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Abstract 

 

Due to historic perceptions of LGBTQIA+ people, valuable information regarding their historiography 

and culture have been systematically excluded from institutional safeguarding, including their use of 

public and private built environments. With the advent of technologically mediated knowledge sharing, 

oral histories, memories, and other ephemera are now being collected by queer communities' as an 

informal form of auto-archivization. While queer archival initiatives are gaining representation, 

informally collected intangible heritage has the potential to consolidate with formal archival practices 

through networked metadata to recreate lost spaces for heritage purposes. 

 

This research develops a conceptual framework for contemporary queer community groups to use for the 

creation of a place-based digital archive. Decentralizing record management from traditional hierarchical 

boundaries allow for public contribution and collaboration, while recorded spatial experiences and visual 

ephemera are coded in participatory archival frameworks; these can be extracted and converted into 

metadata for a networked archival practice. This consolidation provides the information to apply 

techniques of architectural forensics and reconstruct a digital replica of non-extant spaces in which an 

archive is virtually situated. This paper argues that a combination of contemporary digital technologies 

and informal memory catalogues can be used to redefine archival and heritage practices, regulations, and 

legal frameworks.  

 

While virtual environments provide a technical framework for interacting with digital reproductions of 

space, issues of authenticity, representation, and information retrieval arise. Future research with active 

participants is required to determine results on the interpretation and experience of virtually situated 

archives. There is increasing pressure placed on acknowledging the heritage of marginalized groups and 

digital accessibility plays a vital role in the management of cultural information. Through a queer lens, the 

future of heritage and archival practices can transform to be more diverse, accessible, and publicly 

respected.  

 

Introduction 

 

For this research I argue the need to re-conceptualize the notion of the archive and practices of heritage 

intended for queer community groups. Since the LGBTQIA+ population has a past subjected to 

invisibility and erasure, people within their communities took it upon themselves to safeguard objects and 

histories. As a community that exists outside of the normative, there is a lack of information formally 
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stored in archives, museums, and other memory institutions, causing queer communities to develop their 

own informal catalogues for knowledge collection and distribution. Many of these relate to specific 

places, people, or topics such as the Australian Lesbian and Gay Archives (ALGA), June Mazer Lesbian 

Archives, Houston LGBT History, and the Leather Archives and Museum. 

 

Often what these participatory, or living collections lack in traditional archival structures, they gain in 

rich variety of community-based records through an openly sourced and inclusive approach. Individual 

experiences become transformed into raw material for, and by, community stakeholders for the inclusion 

in an informal collection. These can take many forms and are even housed on various social media 

platforms such as the Mevlevi Sema Ceremony archived on YouTube1 and the Plymouth LGBT Archive 

on Flickr.2 Other sites such as Facebook have settings where community exchanges can be privatized to a 

specific group of people, and the informal nature of a social media website them allows for spontaneous 

conversation to take place. However, the use of established platforms for informal archiving such as the 

ones mentioned above are unsatisfactory for archival practices through limitations of content 

organization, and lack the capacity to permanently store content as removal is held by those who 

uploaded it or the companies that manage them - most sites retain the power to take down content 

perceived as inappropriate. While seemingly mundane, these sites provide a stage for recorded histories of 

previously marginalized individuals to come to life and can provide a rich understanding of historical or 

significant places and spaces.  

 

Archival practices have made major advancements by putting effort towards collecting queer material to 

make up for years of obscurity and creating exhibitions for records are used to publicize and normalize 

queer histories. While the practice of queer archiving is not necessarily new, researchers have yet to 

consider how the practice of built heritage can be established through information gathered from informal 

queer collections. Metadata is commonly attributed as an organizational tool which categorizes the 

various factors that allow for an understanding and identification of a record. Systems for consolidating 

existing metadata exist through libraries and online search engines, and similarly metadata from informal 

queer collections can be extracted from records of spatial experiences and visual ephemera. By 

developing a conversation between the informal and formal archival systems; an aggregate of information 

from a variety of repositories can be consolidated. This approach suggests that enough knowledge of key 

LGBTQIA+ community spaces can be retrieved from queer archives once recognition or common 

patterns arise which provide substantiation of place. Spatial evidence such as plans, maps, newspaper 
 

1 Pietrobruno, Sheenagh. "YouTube and the social archiving of intangible heritage." new media & society 15(8) 
(2013): 1269. 
2 “Plymouth LGBT Archive.” Flickr, Accessed 26 October 2020. https://www.flickr.com/photos/plymlgbtarchive/. 
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articles, and photographs from other platforms can be networked within existing open source information 

retrieval software.  

 

Many spaces used by queer individuals prior to more recent social acceptance had to appear as invisible, 

or act under a guise. Since these associations were rarely made in a formal sense, the spaces existed under 

a nom de guerre, and once evidence of these places are reclaimed, new, queer narratives are formed. The 

spaces can be traced to a visible existence, and missing metadata from these discoveries can fill gaps 

between the invisible queer spaces of our past and the memories recorded in the present. Passive 

acceptance of archival standards in record selection and in the design of the spaces that safeguard 

histories has left out information existing without categorization. These issues demonstrate a gap which 

leads to the question: how can taking consideration of queer heritage provide the substance to reform 

traditional archival practices? 

