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Chapter Five 
 

Temple swapping: hybridity and social justice 
 

 

Hybridity as a methodology 

 

In 2012, as Defne Ayas assumed the Director’s position at the Witte de With Center for 

Contemporary Art in Rotterdam, she asked A.A. Bronson to compose and deliver a 

queer private blessing for her to mark the transition and provide direction for the 

future. The lone surviving member of the collaborative General Idea, who lived and 

made art together for 25 years, Bronson has worked independently as an artist, 

curator, publisher and healer since his partners Felix Partz and Jorge Zontal died of 

AIDS in 1994. For director Ayas, the blessing was a means to induct both queer and 

spiritual ways of thinking into the Witte de With (Ayas 2012). Within the context of 

Rotterdam with its busy port, large immigrant population and challenges of high levels 

of illiteracy, Bronson’s blessing can be seen as a shamanic divination marking the 

commencement of a social justice agenda--an organizational commitment to equality 

and inclusivity (Sandell and Nightingale 2012)—facilitating reconciliation between the 

Witte de With and its diverse communities. Bronson’s blessing signaled to Ayas a 

freedom from hetero-normative and other binary structures that oppress, an openness 

to subversive methods directed to breach those oppressive structures and a 

commitment to serving diverse faith groups traditionally disenfranchised from 

museums. This move towards reconciliation is founded on an understanding of the 

hybridity of identity: first, that the labels we acquire—homosexual; believer; museum 
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professional; community member--are fluid, not fixed, and often collide; and second, 

as the case studies in this chapter will reveal, that negotiating the hybridity of identity 

is at the core of redressing power relationships, both inside and outside the museum.   

 

As a term connoting ‘of mixed origin’, hybridity is a contested concept. The colonial-

era use of the word to castigate individuals of mixed racial heritage and to promote 

eugenics as a means to racial purity has made some scholars wary of its 

reappropriation (Werbner and Modood 1997). However, as Homi Bhabha has argued 

(Bhabha 1994a; Bhabha1994b; Bhabha 1996), in post-colonial discourse hybridity can 

create a third space that problematises boundaries and allows for multiple subject-

positions. He asserts, ‘The partial, minority culture emphasizes the internal 

differentiations, the “foreign bodies”, in the midst of the nation—the interstices of its 

uneven and unequal development, which gives lie to its self-containedness’ (Bhabha 

1996: 57). These interstitial--or in-between spaces—have the agency to disrupt 

hegemonic power structures and to enable new, more socially just positions to 

emerge. 

 

In social justice discourse, hybridity is but one way of engaging equality issues.  Richard 

Sandell has acknowledged the importance of other diversity strategies including the 

compensatory, the celebratory and the pluralistic to accommodate difference (Sandell 

2005: 189-194). 
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Hybridity remains problematic for some. In We Have Never Been Modern, for instance, 

Bruno Latour declares that hybridity maintains prior differences as markers of 

difference within a new hybrid entity, thus perpetuating notions of us and them and 

the power differentials implicit in this polarity. Latour argues for a symmetry that 

critiques what he sees as the assymmetries embedded in hybridity.  He states: 

 

The principle of symmetry aims not only at establishing equality—which is only 

the way to set the scale at zero—but at registering difference—that is, in the 

final analysis asymmetries—and at understanding the practical means that 

allow some collectives to dominate others (Latour 1993: 107-108) 

 

But, as Mark Elam notes, Latour’s argument is problematic in that he situates himself 

as outside the hybrid and thus does not examine his own embeddedness within it  

(Elam 1999: 14). 

 

Ien Ang holds that hybridity is not a means to erase difference; it is a key component 

of engaging the politics of difference. Ang statesu: 

 

Hybridity is not the solution, but alerts us to the difficulty of living with 

differences, their ultimately irreducible resistance to complete dissolution. In 

other words, hybridity is a heuristic device for analysing complex entanglement 

(Ang 2003: 149-50). 
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As a matter of social urgency and ethical responsibility, negotiating hybridity is an apt 

subject for the complex and ongoing work of reconciliation. 

 

Artist Bharti Parmar pursues hybridity as a mode of reconciliation in her 2003 

intervention for the ‘Races of Mankind’, a series of photographs taken by conservative 

British politician, world traveler and amateur photographer Sir Benjamin Stone (1838-

1914) and currently held at the Birmingham [UK] Central Library.1 Parmar reproduces 

some 21 of these colonial-era images through screen-printing without manipulating 

them but instead making visible the captions, labels and inscriptions added by Stone 

and subsequent generations of collectors. By juxtaposing these annotations, typically 

hidden from view through mounting techniques, with the images themselves, Parmar 

reveals the hybrid identities of the sitters. The multi-layered sensibilities of Stone’s 

subjects belie the attempt to contain them through taxonomies, the archival box and 

the white cube space of the gallery. Parmar declares: 

  

What I found most interesting was how the identities of these individuals 

captured by this white man of means were essentialised through a caption. 

Their lives were reduced to a word or a phrase. Through the intervention, I 

hoped to make a small gesture towards reinstating the multi-dimensional 

identities of these subjects as living, breathing people (Parmar 2012).  

 

The subject of Parmar’s screenprint of a sadhu, or holy man, 2003, (Figure 5.1), for 

instance, resists objectification, despite the insistence of the scrawled inscription, 
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which reads ‘High Priest of the Rock Temple with Hair Loose’ in the narrow white 

border below; by making visible this inscription, originally hidden by a mat, Parmar 

allows us to see clearly how the figure beckons us to examine the web of colonial and 

post-colonial interdependencies among sitter, photographer, viewer and 

contemporary artist. Parmar remarks: 

 

Both photographer and subject are complicit in the gaze. The sitter, a sadhu, is 

very aware of the power he has over the photographer and, implicitly, the 

viewer. The image is also highly choreographed; I think the sadhu played a role 

in this. The agency of the holy man stands in stark contrast to the caption in 

black biro. Though the caption frames and defaces the image, at the same time, 

the holy man defies the colonial project of containment (Parmar 2012).  

 

For Pete James, Head of Photography at the Birmingham Central Library, the project 

presented an opportunity to address the serious ethical questions that arise with the 

introduction of historical cataloguing that today seems insensitive into the public 

domain, particularly in a city such as Birmingham where diverse communities might 

claim the sitters that appear in colonial-era photographs as their ancestors. James aims 

to leverage creative practice towards new understandings of the archives and its 

contents as dynamic, living and open to post-modern interpretive strategies (James 

2012). Thus, the interstitial spaces of Parmar’s interventions make reparations for the 

hegemonic structures of naming by enabling hybrid subject positions to assert 
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themselves. Parmar’s screenprints exemplify the use of hybridity as a methodology to 

advance social justice.  

 

Indeed, as sociologist Jan Nederveen Pieterse explains, hybridity is not only a reflection 

of current realities and future aspirations, it is a powerful methodological approach 

from which to develop social justice initiatives (Pieterse 2001: 238). The relational 

aspects of hybridity promote new modes of self-actualisation based on the realities of 

contemporary life, rather than essentialist notions of identity, and new forms of 

resistance to inequalities. Acknowledging hybridity is thus a way for museums and 

galleries to assert individuals’ cultural rights, ‘the right freely to participate in the 

cultural life of the community,’ as the 1946 United Nations Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights states and which David Anderson cites to argue for an ethically-based 

understanding of social engagement (Anderson 2012). 

 

Hybridity is, in fact, a key theme of efforts to facilitate reconciliation in conflict 

resolution. Grappling with one’s complex interrelationships with others is central to 

forging healthy group dynamics. Theologian Nico Koopman reflects upon his 

experiences of the reconciliation process in South Africa: 

 

Through the participation in each others’ lives it becomes increasingly difficult 

to talk about yourself as merely Coloured or South African. Participation in the 

lives of my black, white and Indian brothers . . . now co-defines me. I am still a 

Coloured but I am also more than that. I am still South African but at the same 
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time I am more than that. . . . This ‘something more’ applies to all the others 

that I might mingle, commune, share with and with whom I live in a 

relationship of interdependency . . . . And where this proximity and mingling, 

sharing and solidarity grow, there a life of reparative and healing forgiveness 

also takes shape. (Koopman n.d.) 

 

As Koopman poignantly makes clear, taking stock of hybridity is a powerful reparative 

mechanism to creating new and more productive relationships, even among groups 

with a long history of imposed estrangement and segregation.  

 

In this chapter I will explore how artists engaging in a range of critical practices use 

hybridity as a methodological approach towards social justice. Through projects by 

Fred Wilson, Matt Smith and Theaster Gates I will show how artists leverage hybridity 

to help museums make meaningful symbolic reparations towards equality and 

inclusivity. With hybridity artists have the potential to subvert hegemonic power 

structures and to inspire what Bashir and Kymlicka call transformative justice, justice 

that ‘ . . . seeks to create a new “we”, which requires opening up new possibilities that 

did not exist before.’ (Bashir and Kymlicka 2008: 19). Whilst reconciliation is a complex 

process with no clear end point, hybridity is an effective vehicle to forge pluralistic 

institutions characterised by shared authority, reciprocity and mutual trust. Sometimes 

hybridity is a conscious strategy thoughtfully articulated in advance on the part of the 

commissioning institution; more often it is an inchoate agenda that evolves with the 

provocations of the artist as third party to the museum and its publics. But in either 
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case, museum interventions that engage hybridity have the capacity to spark the kind 

of critical, self-reflective thinking essential to organisational change towards equality 

and social justice. Theaster Gates refers to the methodology of hybridity as ‘temple 

swapping’, an exchange of values between seemingly unlike groups, in his case the 

black church and the museum, to explore their interconnections—their relational 

sensibilities-- and, in so doing, to create a new and powerful force for good. And as 

Gates exclaims, ‘when the museum and the temple conflate--oh boy, is that sexy’ 

(Gates 2010). 

