We Were Never Silent: Radical Queer Visions of the 20th Century

We Were Never Silent explores the revolutionary and radical artistic expressions that have defined the queer experience in the 20th century. The exhibition draws upon the works of iconic artists such as Wolfgang Tillmans, Claude Cahun, and the documentary Paris is Burning, delving into the intersections of race, gender, sexuality, and disability within queer communities. Through these artworks, the exhibition highlights the resilience, resistance, and creative power of queer artists who have used their works to challenge societal norms, reframe gender and sexuality, and assert the legitimacy of queer bodies. Drawing from the theoretical frameworks of authors like Judith Butler, José Esteban Muñoz, Bell Hooks, and James Baldwin, the exhibition explores how queer art transcends mere representation to serve as a form of resistance, self-empowerment, and social activism. As Muñoz writes, “Queerness is not about the here and now; it is about the then and there, the place of possibility” (Cruising Utopia, 2009, p. 1). This concept of queer futurity, a utopian vision where queer identities can exist freely, serves as a guiding principle for the exhibition, illustrating the radical potential of queer art to imagine new futures.

The Political and Social Landscape of Queer Art in the 20th Century

The 20th century was a transformative period for queer communities, and art became a crucial vehicle for expression, resistance, and survival. The social upheavals of the century - from the civil rights movements to the feminist wave and the AIDS epidemic; all created fertile ground for queer artists to assert their place in history. Art was not merely a medium of representation, but a tool of survival and liberation. Through their art, queer artists engaged with the socio-political struggles of their time, addressing themes such as racial oppression, gender fluidity, and the fight against systemic erasure. James Baldwin’s work serves as a critical entry point for understanding the intersections of race and queerness. In The Fire Next Time (1963), Baldwin writes, “The most violent thing you can do to a human being is to tell them that they are invisible” (Baldwin, 1963, p. 92). This quote speaks directly to the core theme of the exhibition: the fight for visibility. Throughout the 20th century, queer artists fought not only to be seen but to define themselves on their own terms, rather than being framed by societal expectations. Baldwin’s exploration of identity, race, and desire offers a profound lens through which to understand how queer artists challenged the erasure of their lives and histories. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity has also been foundational in framing queer identities in contemporary art. As Butler writes in Gender Trouble (1990), “gender is not a thing, but the repeated stylization of the body” (Butler, 1990, p. 33). Butler’s idea of performativity underscores the fluid, evolving nature of gender and sexuality, concepts that resonate in the works of artists like Claude Cahun. Cahun’s self-portraits, for example, embody Butler’s theory by presenting an androgynous and ambiguous identity that subverts traditional notions of gender. Cahun’s refusal to conform to fixed gender norms challenges viewers to rethink the boundaries of identity, urging a more expansive understanding of gender. Bell Hooks’ work on the intersections of love, race, and sexuality has been instrumental in framing how queer art resists both racial and sexual oppression. In All About Love: New Visions (2000), hooks assert, “Love can be a transformative force... it has the power to heal, to resist, and to empower” (hooks, 2000, p. 68). hooks’ understanding of love as a radical force is embedded in the works of artists like Nan Goldin, who, through her intimate photographic series, exposes the vulnerability and complexity of queer love. Goldin’s work, which chronicles the personal lives of her queer friends and lovers, allows love to become a vehicle for resistance and survival in a world that often seeks to erase queer intimacy. Finally, José Esteban Muñoz’s theory of queer futurity provides an essential framework for understanding how queer art imagines new possibilities. Muñoz argues, “queerness is about the refusal of the present, it is about the utopian desire for a different world” (Muñoz, 2009, p. 1). The works in this exhibition exemplify this utopian desire, offering visions of a queer future in which joy, love, and resistance are central. These works invite viewers to imagine a world where queer individuals are free to live fully and authentically, without the constraints imposed by societal norms. Through these theoretical frameworks, this exhibition delves into the transformative power of queer art in the 20th century, showing how artists used their works not only to reflect but to reshape their identities and realities.
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Wolfgang Tillmans: The Cock (Kiss) (2002)

Wolfgang Tillmans, a German photographer, is known for his intimate and raw depictions of queer youth and relationships. The Cock (Kiss) captures a moment of tenderness between two queer individuals, emphasizing emotional depth over objectification. Tillmans' work challenges the stereotypical representations of queer bodies that often focus on physicality rather than emotional connection. His photograph reflects José Esteban Muñoz’s idea of queer futurity, where queerness provides a new way of seeing the world, one where desire is embraced and celebrated without shame. As Muñoz writes, “queerness provides us with a new lens for seeing the world, a utopian lens that is not confined to the present moment” (Cruising Utopia, 2009, p. 2). Tillmans’ photograph presents a vision of a future where queer intimacy is affirmed and normalized.
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Claude Cahun: Self Portrait (1928)