 

I argue the need to re-conceptualize the notion of an archive, specifically for those representing 

marginalized groups. I propose and speculate on how a new archive can be developed through the digital 

recreation of a non-extant space of cultural value. Rediscovery, or recreation of this space from found 

evidence allows the space to have a second life, one that can act as a mnemonic device for a community 

of any size that has lost somewhere meaningful or pivotal to them. It simultaneously allows for 

knowledge to be more readily shared, with a digital resource which is arguably more accessible than 

visiting a physical location. In shifting the power of record selection criteria to communities, heritage 

takes a decentralized approach, one that is approachable and open-sourced, just like the informal 

catalogue that it started from. Creating a space for reflecting on heritage is valuable for marginalized 

groups as they are often excluded from memory institutions, and from the practice of heritage. Simply 

put, a virtual replication of a queer space could reinforce that queer people have the right to occupy 

spaces and they always have – a sentiment that can be translated across any intersectional relationship.  

 

Methodology 

 

Broadly, this research explores the importance and intersection of traditionally dissimilar academic 

categories. This paper begins by examining formal archival practices and the ways it is currently shifting 

methods of record collection and access. Then, the practice of informally collecting queer culture is 

discussed and methods of reconceptualizing the archive are explored. A conceptual framework outlines 

how informal queer archives can be used to build a virtual archive and the research concludes by 

addressing the limitations to be explored in future research.  
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The relation between informal cataloging of community groups and more formal archival practices have 

begun to receive academic attention, however the multidisciplinary approach examining links between 

archival frameworks and forensic architecture which demonstrate an enrichment of heritage practices has 

yet to be established. Techniques of forensics in architectural practice is frequently associated with 

investigating failures in construction and providing remediation3, and forensics in architectural research 

focuses on evidence of damage to built environments to establish proof of human rights violations. While 

seemingly disparate to heritage and archiving practices, this research argues that traces of the past are 

embedded in the information of people through their material collections and immaterial knowledge. 

Formal collections have strategically excluded information by focusing collections on records based in 

prestige rather than in the ordinary, or representative of populations, which is reflected in the 

demographics of those who access them.4 Investigative techniques outlined in evidence-based practices 

provide a framework for filling archival gaps and develops a lens in which to view recorded documents 

for an outcome-oriented approach. The grounding in evidence-based practice is what links archives to 

forensic architecture, and it is in this space a feedback loop is conceptualized, requiring industry and 

heritage practice to fulfill a multidisciplinary mode of interpretation.  

 

In the process of selecting a research focus regarding queer built heritage, most references for this study 

relied on sourcing from the Australian Lesbian and Gay Archives (ALGA). While the information could 

be oriented in several different ways, I had the desire to synthesize and analyze archival resources into 

metadata for spaces of queer history. However, due to government restrictions in place as part of the 

COVID-19 protection measures in Victoria, and the minimal amount of digitized information at the 

ALGA, my focus shifted to recognize the less formal and digital collections that exist within queer 

communities. 

 

Through an archival lens, records from informal collections can be translated into categorized metadata 

such as Dublin Core5 or a similar coding method. These provide a baseline for specifying common 

identifiers for individual files such as creator, publisher, and date. By undergoing this translation process, 

existing information in an informal collection can be preserved digitally, safeguarding it within more 

formal archival frameworks. The benefits of decentralized curation and participatory archive models are 

 
3 Stephen W. Buck. "Why Hire Forensic Architects?"  The Construction Specifier. May 4 2018. 
https://www.constructionspecifier.com/why-hire-forensic-architects/. 
4 Ian Johnston. “Whose History is it Anyway?” Journal of the Society of Archivists, 22:2, (2001): 213. 
5 “Metadata Basics.” The Dublin Core Metadata Initiative (DCMI), Accessed 02 November 2020, 
https://dublincore.org/resources/metadata-basics/. 
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then discussed in relationship to smaller archival practices, indicating how these frameworks are better 

suited for marginalized groups. Once data exists within a repository, it becomes accessible to a wider 

range of individuals, and structuring it into recognizable categories will assist in understanding what 

knowledge has been recorded.  

 

This approach establishes that a feedback loop between archival practices, forensic architecture, and the 

heritage industry provides an opportunity for the enrichment of all three. It is within the research 

methodology diagramed in Figure 1 that outlines how gaps in human records can be filled, intangible 

heritage can become associated with materiality, and heritage practices can expand into the virtual realm.  

 

 
Figure 1: Diagram to demonstrate the proposed interconnectivity of archiving, forensics, and heritage.  
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Current Archiving Practices, Digitization, and Heritage 

 

Organization and Background 

 

Originating from the Greek address or residence (arkheion) in which the commanding superior 

magistrates (archons) lived, the word archive is rooted in the storage of official documents safeguarded 

by publicly recognized authorities.6 Traditionally the role of the archive was conceived as an institutional 

record-keeper, where the archivist took on a custodial role of history.7 These records are nothing more 

than byproducts of human activity and are comprised of three key elements; their content (the information 

it holds), their context (provenance and relationships to space, time, and place) and structure (or medium 

in which it is recorded.) These practices of record safeguarding are still receiving wide social interest, 

however the content itself and the systemic practice is undergoing critique. The creation, organization, 

and more recently dissemination or access to the content itself is under scrutiny from different social 

bodies, and traditional governing bodies such as libraries and museums are playing a role in this ongoing 

development.8  

 

As human experience develops new methods and mediums for creating cultural byproducts, the structure 

of record keeping demands attention. Derrida suggests that the technical structure of the archive 

determines the structure of archivable content. With the advent of born-digital cultural content and an 

increasing shift towards the digital in data access as well, there is a clear need to provide new methods for 

defining the structure of the archive. A movement towards the digital has provided new methodologies for 

information management but has yet to address the notion that the archival process not only records, but 

allows for a reproduction of event.9 Regardless of the physical order and selection principles in place of 

traditional archives, the digitization of information has proven to be instrumental in structuring the ability 

to search, access, and associate historical materials for various functions.10 

 

However, recent developments in locating, collecting, and disseminating metadata digitally from a wide 

variety of online sources into centralized databases are still adapting to their new structures. For example, 

Delitt and Hickie provide an overview on the Australian database Trove as a newly reformatted digital 

 
6 Jacques Derrida, "Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression." Chicago, IL. Chicago University Press. (1996): 9. 
7 Anne J Gilliland. "Reconceptualizing Records, The Archive and Archival Roles and Requirements in A Networked 
Society" (2014): 18.  
8 Rose Holley. "Trove: Innovation in Access to Information in Australia." Ariadne Issue 64. (2010).   
9 Derrida. "Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression," 17 
10 Isto Huvila. "Participatory archive: towards decentralized curation, radical user orientation and broader 
contextualisation of records management." Archival Science, 8 (1), (2008): 5. 