 

 

Hybridity, art history and museums 

 

In art history scholarship over-determinism of race is a common problem. For instance, 

as Darby English argues, the art historical treatment of works by African-American 

artists is commonly reductive and transparent, masking the hybrid nature of identity 

and preventing a complex reading of objects in relation to social, cultural and 

economic factors. English characterises this problematic treatment of African-

American art: 

 

It is almost uniformly generalized, endlessly summoned to prove its 

representativeness (or defend its lack of same) and contracted to show-and-tell 

on behalf of an abstract and unchanging ‘culture of origin’. For all this, the art 
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gains little purchase on the larger social, historical, and aesthetic formations to 

which it nevertheless directs itself with increasing urgency (English 2007: 7).  

 

English likens this essentialist approach to a system of apartheid. He holds: 

 

 . . . the rhetorical operations of black representational space separate from 

works of art elements of their informing contexts that reflect interest in issues 

other than race. This is how black representational space functions as a kind of 

tactical segregation. Probably ‘segregation’ has remained, until now, off our list 

of progressive talking points because its most ardent supporters have no 

reason to believe that they traffic in the kind of segregation one hollers about. 

Indeed for many that kind of segregation, exemplified in our time by apartheid  

. . . enjoys a special status as that against which black representational space, 

for instance, provides a defense. Yet the same principle obtains whenever 

there exist regulatory procedures to aver something as self-sufficient, separate, 

intact, independent, identical to itself, in essence uncontaminated by any 

relation to alterity (English 2007: 11). 

 

English clearly implicates museums, as well as art history, in the problems of tactical 

segregation.   

 

In fact, addressing hybridity is a significant museological challenge. Simone Bodo 

argues that ‘ . . . there is a pressing need for strategies and programmes aimed at 
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creating “third spaces” where individuals are permitted to cross the boundaries of 

belonging and are offered genuine opportunities for self-representation (Bodo 2012: 

184). But, she reports, though museums may espouse a rhetoric of defining identity 

through hybridity, in reality, they have not managed to reframe diversity and equality 

issues in any substantive way in relation to fluid identity (Bodo 2012: 183).  

 

Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh argue that pluralism cannot be achieved in museums 

without engaging hybridity. In their research on diversity at Tate Britain, they recount: 

 

 . . . cultural diversity was rendered across the networks as a problem to be 

solved. Such problematisation involved an interpretation of diversity as being 

characterised through visual markers of racialised difference . . . . In this way 

the real work of difference becomes obscured. Differentiating between the 

concept of difference and racialised categorisation opens up the potential for 

recognising models of power and the institutionally normalised practice which 

support them and thus creates the space for revision and innovation (Dewdney, 

Dibosa and Walsh 2012: 121). 

 

Hybridity, Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh suggest, is a radical, counter-hegemonic 

method to reimagine the museum through the lens of social justice and to create 

organisational change that manifests this vision. 
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Underpinning the concept of hybridity as a counter-hegemonic method is the notion 

that museums have the right and responsibility to redress inequalities and advance 

social justice in museums and in society; museums have social impact beyond the 

institution itself (Nightingale and Sandell 2012: 3). Richard Sandell makes a persuasive 

argument that this moral agency of museums, as evidenced by a growing body of 

research, supports the case for activist positions (Sandell 2011: 143). As Sandell 

explains, activism within the museum context is an organisational commitment not to 

passively perpetuate hegemonic moralities but instead to consciously combat 

prejudice through respectful and complex understandings of difference in 

representation and through fostering equality of opportunity to participate in museum 

experiences. Sandell asserts, ‘ . . . socially purposeful museums very often seek to 

engender support for the human rights of different communities whose lived 

experience of disadvantage and marginalisation have often been reflected in their 

exclusion from, or misrepresentation, within existing museum narratives.’ (Sandell 

2011: 131).  

 

To be the compassionate and equitable institutions that new museum ethics imagines, 

institutions must be willing to accept the responsibility of activism. Assuming an 

activist approach does not imply that the resulting agenda is reductive. Instead, 

activism opens up debate in the museum around social justice issues, offering 

opportunities for museum professionals and audiences to re-examine their own and 

societal assumptions as well as alternative views. Museum activism presumes that 

such efforts will have an impact outside the museum—that they will contribute to a 
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more just society (Marstine 2011: 13-14). Artists who engage in critical practice have 

an important role to play in advancing activist agendas of social justice in museums 

and galleries. 

 

Truth, fiction and hybridity: Fred Wilson’s ‘An Invisible Life’  

 

As visitors wandered through the Queen-Anne style Haas-Lilienthal House museum in 

San Francisco during the summer of 1993, docents sporting official-looking plastic 

coated badges delivered scripted tours that highlighted the architectural flourishes of 

the home and recounted facts and figures about the distinguished life of the deceased 

yet omnipresent 120-year-old former occupant, Baldwin Antinous Stein. According to 

docents, Stein was born in the Caribbean and of Jewish heritage. He was a talented 

linguist who traveled the world as a professional photographer, befriending luminaries 

from Eadweard Muybridge to Marcel Proust, according to docents.  Stein moved in 

with the Haas-Lillienthal family in 1906 after the San Francisco earthquake. 

 

But for those who looked and listened closely and thought critically about this 

experience, traces of Stein’s artistic and personal life registered doubts about the 

veracity of the story being told. Certain details delineated by the docents contradicted 

one another; the tour’s emphasis on ‘hidden’ architectural elements and ‘faux’ 

painting lent an aura of illusion. And from books, photographs, art, furniture and, 

tellingly, closets, a counter-narrative emerged that evoked Stein’s hybrid, homosexual 

and mixed-race identity and that prompted visitors to ask what was ‘real’ and what 
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was fictive about the house museum and the man represented there. For instance, 

two portrait photographs in one frame, each capturing a pair of male sailors embracing 

lovingly, stood at the center of a mantelpiece, among other assorted photographs of 

men of various races, ethnicities and twentieth-century moments. Behind the grouping 

hung a large 1887 Muybridge collotype of a male nude athlete in various stages of the 

shot put (Figure 5.2). A Greek statue of men wrestling dominated the parlour while 

homoerotically-charged titled books including Love in Ancient Greece and Of Human 

Bondage lay scattered around the house, some with aging bookmarks annotated 

presciently with comments such as ‘a history denied, page 117’. From a living room 

chair, the hushed voice of a man could be heard asking, ‘Am I alone? Is it only me? Is 

there no one else?’ At the back of the bedroom closet, a partially obscured video 

screen projected three different pairs of eyes at set intervals (Figure 5.3). The eyes 

confronted the viewer, with their diverse racial and ethnic identities, as he or she 

peered in to take stock of flamboyant suits, hats and ties. The docents did not identify 

images of Stein among the photographs. Visitors could only speculate, based on their 

own life experience, who he might be (Wilson 2012a; Wilson 2012b; González 2008: 

101-105; Crane 1997: 50-51).  

 

As visitors learned at the exit of the house, what they were apprehending was an 

installation by New York-based conceptual artist Fred Wilson, ‘An Invisible Life: A View 

into the World of a 120 Year Old Man’, commissioned by the Capp Street Project, an 

experimental art centre in San Francisco with an artist-in-residency program 

commissioning site-specific work around the city.2  With its docents’ script and its 
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elaborate staging fabricated by Wilson to intervene in the Haas-Lilienthal House, the 

installation was both performative and alluring; one audience member commented, ‘I 

was aware that Baldwin Stein was not real but I found myself slowly believing in him 

(or at least wanting to) because the props were so seductive . . . ‘ (Capp Street Project 

Visitor Survey, 1993).  

 

Seduction, through juxtapositions of ‘truth’ and ‘fiction’ which collapse the boundaries 

between them, was central to Wilson’s conception of the project. He asserted in his 

artist’s statement for Capp Street: 

 

I was interested in the whole narrative aspect of someone’s house, in the 

difference between history as displayed by a museum and that actual history of 

an individual. I wanted Baldwin Antinous Stein to be an ordinary person, not a 

mythic figure or a hero, but one who had an extraordinary characteristic, 

something that would arouse your curiosity. . . . It’s an installation within an 

installation, a picture within a picture (Wilson 1993). 

 

Stein’s extraordinary characteristic--his age--makes the unspoken but implied other 

features of his biography-his mixed race and homosexuality—seem ordinary by 

comparison. Juxtaposed with the implausible fiction of 120 years of life, hybridity of 

identity becomes a truth that audiences more readily accept. 
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Juxtapositions between truth and fiction are emblematic of Wilson’s approach to 

institutional critique. Fictions tell truths that museums do not ordinarily venture to 

articulate; and what museums uphold as truth collapses as fiction, thus repudiating 

institutional authority. Wilson’s juxtapositions help museum professionals and visitors 

alike to acknowledge what is missing—or invisible, as the title of the installation 

conveys--from museum narratives, in this case, hybridity, and to imagine new, more 

socially just ways forward that make visible in museums and society voices previously 

relegated to the margins.  

 

Wilson is widely recognised for developing an approach to institutional critique in the 

1990s that shines a light on the inequalities and injustices perpetuated by museums. 

His interventions at diverse institutions from the Seattle Art Museum to the Museum 

of World Culture, Gothenburg, have had a significant impact on artists and on the 

museum sector. As English asserts: 

 

. . . were it not for the success of Wilson’s interventions, institutional critique 

itself might not have turned so fully to face the nexus of problems that race 

difference raises in institutions of art. . . . Still another source of Wilson’s work’s 

value is the effect of its much-debated didacticism: for by enabling visitors to 

isolate and examine the rhetorics of marginalization, subordination, and 

exclusion that organize the museum, Wilson’s projects have let them see for 

themselves how the institution does and does not answer to the differences 

brought to it by visitors (English 2007: 153). 
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But Wilson’s probing of hybridity remains largely unrecognised in the scholarship.  