Claude Cahun’s self-portrait presents an ambiguous and androgynous identity that resists binary gender constructions. As one of the pioneers of gender fluidity in art, Cahun’s work aligns closely with Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, which posits that gender is not a stable identity but rather a repeated stylization of the body. In Gender Trouble, Butler states, “identity is a performative accomplishment... there is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very expressions that are said to be its results” (Butler, 1990, p. 25). Cahun’s Self Portrait exemplifies this, presenting gender as a fluid and non-binary concept that subverts conventional understandings of identity. Cahun’s refusal to conform to traditional gender norms provides a visual manifesto for the freedom of self-expression.
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Beauford Delaney: Portrait of James Baldwin (1945)
Beauford Delaney, an African-American artist whose work explored themes of identity and race, created powerful visual narratives that reflected his own experiences as a Black queer artist. One of his most notable works, Portrait of James Baldwin (1945), depicts Baldwin, Delaney’s close friend and confidant. Through vibrant colour and expressionistic brushwork, Delaney captures Baldwin’s intense intellectual and emotional presence, reflecting the deep bond between them. Delaney’s own queerness was embedded in his art, though it was often obscured in the historical context. His work challenges the erasure of Black queer identities and provides a powerful commentary on the intersections of race, sexuality, and art. In the exhibition space dedicated to Beauford Delaney, Baldwin’s words will be displayed alongside the portrait, connecting his personal journey with Delaney’s artistic vision.
“The most violent thing you can do to a human being is to tell them that they are invisible.”
— James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (1963)
Baldwin’s thoughts on identity, love, and resistance inform the broader discussions of queer visibility, the role of art in combating erasure, and the power of resistance. His reflections on the necessity of queer spaces, especially for marginalized Black queer people, offer a unique lens through which to view the artwork in the exhibition.
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Jennie Livingston: Paris is Burning (1990)

Jennie Livingston’s Paris is Burning is a documentary that captures the lives of Black and Latinx drag queens and ballroom performers in New York City. Released at the height of the AIDS crisis, the film documents the vibrant and complex subculture of ballroom culture, where race, gender, and sexuality intersect in powerful performances of self-expression. The film provides a space where marginalized queer and trans individuals can define their identities and resist societal oppression. As Muñoz states, “queerness is about the refusal of the present, it is about the utopian desire for a different world” (Muñoz, 2009, p. 1). The performers in Paris is Burning envision a future where their identities are celebrated, offering a vision of queer futurity in which they are not only seen but valued for who they truly are.
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David Wojnarowicz: Untitled (Face in Dirt) (1990)

David Wojnarowicz’s Untitled (Face in Dirt) is a powerful critique of the AIDS epidemic and the societal neglect of queer lives during the crisis. The image of a face buried in dirt symbolizes both the literal death caused by the epidemic and the emotional and social erasure of queer people. Wojnarowicz’s work is a direct protest against this erasure. As he writes in Close to the Knives, “The world is a graveyard, and I’m standing on the edge of it” (Wojnarowicz, 1991, p. 101). His photograph captures the overwhelming grief and isolation experienced by many in the queer community during the AIDS crisis. Wojnarowicz’s work demands recognition and visibility for those whose lives were marginalized, ignored, and forgotten.
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Nan Goldin: The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1986)

Nan Goldin’s The Ballad of Sexual Dependency is a slideshow of intimate photographs documenting the lives of Goldin’s friends, lovers, and community. The series reveals the raw realities of queer relationships, exploring both the tenderness and violence inherent in love and intimacy. Goldin’s work emphasizes the intertwining of the personal and the political, reflecting bell hooks’ assertion that “love can be a transformative force... it has the power to heal, to resist, and to empower” (All About Love: New Visions, 2000, p. 68). Goldin’s work embodies the radical potential of love as a tool of resistance, showing that queer love, in all its complexity, is a form of survival and defiance against a world that often seeks to erase it.



We Were Never Silent offers a powerful exploration of 20th-century queer art, showing how artists used their work as a form of resistance, survival, and self-expression. Through the lens of scholars such as Butler, Muñoz, hooks, and Baldwin, this exhibition demonstrates how queer art not only reflects the struggles and joys of queer life but also imagines new possibilities for the future. These artworks challenge societal norms, provide visibility, and offer us a glimpse into a world where queer people can live freely and fully. The exhibition affirms that queer art is a crucial force in shaping our cultural landscape and remains vital in the ongoing fight for equality and acceptance.
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Map of the Show
The exhibition layout will be organized around thematic sections like The Body, Resistance, Visibility, and Futurity, with works from each artist placed in spaces that encourage dialogue between related themes. A section will be dedicated to exploring the intersectionality of race, gender, and sexuality, while another will focus on intimacy, vulnerability, and love as acts of resistance.
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