Webster - MUCH Minor Thesis 

10 

resource tool. They outline that while the digital tool provides an opportunity to create new sets of data to 

recognize public use, they still do not have a full understanding of the data being collected from users, or 

what value is being derived from the database.11 This demonstrates that within formal archival settings 

there is room for improvement for information retrieval and information access structures. 

 

Shifts in Archival Practice  

 

With the digitization of physical data and the increasing demand for information access through online 

means, the potential of what defines ‘something’ is to be considered as archives transform. With the 

increasing recognition of cultures and subcultures having social values, and the acknowledgment of 

systemic bias in institutionalized archives, the definition of what constitutes an archive has recently 

widened. Now, it is increasingly easier to meet the traditional criteria of archives as a collection of 

records with historical, cultural, or evidentiary significance12 and thus provides a basis for the emergence 

of informal archiving. This classification of the informal archive is gaining recognition to define any 

group-based collection with unique identifications. To collect information re-affirms and establishes 

representation for their place in the world, as well as provides a platform for sharing to occur. Social 

networking sites including Facebook and YouTube, can allow communities to conserve and share cultural 

information thus "enabling a relationship to emerge between official heritage and non-official archiving 

practices."13  

 

Concurrent developments and use of social platforms as informal places for heritage practice allow new 

notions of archival practices arise. Huvlia observes how decentralized curation and radical user 

orientations can shift contextualization of records in an archival process. By opening the definition of 

both archival practices and archival structures we have entered a new realm of community-based data 

collection which provides a rich, local understanding of one's culture.14 However positive the creation and 

preservation of these new, informal collections are, there is increasing difficulty in information retrieval 

and networking with other sources for a richer interaction with heritage. This difficulty arises due to the 

failure of traditional archival frameworks to acknowledge the complexities of born-digital media and 

content that requires a new category of metadata to be developed. In their paper on issues facing 

information retrieval in a digital networked society, Gilliand questions how archival records can be 
 

11 Alison Delitt and Julia Hickie. "Trove & Innovation: Working with Libraries and Research Repositories." 
12 Huvila. "Participatory archive: towards decentralized curation, radical user orientation and broader 
contextualisation of records management," 5. 
13 Pietrobruno. "YouTube and the social archiving of intangible heritage." p.1259. 
14 Huvila. "Participatory archive: towards decentralized curation, radical user orientation and broader 
contextualisation of records management," 26.  
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productively and effectively extracted and suggests that information retrieval can be shifted in ways that 

exploit the networked creation and the uses of records, primary data, and their metadata. With a baseline 

understanding that archival and historical research can link documentary traces, managing technical 

frameworks and linking them together can provide a bigger picture than a single source might afford.15 

 

Queer Representation 

 

The desire for and creation of community-based informal archives has stemmed from a bias in the 

documentation of ‘cultural significance’ within traditionally managed formal memory institutes such as 

libraries and museums. The queer community, a group of people that have been historically excluded 

from creating and remembering their cultures. Up until the late 20th century, most aspects that would 

identify one as being in an LGBTQIA+ community would be referred to as having a sexually deviant 

mental disease16 and considered illegal by government bodies. In most formal archives, the only recorded 

documentation of queerness is within police reports, outlining the arrests of individuals accused of 

homosexuality or cross-dressing. However, due to an increased awareness and acknowledgment of queer-

identifying communities, efforts have shifted away from solely establishing societal acceptance, and 

moving towards the collection and rediscovery their pasts to safeguard it for future generations.  

 

It is fundamental to recognize that within all groups, most specifically marginalized ones, that many sub-

cultures exist, producing and retaining memories. The origin and transformative nature of the LGBTQIA+ 

community is fascinating and elusive, and it continues to develop and provide space for subcultures to 

flourish. In developing an accurate representation of populations though records, we can recognize that 

positions of authority cannot always anticipate the forms of heritage that diverse members of our society 

will find important,17 and thus the format of an archive requires an open and flexible approach. 

Additionally, structures needs to address that there is a diverse process of memory creation and 

protection, where some experiences are actively cultivated by the preservation of the past, and others 

might later re-emerge as sources for the creation of future memories.18  

 

As diversity and flexibility becomes an increasingly important aspect of cultural heritage maintenance, 

one can understand how informal collection on social platforms have become a popular form of 
 

15 Gilliland. "Reconceptualizing Records, The Archive and Archival Roles and Requirements in a Networked 
Society,” 27.   
16 American Psychiatric Association. “Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 2nd Edition” 
American Psychiatric Association, Washington D.C., 1968. p.44 
17 Rodney Harrison, "Heritage: Critical Approaches." (2012): 197.  
18 Harrison, "Heritage: Critical Approaches," 202.  
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collection. These digital tools enable non-official actors to decide what is saved and how, outside of the 

authority of formal institutionally based archives.19 How people document their own lived experiences, 

including those in the contemporary notion of digital spaces are valuable for recording for future memory 

making or educational activities. For example, Pietbruno notes the ways in which intangible forms of 

cultural heritage, such as traditional ceremonial dances, can be safeguarded by video sharing swebsite 

YouTube, allowing a community to express and share their cultural by communities that are not officially 

recognized.20  

 

Current and past experiences can be validated when represented within a place known for safeguarding 

and disseminating knowledge. This can be easily done by allowing community-specific, or identity-based 

groups to define importance for themselves.21 When cultural significance is decentralized from formal 

definitions, there is a transformative affective potential of community archives to act as spaces for 

members of marginalized communities to represent themselves and learn about histories.22 These then, 

can be a resource to form a basis of collective memory to positively identify with. While not often 

discussed, there is an inherent negative consequence of the absence, misrepresentation, and erasure in 

mainstream media and public histories of marginalized groups of people. Senses of belonging to a 

collective are not only desired, but essential for the normalization of queer communities within societal 

structures.   