 

English, for instance, characterizes Wilson’s museum interventions as essentialising:  

 

The practice of reading specific museums for and then calling out for display 

repressed, native inscriptions of differences—especially those kept in place 

through scopic regimes, as race and gender are—risks promulgating such 

differences in a legibility, or clarity, that is both consistent with most extant 

institutional procedures and at odds with modes of living as different.’ (English 

2007: 153).   

 

While race is clearly important to Wilson, I hold that hybridity is pivotal to his 

engagement with the politics of difference and that this hybridity gives his work a 

power and, above all, a radicality that deserves re-examination. In fact, I would suggest 

that the art historical treatment of Wilson’s work has suffered from the kind of ‘tactical 

segregation’ that English abhors (English 2007: 11). As a gay man of African-American 

and Caribbean descent, Wilson draws from his own experience of hybrid identity to 

suggest a new way forward for museums. Nowhere is this more clear than in ‘An 

Invisible Life: A View into the World of a 120 Year Old Man’. ‘I intended it to be a 

counterpoint to the strict narrative of race in America’, Wilson remarked (Wilson 

2012b). From a museological perspective ‘An Invisible Life’ provides a useful and 
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innovative model of grappling with diversity through hybridity as a methodological 

approach. 

 

It has been well documented that historic house museums have been slow to 

acknowledge the hidden histories of LGBT experience within their walls (Lee 2011; 

Vanegas 2002). The marriage of black, Caribbean and queer identity has seldom been 

represented in such spaces. With its large LGBT, African-American and immigrant 

populations, San Francisco may have been one of the only cities in the US where such a 

project could have taken place in the early 1990s. For Wilson it was a paradoxical place 

to develop the work, however, because of the contrast between its relatively ‘out’ 

LGBT communities where he could be himself and where he engaged in intellectually 

satisfying research on gay histories for the project and the unacknowledged LBGT 

identities within museum representation; as he explains it, Wilson exploited this irony 

through the unresolved tensions between invisibility and visibility in the character of 

Stein (Wilson 2012b).  

 

Despite the revolutionary potential of ‘An Invisible Life’, it remains obscured by other 

interventions in Wilson’s oeuvre such as ‘Mining the Museum’ (Maryland Historical 

Society 1993) that provide equally compelling but perhaps more subtle constructions 

of hybrid identity, subtle enough that the art history literature has overlooked them 

(Globus 2011). Wilson notes that his concept of hybridity for the Capp Street Project 

emerges from his experience of being pegged as ‘the race man who makes 

installations about slavery’; as he developed ‘Mining the Museum’ he kept thinking 
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about what might never be known but was central to the identities of some of the 

figures in the works he included: homosexuality (Wilson 2012b). Wilson recounts that, 

after ‘Mining the Museum’ he strategically turned down commissions from other 

historical museums that asked him to produce projects on slavery in favour of the art 

centre context of the Capp Street Project where he did not feel the constraints 

predetermination (Wilson 2012b). 

 

Wilson states that hybridity of character ‘goes to the core of what he is and what he 

thinks of the world’. An Invisible Life was his attempt to ‘critique the Balkanisation of 

identity politics in the US--which did not represent my own understanding of self or 

others—by blurring as many boundaries as I could and keep ideas and people from 

being fixed’ (Wilson 2012b). Wilson explains that this first and only direct foray into  

representing homosexual and racial identity had great resonance for him personally at 

the time of his Capp Street commission because: 

 

I still had one foot in the closet with family members that were then in denial; 

the persona of Stein became a way for me to think about how to negotiate the 

world with dignity but without revealing too much about myself (Wilson 

2012b). 

 

To date there is little acknowledgment of the implications for reconciliation between 

museums and communities that ‘An Invisible Life’ may have brought to bear. For 

instance, no works or documentation from Wilson’s Capp Street Project installation 
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were included in his 2001 retrospective (Berger 2001: 167). This omission led art critic 

John Perreault to speculate, ‘Is it that Wilson’s fictional Baldwin Antinous Stein had too 

many lovingly collected photographs of his male friends?’ (Perreault 2004). And while 

the non-collecting Capp Street Project, with its focus on one-off site-specific initiatives,  

was in some ways perhaps not an institution equipped to see through the innovative 

museological implications of the installation, we might also speculate that the 

subversive nature of ‘An Invisible Life’ required an experimental, risk-taking institution 

like Capp Street to allow it to develop. We can acknowledge that the lack of press 

coverage about ‘An Invisible Life’ during the project’s duration—Wilson chose not to 

speak with the media so as not to disclose the subtext of the installation (Wilson 

2012b)--may have obscured it.  But I see the hybridity in Wilson’s ‘An Invisible Life’ as 

so radical for its time that the project has been metaphorically re-closeted. Looking 

afresh at the installation provides an opportunity to understand the counter-

hegemonic potential of hybridity for museums and to recognise how artists have used 

hybridity as an agent of reconciliation. 

 

As González acknowledges (González 2008: 101), Wilson has asserted that he does not 

prioritise race over categories of difference in his work. But he is committed to 

exploring the complex dynamic between perception, prejudice and museum 

connoisseurship. Wilson associates the prejudice he has encountered since childhood--

prejudice based on others’ assessments of his appearance in relation to prevailing 

stereotypes of race, ethnicity and masculinity--with the processes of connoisseurship 
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on which most art museums and galleries are founded and which, through the trope of 

‘quality’, designate which works are canonical and which are not. He explains: 

 

As a child, I felt misunderstood in all the contexts, outside the family, that I was 

in. People would see me and make up their own minds about who I was based 

on what I looked like. They created a history for me, based solely on my 

appearance. I relate this to museums. They are the ultimate environment 

where people mark objects and make up stories about them in their own 

minds, based on how they look (Berger and Wilson 2001: 37). 

 

The stories suggested by Wilson’s ‘An Invisible Life’ prompt viewers to question 

judgments made solely on appearances and to consider, instead, the complex realities 

of contemporary hybrid identities. 

 

To Wilson such critique is at the heart of the agenda for social justice: 

 

I had a fire in my belly around issues of social justice because they directly 

affected me and because, as an outsider, I was able to see the rhetoric of the 

museum and the profession’s complete denial of the codes in place, codes that 

exclude, stereotype and reinforce hegemonic power structures. I wanted to 

explore how museums were talking about culture and what wasn’t being talked 

about (Marstine 2012b: 42). 
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One thing that museums weren’t talking about in 1993 was hybridity as a configuration 

of diversity. ‘An Invisible Life’ offered a way for museums, galleries and historic houses 

to move beyond defining diversity through singular categories and to invoke symbolic 

reparations for those who experience inequalities and injustices because of their hybrid 

identities. With ‘An Invisible Life’, hybridity becomes Wilson’s methodological tool to 

spark transformative justice, what Bashir and Kymlicka refer to as the recognition of new 

and previously unimagined ways of being (Bashir and Kymlicka 2008: 19).  

 

At the Haas-Lilienthal House, Stein served as an autobiographical specter for Wilson of 

his own hybrid identity. Wilson fabricated the fictitious Stein as a ‘closeted’ gay persona 

of mixed race to make visible (and audible) hidden histories of sexual orientation, race, 

ethnicity and the hybridity that, together, they entail. The eyes (those of Wilson and his 

San Francisco artist friends Nayland Blake and Cliff Hengst) projecting cyclically from the 

closet, the whispered voices asking ‘am I alone’, the bookmark noting ‘a history denied’ 

and the other signifiers of Stein’s hybrid embodiment manifested the tensions between 

absence and presence in the historic house—of Stein, of homosexuality and of colour. 

Stein’s alleged move to the home, just after the 1906 earthquake, suggests that the 

assertion of counter-hegemonic power through hybrid identity emerges out of 

destruction, the destruction of neat categories which do not represent contemporary 

realities. Stein’s remarkable lifespan and immateriality give hybridity a mythical status 

that speaks to Wilson’s own refusal to be split into two worlds—the gay and the black. 

 

In Stein, Wilson drew from the experiences of the unnamed semi-autobiographical 
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protagonist in Ralph Ellison’s 1952 novel of racism Invisible Man (González 2008: 102; 

Ellison 1952). But for Wilson the project of making visible what has been rendered 

invisible is equally about sexual orientation and a host of other categories commonly 

used to distinguish between ‘us’ and ‘them’. He asserts: 

 

. . . I produce projects around the issues of race when the issue jumps out at 

me. I don’t go looking for it. If it is not there . . . other issues rise to the surface, 

such as ecological issues, sexual and cultural difference, gender, class, politics, 

and even aesthetics. The underlying connection between all the works is my 

interest in perception (Berger and Wilson 2001: 34). 

 

With the fictitious character’s name and age Wilson offered up clues to understanding 

the strength of hybrid identity. Stein’s surname alluded to art collector and writer 

Gertrude Stein who was raised in the San Francisco area and whose life and work 

challenged sexual norms (Corn and Latimer 2100). His given name referred to author 

and civil rights activist James Baldwin, whose novels and plays speak to inequalities of 

both race and sexual orientation (Kenan and Sickels 2005). The middle name, Antinous, 

invokes a young Bythinian man of the same name renowned as a sexual favourite of 

the Emperor Hadrian; when Hadrian deified the youth after the boy’s drowning, a cult 

developed that made images of Antinous emblematic of androgenous male beauty 

throughout the Roman empire (Vout 2007: 52-135). Stein’s age of 120, according to 

Wilson, suggests a life roughly spanning from the birth of Oscar Wilde in 1854 through 
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the activist years of Stonewall; Baldwin Antinous Stein’s biography ‘represents the 

history of homosexuality in the west’, Wilson remarks (Wilson 2012b). 

