that Pride events have become increasingly detached from acti-
vism -- as well as the diminution of historical awareness that makes it easier to overlook such
uncouplings -- were central to protests that attended celebrations in Manchester in 2021.
Media reports by Maidment (2021) and Pidd (2021) communicate both sources of
tension and the responses they engendered.

4. The partnership that resulted from the emergence of OTP as a separate, not-for-profit enter-
prise allows Schools OUT UK to maintain a primary focus on developing LGBT-inclusive
materials and lesson plans for teachers while continuing to promote pathways to new
knowledge and wider audiences for LGBT+ history.

5. Among these, Challis notes holdings related to queer campaigning since the 1950s.
6. History Month programming, the heritage premières discussed in greater detail in the fol-

lowing section and the annual conference currently constitute the main ways that OTP
encourages reflection on LGBT+ history across the year.
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7. A recording of The Burnley Buggers’ Ball and another heritage première production can be
found on the OTP YouTube channel (OTP Heritage Premiers, n.d.).
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