 

Access and Interpretation  

 

Notions of community-based archival practices are also tied to the conception of a living archive, one that 

is consistently being added to and revised to create a more comprehensive and diverse narrative. For this 

reason, user engagement through the creation or interaction with materials is appealing to individuals 

within a community as well as required to fill gaps in metadata common with informal archival practices. 

As a case study completed for the Front Runners New York notes, digitization of safeguarded 

photographs proved challenging not only due to questions of ownership, copyright, and donation process 

of documentation but also from the need to crowdsource information and the technical limitations 

inherent to that task for the creation and preservation of metadata.23 In their example, it is noted that 

 
19 Pietrobruno. "YouTube and the social archiving of intangible heritage," 1262. 
20 Pietrobruno. "YouTube and the social archiving of intangible heritage," 1272. 
21 Michelle Caswell, Alda Allina Migoni, Noah Geraci & Marika Cifor, “'To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise': 
community archives and the importance of representation,” Archives and Records, 38:1, (2017): 7. 
22 Caswell et. al. “'To Be Able to Imagine Otherwise': community archives and the importance of representation.” 5. 
23 Cocciolo, Anthony. "Community Archives in the Digital Era: A Case from the LGBT Community." PDT&C 
45(4). (2016): 4.  
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Facebook as a platform allows rich social engagement to occur and is thus appealing for crowd sourcing 

information, however there were difficulties in the transition of collected metadata from the application 

programming interface (API). In a digital era where the collection of information is ongoing, the ability to 

transfer it in a simple, networked manner remains difficult even between machine readable APIs. 

Although there is evolution in both formal and informal archival practices, there are still limitations in the 

functions which allow for the practice of creating, interacting with, and retrieving information to thrive.  

 

The limited quantity of formally safeguarded queer records has been addressed recently by diversifying 

what is represented and collected in archives, increasing the scope to embody a more accurate depiction 

of populations for a more inclusive archival history. However, the institutionalized norms of archival 

practices limit accessibility of these records, a shortcoming attributed to adapting unfamiliar content to an 

outdated system. This ultimately frames historical narratives through strategic access to information.24 

The ability to search for and locate information is becoming easier due to the popularization of Internet-

based search engines able to link resources globally. Typically, these navigate users to a digitally 

accessible format for viewing a record or to a physical location where files are maintained, such as a 

library or an archive. Many traditional archives that store documents are working on the digitization of 

resources to better suit the needs of a contemporary digital society, while other memory institutes such as 

libraries are working on developing tools to aggregate information across various platforms to make 

historical searching more succinct. It is important to acknowledge the fact that this is not true for all 

socio-economical groups and that accessibility can take a multiplicity of forms requiring additional work 

to accommodate a wide variety of users, not simply able-bodied persons with assumed access to the 

Internet.  

 

One common issue attributed to the historic criminalization of queerness, is that many of the safeguarded 

artifacts and experiences were never meant to address the public. In the development of an archive for the 

queer community, there is an inherent need for privacy of personal information and access to data simply 

due to contemporary concerns of 'outing' individuals without consent. With this comes issues of 

provenance, entangling the artifacts and memories in an archive with those who recorded or contributed 

them. Traditional notions of collection are complicated with groups that have been socially estranged, 

where copyright or ownership of material may have been lost in the safeguarding process. For example, 

metadata collection for a photo or similar media requires customization to differentiate who might 'own' a 

photograph (the photographer), who contributed a photograph (a guardian, associated to the photo in 

 
24 Squires, "Roger Casement's Queer Archive," 598. 
 



Webster - MUCH Minor Thesis 

14 

some way) and who or what is included in a photograph (privacy afforded to individual identities). Part of 

the ability to access information and resources is embedded in the retrieval format, for instance while 

some searches approach queries through topics, others produce results from a contextual perspective. 

Although these notions may complicate the conservation and protection of information, they provide an 

opportunity for an imaginative reconsideration of how to piece together an archive into something that is 

interactively designed and socially produced.25 In doing so there is a potential to produce new feelings 

and knowledge which lead to archival action or the development of a communal nostalgia, a notion 

coined by Alexandra Juhasz as queer archival activism.26 

 

While the collection of a wide variety of traces and records of human experiences are essential, ultimately 

interpretation is required to make sense of archival material.27 When an archive as a place intended for 

historical accumulation, visitation, and recognition intersects with the LGBTQIA+ community, the 

prevailing nature of recorded histories are evasive and dynamic in the absence and presence of specific 

documentation.28 Historically, queer archival projects were conducted with the intent to make queer 

history visible through exhibitions and publications, and while this is significant in its own right, we 

should also interrogate the systemic heteronormativity of archives as it relates to the queer communities 

that adapt their own collections to it. The formal methods of archival investigation restrict queer histories 

as non-normative to police records, newspaper articles, and hospital reports. Forcing the rest of the queer 

experience to a place of other, the complex recognition of queer culture has remained largely unrecorded 

and uncategorized, limiting the ability to search for queer experiences.29 Archival spaces are enabling as a 

platform that consolidates evidence, and the construction and design of a space can be a radical act of 

reform. To create a historic narrative of sexuality, gender, and identity, a disciplined inclusion and 

accessibility of queer pasts are required for their safeguarded experiences to be recognized.  