 

The re-examination of Wilson’s ‘An Invisible Life’ leads to a reckoning with hybridity as 

a significant theme for artists to conceptualise diversity and to bring transformative 

justice to the museum. It also helps us to understand in new ways critical practice by 

other artists equally committed to issues of the multiplicity of identity but engaging it 

from their own distinct perspectives—ranging from queer theory to theories of 

hospitality. And though neither Matt Smith nor Theaster Gates would say 

unequivocally that their work falls under the art historical rubric of institutional 

critique, both are strongly shaped by Wilson’s use of juxtaposition to evoke hybrid 

identity. 

 

Hybridity and the queer: Matt Smith’s ‘Other Stories’ 

 

Brighton-based ceramics artist and freelance curator Matt Smith is well known in the 

UK for his interventions since 2006 interrogating hidden LGBT histories. In projects for 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery and for historic homes run by the National Trust, 

for example, he ‘queers’ institutional collections and narratives. Smith’s early career 

experience working on exhibitions at the Science Museum of London, and the British 

Film Institute led to his desire to critique common practice by introducing queer 

approaches. Smith has been heavily influenced by the work of Fred Wilson and states 

that the hybrid identity of Baldwin Antinous Stein in ‘An Invisible Life’ resonates 
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strongly for him (M. Smith 2012a). ‘I am struck by the discerning way that Wilson 

tackles the “double header” of race and sexuality’, Smith asserts (M. Smith 2012a). 

 

Recent scholars have argued that queer theory and hybridity have much in common as 

methodological approaches. Aristea Fotopoulou, for example, contends that both 

queer theory and hybridity destabilise binary categories of naming as they make visible 

normative narrative structures. Both, by Fotopoulou’s estimate, foster an 

understanding of identity as shifting and fluid (Fotopoulou 2012). Fotopoulou asserts, 

‘Reducing the concept of “queer” to an identity category in LGBT studies heavily limits 

its political potential. The critical edge of queer theory lies in the framing of “queer” as 

a site of “becoming” and of constant questioning of norms’ (Fotopoulou 2012: 25). She 

argues that hybridity can facilitate queer studies in the production of knowledge, 

histories and subversive practices (Fotopoulou 2012: 29). Mikko Tuhkanen is more 

unequivocal; she holds that queer theory is a theory of hybridity (Tuhkanen 2005). 

 

Matt Smith has an implicit understanding of the entwined relationship between queer 

theory and hybridity. He sees the queer as a playful but subversive vehicle to explore a 

range of experiences of difference, and the complex and overlapping interrelationships 

among them, rather than exclusively LGBT experience. He views queering the museum 

not as an exclusionary tactic but an inclusive one that offers a way forward for 

museums committed to social justice. Smith notes that his familiarity with the codes 

developed to assert homosexual identity in a hetero-normative society have helped 
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him to identify and question other kinds of codes that distinguish between ‘us and 

‘them’, including those of museological practice (M. Smith 2011).  

 

Smith articulates his vision of hybridity through the queer with his 2012 intervention 

‘Other Stories: Queering the University Art Collection’ for the Stanley and Audrey 

Burton Gallery at the University of Leeds. Overseen by the University’s Library, the 

Burton Gallery boasts a strong collection of English modernism with works by Vanessa 

Bell, Roger Fry, Duncan Grant, Ben Nicholson and Henry Moore, among others, and 

supplements its program of exhibitions with projects displaying papers from the 

Library’s vast special collections.  

 

‘Other Stories’ was born of hybridity. As Curator of the Burton Gallery Layla Bloom 

explains, a hybrid relationship between the Library archives and the permanent 

collection inspired the project (Bloom 2012b). The initiative was part of the University 

of Leeds’ campaign to mark the centennial of vice-chancellor Sir Michael Sadler’s 

administration (1911-1923); Sadler had been a strong advocate for the arts and 

donated many of Gallery’s best-known works. The Burton Gallery chose to 

commemorate Sadler’s contributions through an exhibition displaying, alongside works 

from the permanent collection, the papers of Sadler’s close friend, poet, philosopher 

and utopian thinker Edward Carpenter, which are held by the University Library.  

 

At the turn of the twentieth century, Carpenter was internationally known for 

advancing an unusual array of radical causes, including pacifism, gay liberation, 
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communitarianism, mysticism, women’s rights and vegetarianism. In fact, his unique 

cluster of social justice concerns made him an early representative of hybridity (Gandhi 

2006). Bloom notes that, as an openly gay man who was not prosecuted for his beliefs 

and lifestyle, Carpenter made a fascinating model to refute common assumptions 

about gay and lesbian experience during the Victorian period (Bloom 2012b). The 

Burton Gallery chose to use the papers as a starting point for a project that would 

resonate particularly during LGBT history month.  

 

As Bloom recounts, the Gallery quickly realised the project required a voice that could 

connect Carpenter’s ideas to the permanent collection. Bloom perceived this as a 

significant challenge, however, for she and the rest of the staff could not themselves 

make connections between the permanent collection and LGBT history. She had seen 

some of Smith’s earlier work and thought that he might be able to tell stories that 

would weave the two components together. But she had no idea of how he would use 

stories to interrogate the collection and the Gallery (Bloom 2012b). 

 

When asked whether ‘Other Stories’ is representative of institutional critique, Smith 

conveys ambivalence, expressing greater comfort with the act of critique than with 

directing this critique at institutions. He explains that he is fully invested in critiquing 

societal attitudes towards difference but that, in his opinion, museums are not 

nameless institutions but, instead, complex organisations made up of individuals, 

many of whom may well be trying to help make their workplaces more socially 

responsible (M. Smith 2012a). Smith does acknowledge that one of the aims of his 
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interventions is to empower museums to take on issues of affect and emotion, rather 

than simply clinging to the veil of objectivity. He also remarks that he finds it liberating 

to work as an artist at the museum, rather than as an in-house employee, for, as an 

outsider, he is expected to voice opinions and he gives the museum agency to do so as 

well. Through affect and emotion, Smith works to facilitate reconciliations between 

museums and communities that have been marginalised by the binary and normative 

structures of representation. Smith views this reconciliation process as particularly 

important for those whose sexuality does not conform to hetero-normative categories. 

He states ‘because there is little generational passing down of LGBT histories, most 

lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender individuals have to develop a sense of these 

histories from scratch; museums have the potential to help fill this huge gap’ (M. Smith 

2012a).  

 

Smith approached the commission for the Burton Gallery by identifying modern and 

contemporary stories that would help him to link Carpenter with the permanent 

collection. Smith explained that, when he began the project, he knew only vaguely of 

Carpenter but adds that his affinity for Carpenter grew as the intervention unfolded 

(M. Smith 2012a). Smith used papers and oral histories from the Brighton Ourstory: 

Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual History Archive, in the city of Brighton,3 as his source 

material. Smith explains that he activated the archive to examine and redress historical 

injustices in museums and to acknowledge identities and experiences that had been 

suppressed (M. Smith 2012a). Not unlike Fred Wilson in fabricating the persona of 

Baldwin Antinous Stein, Smith uses the queer to convey intimacies of hybridity, 
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intimacies that museums and galleries typically avoid. 

 

At the Brighton Ourstory archive Smith identified a range of compelling stories of gay, 

lesbian and bisexual experience which could serve as source material for the 

intervention. Some of the narratives expressed guilt and shame; others were 

celebratory. Together, they represented queer experience as fluid, dynamic and 

diverse. Smith chose to honor what he considered the most resonant of these stories 

by choosing and embellishing an object for each that would somehow embed the 

emotion expressed by the author and, in juxtaposition with an object from the Burton 

Gallery’s permanent collection, create new understandings of the politics of difference. 

Smith’s strategy of pairings of his own work, each one inspired by a Brighton archive 

story, with a work from the Burton Gallery, was his way of making visible whilst 

destabilising normative museum narratives. As an intervention the pairings show how 

the methodologies of hybridity and the queer can together facilitate the production of 

knowledge, histories and subversive practices. The title of the exhibition, ‘Other 

Stories: Queering the University Art Collection’, speaks to this aim. 

 

As he worked, Smith developed an anachronistic but, all the same, strong affinity for 

Carpenter as a mentor and inspiration. Smith wished to honor Carpenter’s ideals of 

social justice and hybrid talents as a polymath. And gradually Smith began to view 

Carpenter’s life as a corrective to the assumption that it has become progressively 

easier over time to identify as a sexual minority in the UK. Compared to Carpenter’s 

experience of relative liberty (which Smith admits differs from that of Oscar Wilde and 
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others operating in the same context), the oppression of the 1950s and 1960s, when 

men were aggresively prosecuted for same-sex activity, seems particularly brutal. 

Homosexual sex was not legalised in the UK until 1967. Smith came to understand the 

project as a way to help museums and visitors to ‘be braver about queering what 

might seem like straight histories and to explore more broadly the fluidity of non-

normative sexualities’ (M. Smith 2012a).  

 

The eight objects that Smith introduced to the exhibition were domestic in nature: a 

tea tray, a cake of soap, champagne glasses, a blanket, christening gowns, a photo 

frame, an address book and a coffee set. Smith intervened in this seemingly random, 

hybrid group of objects through inscribing each with excerpts from the texts of the 

Brighton archive stories. Words are embroidered, stenciled, engraved and incised. 

Bloom notes that the beauty of the craftwork lends poignancy to the pairings (Bloom 

2012b). For Smith, the use of the domestic helped make the emotions of the narratives 

from Brighton Ourstories concrete and impossible not to engage. Inserted into the fine 

arts sphere of the gallery setting, the domestic also represented another level of 

hybridity for Smith.  