 

This paper seeks to radically reform archival practices to better conserve and interpret the past.  I argue a 

need to re-conceptualize the notion of an archive, specifically for those representing marginalized groups. 

While formal archives seek clear evidence and proper placement of identifiable people, objects, and texts 

 
25 Appadurai. "Archive and Aspiration", in J. Brouwer (ed.) Information is Alive. Rotterdam V2. (2003) 
26 Alexandra Juhasz, "Video Remains: Nostalgia, Technology, and Queer Archive Activism." GLQ 12:2. Duke 
University Press, (2006): 320. 
27 John C. Brereton, "Rethinking Our Archive: A Beginning Source" College English, Vol. 61, No. 5, National 
Council of Teachers of English. (May 1999): 575. http://www.jstor.com/stable/378974. 
28 Daniel Marshall, Kevin P. Murphy, and Zeb Tortorici. "Editors' Introduction." Radical History Review. Issue 120 
(Fall 2014): 1. MARHO: The Radical Historian's Organization, Inc. 
29 Marshall, Murphy, and Tortorici. "Editors' Introduction." Radical History Review. p.7. 
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in a systematic fashion,30 a queer notion of saving and accessing information does not need to conform to 

this. Rather, like the queer community has always done, a new style of archive demands reinterpretation 

and represent the people in which it embodies. Why try and fit into a structured system that excluded 

them to begin with? In doing so, I imagine a networked series of representative places - ones that 

symbolically carve out space and allow for the collection and curation of subcultures that exist within the 

queer world. There are distinct subcultural identities embodied within a queer framework, and to 

consolidate them yet allow there to be an ability for evolution and acknowledgment of individual needs is 

crucial - especially as notions of gender and sexuality consistent to develop. Du Plessis and Chapman 

outline the difficulties on reconstructing an inclusive queer history as little documentation is recorded 

detailing transgender, bisexual, non-binary existences and note that "future histories (are) still to be 

written,"31 which this research intends to provide a framework for.  

 

Queering Heritage: Practices and Values 

 

Objects de-contextualized from their origins through placements in museums or galleries can be 

interpreted by the public in a myriad of ways. However, when memories and experiences become 

transcribed as words through writing or oral recordings, they have the ability to define and give specific 

meaning to things; this defines a category of intangible heritage. Notions of the intangible are often 

associated with the cultural identity of a group which has been sustained traditionally though living 

circumstances or stored and passed down in human bodies and minds rather than recorded as physical 

documentation.32 The importance and desire to retain information of the cultures which are omitted from 

formal archival structures is noted by UNESCO as safeguarding, the measures that are taken to assure and 

guarantee the viability of intangible heritage such as through identification, preservation, research, and 

documentation through education and revitalization (UNESCO) 

 

When these expressions of history are recorded and become a digital medium, they have the ability to 

demonstrate cultural heritage in a way that increases the circulation and accessibility of information. This 

expansion is central to historical revitalization discourse and the enrichment of heritage practice as one 

that allows for a 'second life' of dying objects, traditions, and places through the various facets of 

 
30 Robert Summers." Queer Archives, Queer Movements: The Visual and Bodily Archives of Vaginal Davis." 
Radical History Review. Issue 122 (May 2015) MARHO: The Radical Historians' Organization, Inc. 
31 Michael du Plessis, and Kathleen Chapman. "Queercore: The Distinct Identities of Subculture."  College 
Literature, Vol. 24, No. 1, Queer Utilities: Textual Studies, Theory, Pedagogy, Praxis. (Feb. 1997): 55. 
http://www.jstor.com/stable/25099625. p.55.  
32 Sheenagh Pietrobruno. "Cultural Research and Intangible Heritage." Culture Unbound, Volume 1, (2009): 240. 
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preservation conservation and exhibition.33 As developments in technology continue, the way it interacts 

with heritage continuously develops. UNESCO set forth to address some issues that arise in this 

conversation by stating that "access to digital materials should be free of unreasonable restrictions, but at 

the same time sensitive or personal information should be protected from intrusion."34  

 

Although there is a growing body of literature addressing the relationship between intangible cultural 

heritage and safeguarding cultures digitally, much of it focuses on the practices and traditions associated 

to Indigenous groups. These recent developments and definitions around intangible heritage are attempts 

to address cultural importance of non-Eurocentric significance, as the characteristics, values, and 

meanings of ‘heritage’ are inherently Western.35 This research takes the stance that marginalized 

subcultures such as those within the queer community have also fallen outside of traditional heritage 

values and deserve recognition and protection. It is important to note that rather than being a fixed 

product, culture is a social construct of community identities as a product of lived practices and 

traditions.36 With this definition the understanding, or scope, of 'culture' widens indicating the importance 

of heritage for marginalized communities where nostalgia can be used as a tool in which to communicate 

the past to reflect on and change the present for a better future.  

 

Remembering Lost Pasts 

 

A private group on Facebook titled "Lost Gay Melbourne" exhibits an informal collection of memories 

which outlined the various people and places of the city’s queer past. These memories, situated on a 

social platform prompt incredible amounts of collaboration, engagement, and sharing of knowledge for 

places with little to no formally recorded histories. As such, this research theorizes on capturing and 

organizing this form of intangible heritage in a way that enriches and safeguards historical experiences in 

a unique way.  

 

Specifically, it is important to note that the rich experiences and memories shared are embedded in place. 

Experiences are situational and multi-sensory perceptions which are embedded in the body.37 Buildings, 

rooms, landscapes, and such are not solely for situation memories, they simultaneously reinforce 

 
33 Kate Hennessey. "Safeguarding Intangible Cultural Heritage" Ch. 3, Boydell & Brewer Group, Limited (2014). 
34 UNESCO “Charter on Preservation of Digital Heritage,” Published 15 October 2003. 
35 Smith, Laura Jane. “Heritage, gender and identity.” In: Graham B and Howard P (eds) The Ashgate Research 
Companion to Heritage and Identity. London: Ashgate, (2008): 161. 
36 Pietrobruno. "Cultural Research and Intangible Heritage," 232. 
37, Juhani Pallasmaa.  "Space, Place, Memory, and Imagination: The Temporal Dimension of Existential Space" in 
Spatial Recall: Memory in Architecture and Landscape. Taylor & Francis Group, (2009): 29.  



Webster - MUCH Minor Thesis 

17 

perceptions of belonging to or being ostracized from social groups. The ability for a marginalized group 

to identify with a place and the community within it, is a powerful way by which culture is developed. 

Therefore, architecture is required to provide context for remembrance and emotion and consequentially 

reveals that there is a mnemonic or memorial function for heritage practice as well.38 

 

Heritage practice in general revolves around physical places and understanding societal values in order to 

determine whether it deserves protection to retain its history. Figure 2 outlines a formal process, in which 

significant extant locations are nominated or identified as needing legislative protection, requiring 

significant evidence of heritage assets and values to be evaluated. After a process of historical research 

cultural values are formalized for review and acceptance by governing bodies of national and 

international associations. When places receive the decision to stay in existence as a heritage resource, 

interpretation of values are provided to the public with opportunities for education and the site receives 

formal management plans with possibilities for further maintenance considering its given values. 

However, when places of social importance do not meet these institutional requirements, or have not in 

the past, they are prone to erasure. Those places that are demolished or do not exist in a traditional sense 

can undergo what this research defines as an informal approach to heritage, one developed outside the 

boundaries of the traditional framework.  

 

 
38 Pallasmaa.  "Space, Place, Memory, and Imagination: The Temporal Dimension of Existential Space," 48.  
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Figure 2: Process model for the classification of traditional heritage values to non-extant spaces 

 

For instance, Figure 2 outlines the method one may undergo to process and collect information that is 

typically known and associated with extant sites through methods of crowdsourcing for communal 

knowledge or recording intangible heritage for non-recorded information. Next, developing an archival 

framework that formalizes the grassroot methods of knowledge capture aids in obtaining, accessing, and 

retrieving information moving forwards. Active community engagement can fill gaps in metadata and 

thus develop and reinforce historic narratives once existing information is extracted and formatted for 

participation. To imbue a site with a 'second life,' it must be rebuilt digitally. Spatial experiences from 

memory catalogs and known aesthetics from visual ephemera provide evidence for the reconstruction of 

place, although details might be missing. To safeguard non-extant places, digital reconstruction and 

preservation can occur and be used as a tool to enrich the practice of heritage. This framework 

demonstrates a model where heritage and safeguarding important histories could be accessible to anyone 

who seeks it. The existence, or lack thereof, a site of cultural or social importance should not limit the 

understanding and values of the heritage work. 
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Evidence-Based Reconstruction 

 

To digitally reconstruct locations that have undergone permanent damage or demolishing, extensive 

research must be undertaken. By believing the potential of architectural evidence to tell a story, the digital 

model acts as a repository for narrates and becomes a stage to access and present memories. The act of 

accumulating media follows a similar framework outlined in the practice of forensics, which can turn 

architecture into an investigative practice, a perspective that allows for critical review of the past through 

spatial materialization.39 The production of evidence requires multiple sets of relations to be examined, 

such has how a photograph records not only the people and spaces photographed, but also places the 

camera in space.40 By developing categories of space and time coordinates in relation to recorded 

artifacts, we can begin to layer this metadata into a physical space to establish a material past. Most 

visuals provide a system of proportions or measurements that can relate to the human body, for example 

the common size of a chair can inform other dimensions that can pulled as information from a piece of 

evidence. A digital model based then becomes the composition of a multiplicity of media, clarifying and 

organizing the various snapshots in time. Engagement and interaction with the digital space should be 

open ended and without formal bounds so that it can receive something back from participation. The 

further interactions of this collection with living or participatory archives allows for gaps to be filled in 

histories or understandings, and it is important to be able to represent or synthesize multiple narratives 

without losing information.   

 

Producing evidence depends on aesthetics, presentation and representation but increasingly includes 

sensitivities to space, narratives, or images as techniques to draw information.41 A Facebook group titled 

Lost Gay Melbourne provided insight to an example of an informal queer archive. This resource is a 

public page specifically dedicated for users to actively remember the lost queer places and people within 

Melbourne, Australia by posting on the feed. The ‘about’ portion describing the intended use notes that 

the era to reflect on is from 1900-2009 because often, “too quickly, the future becomes the past, and the 

past is forgotten and lost.” Users post personal photos taken at events from decades before, videos of 

parades and performances, and ask questions about people and places they recall with nostalgia. The 

conversational format allows for users to contribute by writing memories and interacting with media that 

has been posted. During preliminary research determining how the page works as an informal archive, I 

 
39 Weizman, Eyal. "Forensic Architecture: Violence at The Threshold of Detectability." New York, Zone Books, 
(2017): 11. 
40 "On Forensic Architecture: A Conversation with Eyal Weizman." OCTOBER 156, (Spring 2016): 126, October 
Magazine, Ltd. and Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
41 Weizman, Eyal. "Forensic Architecture: Violence at The Threshold of Detectability," 9. 
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reviewed posts and comments to discover mention of over 60 queer sites that have been lost to the 

community. 