 

Smith’s pairings of domestic objects with particular works from the Burton Gallery‘s 

permanent collection seem rather arbitrary at first glance—they are not reductive 

affirmations of an artist’s sexuality. In fact, he chooses not to create pairings with 

artists represented in the collection who are commonly recognised as gay such as John 

Singer Sargent. Smith makes connections on a variety of levels from formal to 
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iconographic. Some are linked through references to literature or film. None are 

straightforward or transparent. All the juxtapositions offer a hybrid multisensory 

engagement with the queer. In addition, the pairings are scattered throughout the 

gallery space, rather than situated in one area, suggesting that the queer is 

omnipresent and unable to be contained. Bloom remarks, ‘the queer is nowhere and 

everywhere at the same time’ (Bloom 2012b).   

 

In one pairing, Smith placed a 1950s-style Stratton Fonopad address book in front of 

Frank Lisle’s 1955 oil on canvas Bird Cage (Figure 5.4, right). The address book has a 

similar shape and colour to the background of the painting. On the address book, open 

to the page for names beginning with P-Q, Smith has printed in capitals a text by 

Dennis, circa 1960, from Brighton Ourstory. Some lines are thick and blurry with ink 

while others are thin and faded, as if to suggest emotional anguish. It reads: 

 

I never kept the names and addresses of . . . friends written down, it was in my 

head but I never wrote it down on anything and I would certainly never dream 

of keeping a diary because I knew loads and loads and loads of queens who 

were arrested and then they’d go to their house and go through their rooms 

and they’d find a diary and they’d go through names in that and it could 

snowball, it was a terrifying thing. 

 

I always thought it wasn’t safe to have affairs. One night stands with someone 

whose name you didn’t know and certainly whose address you didn’t know  
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and they didn’t know yours was really a much better idea. 

 

Through the pairing Smith conveys the notion of entrapment. The law prevents Dennis 

from having a stable, loving relationship and imprisons him, like a caged bird, into a 

succession of one-night stands. For Smith, the irony is haunting that, in an era before 

the advent of the AIDS virus, it was thought safer for gay men to have anonymous sex 

than a committed partnership (M. Smith 2012a). Smith’s juxtaposition refutes the 

stereotype that gay men are inherently sexually promiscuous. The juxtaposition also 

evokes Jean Poiret’s 1973 play La Cage aux Folles (and various adaptations) about a 

gay couple trying to conceal their lifestyle when the son of one of the men brings his 

fiancé and her conservative family to dinner. Though a comedy, the play acknowledges 

the struggles of secreting sexual orientation. 

 

Smith’s pairing of Trevor Bell’s Image of Blues (1960) with a large square cake of soap, 

etched with the words of Graham (1989) from Brighton Ourstory, speaks even more 

intimately of the isolation of living as a sexual minority, a year before Graham died of 

AIDS-related complications at the age of 41 (Figure 5.5, right). The cake of soap reads: 

 

. . . I knew that it was almost make or break, you know, that I’d been feeling ill 

for the last five or six weeks, you know. I, had a temperature every night, 

sometimes during the day as well, er, had these different things wrong with 

me—the, the anal bleeding, the pain, the  . . .  
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As Smith explains, soap, with its ephemeral qualities, was an apt medium on many 

levels; it evoked the indignities of being cared for, the prejudices of those who 

repudiate homosexuality as abject and the vulnerabilities of being a gay man during 

the AIDS epidemic. The font of the text inscribed, resembling typed letters but with 

some irregular waxy edges and deep concavities, suggests the stumbling voice of 

Graham in his oral history recording. The soap functions almost like a marble 

tombstone. Smith realised only after he made the piece that it made reference to the 

UK government AIDs awareness campaign of the 1990s that depicted icebergs cleaving 

and gravestones tumbling with the strapline ‘don’t die of ignorance’ (M. Smith 2012a). 

 

Smith connects the cake of soap to Bell’s work through the title of the painting, Image 

of Blues, and the expressionistic blue brushstrokes. As Smith remarks, Blue was also 

the name of Derek Jarman’s 1993 film, his last work before his death from AIDS-

related causes (M. Smith 2012a). Jarman directed the film when he had become 

partially blind and represents his experience through a saturated blue screen as the 

backdrop to an audio track with voices of himself and others discussing his artistic 

vision.  

 

Smith’s pairing of a late nineteenth-century wooden tea tray with the Carpenter 

papers is, conversely, heartening (Figure 5.6, bottom right), reflecting Carpenter’s 

utopian sensibilities. Cut into the tray is a reminiscence by Carpenter of his budding 

sexuality ‘At the age of eight or nine, and long before distinct sexual feelings declared 
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themselves, I felt a friendly attraction toward my own sex, and this developed after the 

age of puberty into a passionate sense of love.’ 

 

Block letters cut out to make the inscription lay seemingly haphazardly beside the tray. 

Smith admits that destroying a Victorian tea tray to make the intervention gave him 

some trepidation as he recognised that it was an act of aggression; but he concluded 

that anger over the erasure of history was justified and that the cutting of the tray was 

a fitting metaphor to express this sentiment (M. Smith 2012a). 

 

A second look at the jumble of alphabet pieces, however, reveals the phrase ‘I love 

george’ spelled out—a reference to Carpenter’s life partner George Merrill. This is a 

poetic way to suggest that the act of looking to the absences in the historical record—

suggested by the voids in the tray—can reveal hidden wells of emotion and affect. As 

Bloom declares, ‘In his quiet way, Smith shows us things that were always there 

(Bloom 2012b).  

 

Seen as a whole, Smith’s intervention—his eight pairings of works from the Leeds 

University collections with domestic objects he inscribed with texts from Brighton 

Ourstories—uses hybridity as a methodological tool to queer the gallery. He states, 

‘Trying to reduce history into a single, unified narrative erases the lives of those who 

lived outside the mainstream and ignores that the past has always been a collection of 

complex, fragmented and contradictory stories’ (M. Smith 2012c: 13). Instead, ‘Other 

Stories’ functions like Whitney Davis’ concept of ‘queer family romance’ (Davis 2011). 
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Smith explains that he drew from Davis’ theoretical premise in articulating new ways 

of understanding the University collections (M. Smith 2012b). As Davis defines it, queer 

family romance is a psychoanalytic approach to understanding the queering of 

collections. According to Davis, collectors evoking queer family romance build on 

particular stylistic and iconographic resemblances to animate collections as a whole in 

ways that cannot be understood by partial views. Davis posits that queer family 

romance empowers individuals marginalised from normative family and societal 

structures because of their sexual orientation to construct alternative, more hybrid 

structures of belonging through collections. As Davis describes, queer family romance 

‘allowed queer significances (homosexual or not) to emerge into visibility even when 

particular artifacts . . . did not inherently possess a queer iconography or suggest a 

queer geneology.’ (Davis 2011: 323). Davis characterises this visibility as an 

‘extraconsanguinary mosaic’, a hybrid identity beyond that of blood lineage (Davis 

2011: 325). ‘Other Stories’ is Smith’s way of constructing an alternative, more hybrid 

structure of belonging or extraconsanguinary mosaic. 

 

In retrospect, Bloom, who had never before invited an artist to do an intervention, felt 

the project empowered her and her Gallery colleagues to think differently about the 

politics of representation. She says she was surprised when visitors responded that 

she’d really made a statement with the project as it didn’t feel like institutional 

critique. She admits, though, that ‘It did overturn a lot of the things we do and the way 

we do them’ (Bloom 2012b). Bloom states that she hopes the project ‘will encourage 

visitors to reflect on alternative and multiple possible interpretations’ of the works in 
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the permanent collection (Bloom 2012a). Smith hopes that the project will also 

encourage museums and galleries to explore alternative labeling and interpretative 

strategies (M. Smith 2012a). 

 

Hybridity and hospitality: Theaster Gates’ ‘To Speculate Darkly’ 

 

Hybridity through hospitality 

Chicago-based artist Theaster Gates embeds a culture of hospitality through his 

projects, hospitality based on notions of hybridity as a relational methodology with the 

potential to foster reconciliation. This notion of hospitality has radical foundations 

informed by the theories of Jacques Derrida, Emmanuel Levinas and contemporary 

commentators. In his Of Hospitality (2000), Derrida deconstructs conventional 

assumptions about hospitality through an ethical perspective on French colonial 

attitudes towards immigration; Derrida problematises the self/other power dynamic 

embedded in the gesture of welcoming the ‘stranger’ while also opening up the 

conceptual possibility that unconditional hospitality—encounters between self and 

other in which the host accepts the ‘other’ on their own terms—can be imagined 

(O’Gorman 2006).  

 

Dikeç, Clark and Barnett have extended Derrida’s concept of unconditional hospitality 

to argue for the possibility of encounters that create new hybrid identities. They look 

for direction to Levinas. They assert: 
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What Levinas reclaims and makes central . . . is the very receptiveness of one 

person to an Other, that capacity an embodied self has to take its inspiration 

from what it perceives as the needs of an other self, an other body. His 

hospitality, we might say, proceeds from that vertiginous moment when one 

feels bound to the other—the moment that makes possible the ever risky 

tipping together of unfamiliar lives (Dikeç, Clark and Barnett 2009: 6).  

 

This reaching for unconditional hospitality has particular appeal for some institutions 

and artists attempting to create reconciliations with and among communities 

 

For instance, at the Smart Museum of Art, University of Chicago, the 2012 exhibition 

‘Feast: Radical hospitality in contemporary art’ has become an impetus for introducing 

organisational change towards a theoretically informed and self-reflective position of 

hospitality (S. Smart 2013). The project is not just a survey of contemporary art that 

engages issues of food and the rituals around it although participatory elements of the 

works and associated events have created an environment where community 

engagement thrives. It has also become a vehicle for staff to rethink their own and 

institutional responsibilities towards visitors as guests—thus the ‘radical’ adjective in 

the exhibition title. Staff members from all departments take turns, for instance, 

offering slatko, a Serbian jam and gesture of welcome, to visitors walking in the door in 

Ana Prvacki’s piece The Greeting Committee (2011-ongoing) (Figure 5.7). Staff and 

their families make the slatko themselves from the artist’s mother’s recipe (Smart 

Museum of Art 2012). The idea is that performing hospitality for the project instills 
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new ethical understandings of hospitality as it shapes all museum activity. Chief 

curator Stephanie Smith explains:  

 

We have been thinking hard about what it means to be hospitable as an 

institution. We have recognised that we haven’t done as well as we could so we 

have made hospitality an institutional priority. One of the things that the show 

has really helped catalyse is a wider embrace of the idea of hospitality and the 

set of actions that would support it on the part of a very wide range of staff. 