 

Although there are indefinite ways to break down data sets, when it comes to an informal collection such 

as that in Lost Gay Melbourne, there are two main categories that arise. For the conceptual framework, 

collected information is divided into 'visual ephemera' and 'memory catalogues'. Visual evidence here 

comes in the form of photographs, videos, posters, and digitally recorded artifacts - these mediums 

provide information between camera and subjects, and represent color, light, textures, etc. Discussions 

and written experiences form a 'memory catalogue' which notes a socio-spatial understanding of place, 

one that relates to the individual human and their experience with atmosphere, senses, and scale. 

Although verbal and written testimonies are complicated to work due to any emotion that could alter 

perception over time, they provide an unparalleled record of individual experience. 

 

An extraction of this information requires a system in place which can orient or feed the knowledge of the 

digital modeler so that both aesthetic information and spatial understandings combine to inform re-

creation. As architecture is intertwined with memory, the synthetic alternative can act as a mnemonic 

device; by bringing people into a digital model we can activate their memories.42 Regarding the use of 

digital technologies to relate to the human psyche, the gallery, library, archive and museum (GLAM) 

industry sector has started to introduce these tools for the enrichment of exhibited materials. 

 

Virtual Heritage  

 

Heritage which is represented visually using virtual reality (VR) is referred to as "Virtual Heritage."43 

Some methods of creating these representations including 3D scanning, 360 photography, and 

photogrammetry; through the lens of heritage preservation and conservation these are being used with a 

focus on user engagement. For example, the use of technology is being used to influence public 

willingness to come to museums and galleries by enriching the visualization of media through a more 

interactive discovery process.44 Contemporary heritage research is speculating the use of headset VR to 

generate an immersive experience that substitutes going to a physical destination, offering a 

 
42 Weizman, Eyal. "Forensic Architecture: Violence at The Threshold of Detectability," 46. 
43 A. Bec et al. "Management of immersive heritage tourism experiences: A conceptual model." Tourism 
Management 72. (2019): 118.  
44 Yahuda Putra, Edson, Andria K. Wahyudi, and Charlie Dumingan. "A Proposed Combination of Photogrammetry, 
Augmented Reality and Virtual Reality Headset of heritage visualisation." International Conference on Informatics 
and Computing, 2016. 
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complementary and engaging 'visitor' experience.45 Virtual environment (VE) technology has the ability 

to preserve historical heritage both through digitization of place, and by managing visitors by providing 

digital access used to enhance the visitor experience prior to arrival, while at a destination, or even 

replacing a physical visit completely.46 Similarly, augmented reality (AR) has the possibility of providing 

a digital overlay of an existing environment with text, images, video, and objects. 

 

Little research has been undertaken to address the topic of non-extant heritage sites, let alone the 

intersection of extant heritage sites in virtual spaces. Creating digital reproductions of non-extant sites 

have traditionally been used for the purpose of teaching architectural history - often what still exists is 

taught and much can be learned by investigating what no longer exists and why. While the technologies 

used in virtual reality allow for a processing of information from a cognitive or factual perception, it is 

inherently an experience based activity which provokes an emotional response as well. Digital spaces 

have the ability to validate memories and provide communities with a pseudo-physical connection to the 

past.47 Thus, virtual environment technology is emerging as an engaging way to preserve heritage. Here, 

the paper will outline the considerations and explore the implications of, a decision-making process for 

future creations of digital archives.  

 

There are many considerations to developing a framework for a queer digital archive. An important point 

of concern is how the final product is accessed. Similar to the community-based archive in a physical 

realm, the virtual space should be open to the public, but remaining private enough so that it can remain a 

safe space for marginalized groups to engage with. The level of privacy will ultimately determine the 

means required to access, perhaps through the use of a safeguarded password. While the format proposed 

assumes access to digital tools as a starting point, there must be availability in a commonly shared space 

to provide opportunity for all. Additionally, common access relies on the chosen software and storage 

location of the product. Currently there are various cloud-based services that allow for uploading, hosting, 

and immersive engagement with 3D content such as Mozzila Hubs or at.studio. Formal heritage of 

existing sites utilizes Google subset "Arts & Culture" as a fast, accessible, web-based platform to host 

Open Heritage, an organization focused on reality capture and sharing techniques.48  

 

 
45 A. Bec et al. "Management of immersive heritage tourism experiences: A conceptual model," 117.  
46 A. Bec et al. "Management of immersive heritage tourism experiences: A conceptual model," 118. 
47 Ch'ng, Eugene, Yiyu Cai, and Harold Thwaites. "Guest Editors' Introduction." Presence, Vol. 26, No. 3 Summer 
(2017): iii, Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  
48 “About.” Open Heritage 3D. Accessed 27 October 2020. https://openheritage3d.org/about. 
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Another aspect to consider is the opportunity and implications of user experience of a virtual place. 

Although many times visiting an archive errs on the side of a solo activity, a benefit of a digital based 

platform is that networking or connecting to other people and places is inherent. For more participatory 

archival models, this mode of engagement may not only be available to potential users, but preferred, 

especially for those seeking understanding as a community. For a queer archival framework, the notion of 

sharing memories and experiences is inherent to the informal collection process and interacting with other 

users would further enforce community. Sharing experiences on a platform allows for a way for users to 

exist in a space together, a nostalgic activity which would also make every experience "visiting" the site a 

unique one. The ability to engage with recognizable digital content through interaction could also take 

form through the inclusion of visuals such as photos or videos, oral recordings, animated objects, or other 

types of physical ephemera. By doing so, engagement with the digital provides an ability for personal and 

social experiences to occur in relationship to specific artifacts49 and creates the possibility for participants 

to be a more active agent in the digital world rather than just a passive observer. Mixed reality offers a 

variety of options for engagement, such as by selecting existing objects to be recognizable by cameras as 

markers for AR, or by placing QR codes leading to additional information for visitors to choose to scan.  