The exhibition has shifted us out of normal patterns of behaviour which we 

want to extend beyond mere gesture. The show has helped solidify our sense 

of self as an institution (S. Smith 2012).  

 

Key to this process is critiquing the conditional hospitality that art museums, which 

typically see themselves as global entities, often grant to the local and forging new 

hybrid relationships built on unconditional hospitality. Stephanie Smith notes of ‘Feast’ 

programming: 

 

It’s been really important that all of these projects have included aspects of the 

local in terms of supporting really interesting practices that are happening here 

in Chicago. We’re thinking about knowledge exchange in and out of the 

museum and what it means to be a good neighbour. We’re thinking about how 

to embrace and provide resources for a wider group of creative people who 

haven’t necessarily been given the same advantages (S. Smith 2012). 
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Thinking locally through hospitality is a key strategy of the Smart’s social justice 

agenda towards equality and diversity. 

 

A featured artist of ‘Feast’, Theaster Gates was a pivotal figure to Smith in 

understanding what it means to be a good neighbour. A musician, ceramist and urban 

planner who calls himself a ‘cultural producer’ to encapsulate these hybrid talents, 

Gates is well known for performing acts of hospitality as a form of socially engaged 

practice. He is currently Inaugural Director of Arts and Public life at the University of 

Chicago.   

 

Beginning in 2006, after years of working as a planning bureaucrat, including a stint at 

the Chicago Transit Authority under Valerie Jarrett, now a senior advisor to President 

Barack Obama, Gates bought up derelict housing in Dorchester, a deprived area of 

South Side Chicago, not far from the University. There he has created a home, studio, 

artist-in-residence accommodations, music venue and archives with material gathered 

from shuttered stores and the old art history glass lantern slide collection from the 

University of Chicago. What is now known as the Dorchester Project (Figure 5.8), an 

institution in itself, employs a neighbourhood crew as its workforce. Gates exclaims,  

‘ . . . it’s about knowing your neighbors and using whatever cultural capital you have to 

make the things around you better’ (quoted in Wolff 2010: 22). Gates recycles raw 

materials from the building sites into art which he then sells, reinvesting the proceeds 

back into Dorchester. The Dorchester Project has been so successful that it has 
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spawned similar projects in other failing mid-western cities. Its success is built upon a 

model of hospitality which holds profound implications for museums.  

 

Gates’ Dorchester Project has become a meeting ground for diverse groups to discuss 

issues of urgency over soul food suppers. These suppers, or what Gates calls ‘plate 

convergences’ (Viveros-Faune 2012: 71), are a means not only to exchange ideas but, 

in the process, to actively perpetuate the formation of hybrid identities through 

gestures of hospitality. Gates explains, ‘That invitation to eat allows for people to cross 

racial lines and geographic lines that they normally don’t cross. And I’m excited about 

that. There is room and reason to traverse’ (quoted in Huang 2009).  

 

Gates’ approach rejects the power imbalance between host and guest in conditional 

hospitality, moving instead towards an unconditional or ‘radical’ hospitality that binds 

parties together (Gates 2012c). Francesca Wilmott comments:  

 

All too often, community engagement produces an imbalanced relationship 

and an artist or an institution sees itself as aiding a deprived community. 

However, Gates freshly appraises the idea of community engagement, 

elevating it beyond victimization and making it part of a two-way relationship 

(Willmott 2011). 

 

For the exhibition of ‘Feast’ Gates constructed Soul Food Starter Kit (2012), a wooden 

cabinet that he filled with Japanese-style ceramics ware he produced in collaboration 
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with three Japanese potters. Describing this a ‘mash-up’ or collision of cultural ideas, 

Gates remarks that Soul Food Starter Kit allows people to explore ‘acts of generosity 

and the history of that generosity via food’ (Gates 2012d). For the programming of 

‘Feast’, Gates brought groups of twenty museum visitors, chosen by lottery, to his 

home for each of four dinners with selected artists and activists from his grassroots 

community network (Figure 5.9). Difficult but important conversations about urban 

failings and the possibilities for urban rejuvenation were facilitated by the rituals of 

eating and by the Black Monks of Mississippi, Gates’ innovative musical ensemble 

fusing jazz, gospel and Buddhist chanting (Gates 2012d). For Gates, hybridity proffered 

through radical hospitality brings greater and deeper hybridity or a boundedness 

among individual and groups. 

 

‘To Speculate Darkly: Theaster Gates and Dave the Potter’, commissioned by the 

Chipstone Foundation of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, demonstrates the potential for 

transformative justice that Gates’ radical hospitality offers. By orchestrating a ‘mash 

up’ or cultural collision of race and class in the Milwaukee Art Museum and its 

environs, ‘To Speculate Darkly’ offers a glimpse of what unconditional hospitality might 

look like as a condition of hybridity or boundedness of one party to another. ‘To 

Speculate Darkly’ was a complex performance of reconciliation that helped a museum 

and its long disenfranchised communities come together in a significant and impactful 

way. It was Gates’ first major museum project. It shows how Gates adapts elements 

from institutional critique to create socially engaged practice towards reconciliation. 
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He understood that his work as an urban planner would help him to critique the 

institutional systems of museums. Gates explains: 

 

I was trained as a bureaucrat. After studying urban planning I actually worked 

for a city administration. The gift of that is that you understand that things are 

built in systems and structures, and the better you understand the system and 

structure the better you can manipulate the system and structure (Gates 

2012b).   

 

Gates notes that he’s learned many lessons from Fred Wilson’s interventions (Gates 

2012b). Emblematic of his connection to institutional critique is the window at the 

Dorchester Project salvaged from a museum and that reads backwards ‘Museum 

Hours 9 to 5’ (Cromidas 2011). But Gates’ interest in looking beyond the frame of the 

museum to its dynamic with other kinds of institutions and his socially engaged, 

performative mode of creating reconciliations indicate that he is very much ensconced 

in social practice.  

 

Gates says his approach to reconciliation is shaped by his experiences as a graduate 

student in South Africa where he witnessed the restorative justice process led by the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission. He recounts: 

 

The best part of the reconciliation project had to do with listening. What I think 

felt transformative was that a person could be asked a question, answer the 
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question, and people sit there listening, shocked, humiliated, horrified. When 

one listens to truth, boy it don’t always sound good (Gates 2012b).   

 

While in Cape Town and Johannesburg, Gates absorbed the processes of 

cosmopolitanism taking shape that acknowledged cultural hybridity. In his projects for 

museums, Gates thinks of himself as a ‘curator of new institutional engagements’ 

(quoted in Warner 2009) based on cultural hybridity. 

 

The institutional engagement Gates’ curated for Chipstone began with an 

estrangement. The Chipstone Foundation, established in 1965 by Stanley and Polly 

Stone, boasts among the top collections of early American decorative arts. Pieces of 

the collection sit in the suburban house where the Stone family lived. But Chipstone 

also shares gallery space with the Milwaukee Art Museum (MAM) downtown, known 

for its sleek 2001 Santiago Calatrava pavilion shaped like a bird in flight (Figure 5.10). 

The structure contains a movable sunshade which opens to a wingspan of 217 feet 

during the day, folding over the pavilion at night and in bad weather. Situated on the 

shore of Lake Michigan, the building is monumental, isolated and far from public 

transportation. A long stark bridge functions ironically to separate the museum from 

the city center, rather than unite them.  

 

Jonathan Prown, Chipstone’s Director, has tried to create an environment that 

challenges the isolation of the MAM building. He prioritises museological innovation 

which, he argues, is essential to the display of decorative arts which is too often 
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exhibited in a chronological narrative or as context for ‘fine arts’ and thus engaging 

primarily to specialists (Prown 2012). Prown is the son of Jules Prown, pioneer of 

American material culture studies at Yale University; the elder Prown developed 

what’s known as the Prownian method of interrogating objects, an approach that 

encourages letting go of prior assumptions and forming an intimate bond with the 

object as the researcher describes, deduces, speculates and then finally places the 

object in historical context. At Chipstone Jon Prown leverages his father’s method to 

reveal the full sculptural essence of decorative arts. He also commissions artists to help 

create new connections and understandings between the artifacts and their diverse 

publics. Emerging from this is a notion of self-interrogation about all that they do. 

 

Ethan Lasser, Curator at Chipstone from 2007-2012 and now Associate Curator of 

American Art at Harvard University Art Museums, was trained at Yale in the Prownian 

method. When Jon Prown gave him carte blanche to commission artists to help 

reinterpret the collections, Lasser proceeded to identify artists that could mine the 

materiality of the collections in ways that would facilitate social engagement. Lasser 

himself is interested in curating as socially engaged practice. 

 

The city of Milwaukee, in America’s industrial ‘rust belt’ offered particular challenges 

and opportunities to an artist and curator committed to critical practice. The 

population of Milwaukee’s centre and northwest are 50-100% African American. 

Centre-city Milwaukee has been devasted by generations of deprivation and is 

bolstered by its black churches. The populations of the suburbs are between 2.5-10% 
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African American and of the surrounding counties between 2.5 and 0% African 

American (Lubin and Jenkins 2011). A working class that has endured years of layoffs 

dominates the outskirts. Most prominent is Kohler Company, a porcelain manufacturer 

best known for its plumbing products, where workers went on strike in 2010 for wage 

and pension concerns.  

 

When in early 2010 Chipstone received a long-term loan of an 1858 impressive 

stoneware vessel made by the Edgefield, South Carolina potter and enslaved individual 

known as Dave the Potter or Dave Drake (Figure 5.11), they commissioned rising star 

Theaster Gates to interpret the work in a way that would resonate to these diverse 

audiences. Dave had worked at a pottery factory belonging to his ‘master’, Lewis Miles. 

Between 1834 and 1862, Dave produced over 100 pots for storing rations that show 

both physical strength and artistic vision (Goldberg and Witkowski 2006; Lasser 2010: 

53). Despite the dearth of surviving material culture created by or belonging to 

American slaves, a group of ceramics by Dave remains extant. Even more astonishing is 

that Dave signed and dated many of these pots and inscribed short verses upon them. 

The piece on long-term loan to the Chipstone is inscribed with the couplet: ‘When you 

fill this jar with pork or Beef, Scot will be there to get a peace. Dave’ (Figure 5.12).   

 

Other pots by Dave reveal a similar use of couplets that challenge laws and cultural 

codes intended to keep slaves voiceless. These verses include ‘Dave belongs to Mr 

Miles/ Wher the Oven Bakes and the Pot Biles;’  ‘I made this Jar all for Cash/ Though its 

called Lucre Trash/’;   ‘I – made this Jar all of cross/ If you don’t repent, you will be 
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lost/’. Together, the couplets transgress boundaries between the powerful and 

powerless in a way that continues to resonate today.  

 

Lasser commissioned Gates to do a project around the Dave vessel because he 

imagined that Gates ‘could make that pot sing’ (Lasser 2012b). Thus, from the start, 

the project was defined as a performative conjoining of Theaster and Dave—using the 

past to address present concerns. What Lasser hadn’t envisaged is that this process 

would take artist and curator out of their comfort zones on a journey to conjoin the 

segregated communities of Milwaukee through the intersections between Dave’s pot 

and their own lives. Gates recounts: 

 

Chipstone in the past had a sense that contemporary artists were a tool to . . . 

talk about old things. I tried to set a task that was much greater than that. 

What I provided was a way to open up the pot so that it became a conversation 

about the value of labor and craft production and the history of slave 

economies. I asked how it could expand our sense of humanity, not just 

sympathy with history. What worked really well about Chipstone is that they 

admitted from the beginning that they were entering new territory (Gates 

2012b). 

 

The Milwaukee Art Museum was more cautious. Chipstone has to clear its MAM-based 

projects with the MAM exhibition committee and Board of Trustees. Usually this is a 

perfunctory process but, in this case, as Prown reports, though the MAM wasn’t 
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hostile they did want to sit down and talk through the potential implications of the 

project. Prown recounts:  

 

They were aware of the potential reception of the project and its being political 

in a way that the Museum typically wasn’t. Gates’ engagement of race and 

class issues and the curatorial approach we took there were pretty far removed 

from their normative practice. This show tested conventional museum 

sensibilities. And Theaster loves being the provocateur (Prown 2012). 

 

The MAM eventually did give its approval but did not fully buy in to the project to the 

extent that Gates had hoped (Gates 2012b). 

 

Nonetheless, almost a hundred and fifty years after the end of slavery in the US, Gates 

came to reify Dave’s voice. Gates had studied ceramics in Japan where he learned 

traditional techniques and aesthetics. In the US, however, he found few other African 

Americans working in this medium. When he encountered Dave the Potter he felt a 

special kinship; he found Dave’s technical skills heroic and his poems musical; and 

gradually Gates began to embody Dave.   

 

Gates approached the vessel, the museum and the communities of Milwaukee by 

modeling his brand of radical hospitality. Through hybridity or what Gates calls ‘temple 

swapping’, Gates mined the potential of Dave for reconciliation. Viveros-Faune 

declares:  
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He would, in the guise of an artist-curator-activist, serve different kinds of 

communities as an artistic ‘bridge’. Of the many bridges Gates has laid over the 

years, few prove as nervy or emblematic as those he has spanned between the 

black church and the contemporary museum (Viveros-Faune 2012: 68).  

 

Gates’ temple swapping proved quite a challenge to the Chipstone and the Milwaukee 

Art Museum. 

 

Gates and Lasser began by meeting with communities all over Milwaukee. These talks 

helped them to conceive a three-month exhibition, two years of programming, and a 

long-term installation of the pot all built on the concept of unconditional or radical 

hospitality. Resistant to the exhibition machine that museums can become, Gates 

insisted on building into the project sustained investment in engagement, institutional 

self-reflection and possibilities for organisational change. 

 

The project sent Lasser to the black churches of Milwaukee to recruit a choir. Lasser 

recounts, ‘We bypassed the venues I knew best. Gates wanted to hit the kind of 

ground that curators rarely cover’ (Lasser 2010: 55). It sent Gates to Kohler 

Manufacturing for a three-month residency to learn about modes of workers’ ceramic 

production (Figure 5.13). Lasser explains: 
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The factory had rendered these men anonymous, but the artist saw beyond the 

veil of the factory system. For him, the minds and hands behind the production 

of small machine parts and clay molds were as creative as the soaring voices of 

Mt. Zion [Baptist Church] (Lasser 2010: 56). 

 

The project sent members of both the black and white communities to the Milwaukee 

Art Museum. Prown observes, ‘The object became a conversation in which we found 

ourselves doing less talking and more listening’ (Prown 2012). Gates made public these 

processes of reconciliation through the exhibition and programming which, in their 

own right, advance the reconciliation process between museum and community. 

 

Gates hoped to inspire self-reflective thinking towards unconditional hospitality at the 

Milwaukee Art Museum; he imagined the MAM rethinking what it might mean to play 

‘host’ to underserved communities in ways that move beyond fulfilling inclusion 

statistics required by funders. And whilst he recognised the difficulties of such a 

transformation, he believed that the relevance of the project for all kinds of 

communities could persuade the MAM of its importance: 

 

Radical Hospitality is simply having intentionality about the way in which 

traditional constructs of invitation and generosity are shared. In the case of the 

Milwaukee Art Museum, their engagement with the Black Community of 

Milwaukee was rather low as was their initial interest and continued interest in 

my work. It was clear to me that their engagement at all is, like many museums, 
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political, and leads to resources for other programming and departments by 

leveraging their said commitment to underserved communities. The work I 

tried to tease out with Chipstone was work that would allow for some direct 

engagement with many different communities, including the amazing work 

force at Kohler Manufacturing Corporation. The work actually didn't feel radical 

at all; it seemed quite reasonable that people from lots of different economic 

and social strata should see a body of work about an enslaved potter from the 

middle 1800's who has become famous 170 years later by working his ass off 

against the odds. Sounds like many people's American story (Gates 2012a).  

 

As a gestural performance of this hospitality, Gates required that the Milwaukee Art 

Museum give out free memberships to the choir that Lasser recruited. Gates asserted: 

 

We can do good things even though we don’t believe in them and that is a fine 

start; those 200 memberships for the cost of printing a paper card show it 

doesn’t cost anything to brown your museum. To extend an invitation is actually 

quite a free gesture (Gates 2012b). 

 

Gates’ choreography of such gestures reflects his belief that self-conscious acts of 

conditional hospitality have the transformative potential to lead eventually to 

unconditional hospitality. 

 

‘To Speculate Darkly’ as radical hospitality 
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The exhibition itself was intimate and sonorous; poetry and song were Gates’ tools to 

make hybrid the creative forces of Milwaukee’s churches, factories and museums. The 

title, ‘To Speculate Darkly’, aptly captures Gates’ approach. For Gates, the verb 

‘speculate’ was key to the project because connecting to Dave, or almost any enslaved 

individual, involves postulating as documentation is thin. But, as Gates sees it, the 

fiction he created around Dave is truer than the non-fiction account published by a 

descendent of Dave’s slave master which is laced with self-justifying rhetoric (Todd 

2009). Gates found Wilson’s use of fiction to convey uneasy truths, as in Baldwin 

Antinous Stein, a helpful model. Gates notes: 

 

I probably think about Fred [Wilson] for a lot of reasons. I do think there is a 

way in which people who have experienced trauma make up fictions as a way 

of coping with those histories; they perform those histories intentionally or 

unintentionally; they reproduce them (Gates 2012b). 

 

The word ‘darkly’ refers both to forgotten African-American histories and to the 

difficult work of mining the past for insights to present adversities. Gates asserts, ‘If I 

sing Dave’s name loud enough and repeatedly enough, people won’t forget it. I am 

leveraging that big white space and loading it with something that is so fucking 

absolutely unapologetically black’ (Gates 2012b). Gates thus facilitates radical 

hospitality at the Milwaukee Art Museum. 
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In the galleries, a long narrow hallway led to Dave’s storage jar (Figure 5.14). Gates 

blanketed the hallway ceiling with glass lantern slides from his collection representing 

the canon of ceramics. This canon is Gates’ revision of the one he was taught, as it 

leads to Dave’s pot and makes a connection that the younger Gates had yearned for to 

African-American ceramics production. 

 

Dave’s storage jar is the centrepiece of a gallery containing a range of works by Gates 

that respond to the pot and to lingering questions of authenticity, identity and 

hybridity.  This includes several ink drawings that attest to Gates’ training in Japan. For 

instance, in Untitled (Bitch, I Made this Pot) (Figure 5.15), quick calligraphic style, 

asymmetry and use of empty space are countered by defiant stenciled phrases that 

defy any doubts that an African-American man today could craft vases inspired by 

Japanese tradition or that an enslaved individual of the American South could have 

crafted the impressive storage jar and the poetry inscribed upon it. Gates’ ironic 

signature, ‘product’ on the lower right of the drawing, speaks to the question of 

branding and its impact in objectification—the branding of artists, consumer culture, 

and slaves. 

 

A seemingly elegant vase of Gates’ own making, juxtaposed to Dave’s pot, further 

interrogates authenticity, identity and hybridity. Titled The Apostle, it bears witness to 

Dave’s work. Made of composite gold on plaster, The Apostle is a cast of a clay original. 

Gates remarks, ‘It was important for me to use all of the other minor materials 

associated with clay production to make the work itself’ (Gates 2012a). The vase is 
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etched in gold leaf with lines inspired by Dave’s couplets and echoing their subversive 

character. It reads, ‘A plaster cast Makes money fast’--and underneath, ‘Signature 

Here:’  

 

In the final gallery, Gates brings together groups that represent the segregated 

populations of Milwaukee (Figure 5.16). On the right is a video of the gospel choir 

Lasser recruited performing hymns Gates wrote with lyrics inspired by Dave’s couplet. 

On the left is a wall of Kohler sinks Gates wired for sound. The voices of the choir pour 

out from the drain holes of the ceramic speakers, each of which Gates labels with 

racially explosive digital product codes, for instance Whyte Painting (NGGRWR0003) 

(Figure 5.17). In a sketch of the speakers Gates drew while at Kohler he signed both his 

name and the name of the Koehler worker who helped him, Mitch Klarkowski. The 

drawing, titled Dave Amplified, indicates the words of one of the hymns (Figure 5.18): 

‘These speakers are made for thumping,’ it reads. The term thumping refers to the 

sound that preachers make when they pound the pulpit for emphasis. Gates 

metaphorically pounds the pulpit in the museum—inducing temple swapping as 

transformational justice. 

 

The hymns speak to the disempowerment of the white laborers of Kohler, to the 

inhumanity of enslavement and the injustices that it perpetuates for generations. Song 

speaks to the hybridity of Dave and Theaster, the black and the white communities. 

The gallery becomes a site for reconciliation which provoked Lasser to ask, ‘How had I 



53 
 

ignored the enslaved hands in the production of objects?  And what else was I ignoring 

that could help reconcile museums and communities?’ (Lasser 2012b). 

 

The opening night of the exhibition made Gates’ radical hospitality explicit. The 200 

member gospel choir performed live in the atrium of the Museum singing a libretto by 

Dave and Gates. ‘These speakers were made for thumping’, they sang (Chipstone 

Foundation 2010). And as they walked across the bridge of the Museum in a 

processional, led by Gates to signal the opening of the exhibition (Figure 5.19), it was 

clear that something had changed. Lasser asserts: 

 

He showed me the value of ‘thinking locally’. We are trained to be part of this 

international academic community and for him it was all about the assets like 

the black church that were at your doorstep and how they might inform a 

historical reading of an object. Those are two things that I have really taken with 

me – thinking about your responsibilities to your community but also what it can 

offer you. He made a lot of things plain both about my thinking and about 

museums’ thinking that we wouldn’t have seen on our own and that are often 

hard to take (Lasser 2012b).     

 

This new boundedness between the Chipstone and its communities shows the efficacy 

of Gates’ radical hospitality. 
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Two years of poetry workshop in the schools and community centres of Milwaukee 

analysing Dave’s couplets and asking participants to write and inscribe their own verse 

on clay tablets extended the process of reconciliation (Lasser 2012a). Anticipating  the 

programming and organisational change, Gates warned, ‘I am going to give you this 

gift and then you guys have to see it through’ (Gates 2012b).  

 

Today at the Chipstone Foundation in the Milwaukee Art Museum, Dave’s pot takes 

center stage (Figure 5.20). Writing on the walls to the left and right of the vessel spells 

out Dave’s couplet. Blue script above the vessel projects thousands of couplets written 

by Milwaukeeans in response to Dave’s poetry. Visitors can add their own with the 

tablet computer in front of the pot. The technology makes visible the ongoing process 

of reconciliation between Chipstone and its diverse communities and among these 

communities themselves. Symbolic transformative justice occurs through the fusion of 

texts by Dave, Theaster and Milwaukee’s diverse communities. 

 

The case study of ‘To Speculate Darkly’ offers important lessons for understanding 

radical hospitality; through Gates’ project, Chipstone enacted unconditional hospitality 

as a means of fostering hybridity or relational boundedness towards reconciliation. 

Wisconsin artist Dan Wang remarks: 

 

With this project, the Chipstone Foundation announces to the world that it 

understands its place in a history of cultural dominance and now decline, and 

that its continued significance will be fostered, ironically, through its own 
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deconstruction and critique. Courageous, but also the only option’ (Wang 2010: 

64). 

 

And though the Milwaukee Art Museum proceeded tentatively with the project, 

audience research shows that ‘To Speculate Darkly’ drew more African-American 

visitors (23 percent) than other exhibitions and events (9 percent) (Milwaukee Art 

Museum 2010: 7). Many visitors commented that it offered a much-needed corrective 

to hegemonic museum narratives. One, for instance, expressed hope that the project 

could be a model of successful diversity initiatives for other museums: 

 

On a recent visit to the Art Institute in Chicago, I was bothered by the art and 

history not represented; while I noticed most of the patrons were of European 

descent viewing European-inspired art, the gallery attendants/workers were 

nearly all working-class African Americans. I did not see art at the Art Institute 

that represented these workers. It was a large disconnect that bothered me so 

much, I left. ‘To Speculate Darkly’ is a meaningful and timely piece. I hope to 

see it in other major art museums (Milwaukee Art Museum 2010: 9-10). 

 
 

As Gates notes, the MAM benefitted despite their initial fears. Gates also recognises the 

ideological challenges the project brought to the MAM: ‘The thing that I want to do, it 

has to be so resonant that they are willing to tolerate the tensions that will rub up. If we 

can get through this open-heart surgery we’ll all be better’ (Gates 2012b). 
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In the end Gates, like Fred Wilson and Matt Smith, understands the urgency of hybridity 

because he is asserting his personal hybrid identity as he negotiates the distinct codes 

of the many different contexts in which he operates. Gates resists being a chameleon 

despite conflicting expectations upon him. ‘It is like having an all-weather coat for sun, 

rain and snow’, he says. ‘I feel like I am finally speaking one language. I am constantly 

code-shifting but at the core, the message is the same’ (Gates 2012b).   

 

This embrace of hybridity over the singularity of identity is aptly captured by Zadie Smith 

in a 2009 essay, ‘Speaking in tongues’: 

 

Black reality has diversified. It’s black people who talk like me, and black people 

who talk like L’il Wayne. It’s black conservatives and black liberals, black 

sportsmen and black lawyers, black computer technicians and black ballet 

dancers and black truck drivers and black presidents. We’re all black, and we all 

love to be black, and we all sing from our own hymn sheet. We’re all surely 

black people, but we may be finally approaching a point of human history 

where you can’t talk up or down to us anymore, but only to us. He’s talking 

down to white people —how curious it sounds the other way round! In order to 

say such a thing one would have to think collectively of white people, as a 

people of one mind who speak with one voice—a thought experiment in which 

we have no practice. But it’s worth trying. It’s only when you play the record 

backward that you hear the secret message (Z. Smith 2009).  
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Through temple swapping, Theaster Gates plays the record backward.  

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter argues that hybridity is a methodological approach useful to museums and 

galleries committed to equality, social justice and cultural rights. Dewdney, Dibosa and 

Walsh argue for such an approach: 

 

. . . It is practically possible to avoid the assimilationist closure (multicultural 

normalisation) and intrinsic failure that comes with the moral and reforming 

museum, just as much as it is possible to avoid the reproduction of cultural 

elitism which comes with attempts to shore up aesthetic modernism. (Dewdney, 

Dibosa and Walsh 2012: 121). 

 

Hybridity is a twenty-first century ethics strategy that facilitates reconciliation between 

museums and communities.  

 

Together, Wilson’s ‘An Invisible Life’, Smith’s ‘Other Stories’ and Gates’ ‘To Speculate 

Darkly’ show that artists have a significant role to play in creating reconciliation through 

hybridity. Such work may be difficult but it is central to the project of social justice. It 

supports the development of activist museums, as defined by Sandell, ‘that do not 

simply reflect and reinforce the consensus but actively seek to build public and political 
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support for more progressive human rights values’ (Sandell 2012: 212). Through critical 

practice Capp Street Project, the Burton Gallery at the University of Leeds and the 

Chipstone Foundation are all invested in advancing progressive human rights values. 

 

Hybridity as a construct to grapple with diversity will not fade from view anytime soon. 

In fact, a new phenomenon, founded on hybridity, but with more radical implications 

has recently come to the fore. Known as super-hybridity, this phenomenon negotiates 

diversity through values and issues arising from digitality and from a generation of 

young people whose lived experience is hybridity and who ask what comes next 

(Heiser et al. 2010). As reported by Jörg Heiser, super-hybridity emerges from: 

 

. . . the Internet (that a new generation of artists has grown up with) and the 

antagonistic, ravenous dynamism of globalized capitalism but also . . . people’s 

desire to macerate the limits of oppressive traditions, censorship, xenophobia 

and perception itself. . . . [Superhybridity] has moved beyond the point where 

it’s about a fixed set of cultural genealogies and instead has turned into a kind 

of computational aggregate of multiple influences and sources’ (Heiser 2010).  

 

 The museum projects of Wilson, Smith and Gates seems all the more relevant with 

super-hybridity in our midst. 

1 14 of these works were shown in the exhibition True Stories at the Wolverhampton 
Art Gallery, 2003, and then traveled the following year to the Museu de Arte 
Contemporânea, São Paulo, Brasil, and the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 
Waterhall.  
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2 In 1996 Wilson re-staged the project for the Three Rivers Arts Festival in Pittsburgh. 
Since 1998 the Capp Street Project has been run by the Wattis Institute for 
Contemporary Arts, California College of the Arts.  
3 On Brighton Ourstory see http://www.brightonourstory.co.uk/ 
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