 

Authenticity of experiences in virtual environments are challenging, as it attempts to connect human 

psychology and physiology with the believability of the digital.50 Existing research has looked at notions 

of authenticity in regard to the reconstruction of heritage spaces digitally and comments on the technical 

accuracy as an ethical dilemma. It's argued that virtual built environments must be completed accurately 

and detailed correctly, as the inability to do so can mislead participants by conveying false information 

and expectations.51 This notion is rooted in the current reality of developing digital spaces, a process that 

involves translating, transforming, and interpreting various data sources via defined tools. Replications 

are expected to match reality, as the user likely desires to achieve the same experiential outcomes. In 

current reconstructions of heritage sites, the representation of materials and textures come from real data. 

These are usually from photographs taken from the site which are them mapped onto digital surfaces or 

through a process of photogrammetry which uses photos to rebuild the physical environment. For the 

digital development of a non-extant space, this technique is unfeasible to use. Quality then becomes an 

aspect in which to view authenticity. This effects not only the visualization of a 3D place, but also the 

interaction of it through the viewer. Digitization technologies often result in triangulated surfaces or 

blurred imagery from texture mapping which becomes recognizable as a reproduction by viewers. 

 
49 Ch'ng, Eugene, Yiyu Cai, and Harold Thwaites. "Guest Editors' Introduction," iv.  
50 Ch'ng, Eugene, Yiyu Cai, and Harold Thwaites. "Guest Editors' Introduction," vi. 
51 J. Rogers, M. A. Schnabel and T. Jacob Moleta, "Future Virtual Heritage - Techniques,"2018 3rd Digital Heritage 
International Congress (DigitalHERITAGE), San Francisco, CA, USA, (2018): 2. 
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Additionally, the process in which to access and engage with the virtual environment effects the 

authenticity, as lag times or robotic movements change the quality of interactions.  

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

A framework for creating and accessing a virtual archive 

 

To re-imagine formal archives used to support normative definitions of heritage, I propose that the 

archive becomes situated within a place representative of the community base that it collects for. This 

would provide an innovate way to access historical resources as well as engaging with the history and 

importance of place, on a unique, experiential platform. Re-creating a non-extant location undergoes the 

processes outlined through forensics, with the information that has already been collected informally. By 

undergoing this transformation, the informal archive is reinvented to become accessible virtually, and 

becomes a space not just to learn in, but to learn from.  

 

The following conceptual framework has been developed using Lost Gay Melbourne as a reference and 

speculates on the steps and intentions of creating and accessing a virtual archive, rather than focusing on a 

specific site and archive. This is due mainly to the lack of resources available to the public during an 

extended health-based lockdown in Victoria, however it has provided a unique opportunity to theorize an 

adaptable 'guide' which intends to provide a lens for future archivists, researchers, heritage professionals, 

or curious individuals to put to practice. Ultimately, this framework based on queer informal collections 

outlines the decision making process and potential outcomes when considering a new way of archive 

procedures.  
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Figure 3: Conceptual framework model for reconsidering archival practices 

 

Determining Place 

 

To begin, one must determine a site of importance in which to focus. Within an existing or growing 

community-based archive for marginalized populations, erasure of place is likely a common occurrence. 

Queer spaces often remained hidden from their heteronormative counterparts since safety from the 

violence of hate-crimes and police raids were a part of existing in public. Additionally, spaces for queer 

community groups arise to provide resources that did not already exist, a notion that cis-gendered and 

straight-identifying people as the population majority of the population consider in a world build for 

them. The selection of place can vary from scale and use but should be rooted in collective knowledge. 
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Availability of oral histories, uncategorized material artifacts, and spatial memories can fill gaps in what 

history has already been recorded.  

 

Using the Archives 

 

Informal and community-based archives provide the starting point for this development. The 

accumulation of experiences within an informal catalogue will likely contain tangible and non-tangible 

information, safeguarded by a given community. Digitization and organization of this information plays a 

vital role and should scrutinize the traditional frameworks. The digitization process will inevitably lead to 

a need for metadata structures to be addressed, and although common methods such as Dublin Core are 

used for categorization, the queer archive will alter these standards to meet their own needs. This 

repository will become crucial to the future discovery of information, and digital preservation provides 

another lens in which to safeguard experiences. While this process is rooted in more formal extant 

approaches of data conversion and organization, there is inherently an adaptability to existing methods. A 

true reconsideration would develop a new metadata structure, which would require extensive experience 

and understanding of software and coding.  

 

The digitized repository of a community based archive provides a basis of knowledge for the 

reconstruction of a space. As a marginalized group, queer communities often occupied sites formally 

owned by others and hidden from the public. For this reason, it is not uncommon to see the same groups 

inhabit a variety of spaces temporarily, as privacy and safety were of utmost importance. This also means 

that there is a possibility that information about these non-extant spaces can be located within formal 

archives under different categories. Re-orienting a search to be geographical rather than thematic can 

uncover other types of recorded information about the site, which may include building plans, 

photographs, or ownership.   

 

Evidence-based reconstruction 

 

The process of re-creating space will involve a thorough analysis and synthesis of all the archival 

documentation. As more information is revealed, the ability to collate visual and spatial knowledge grows 

as well. Through the processes similar to Weizman's use of architectural forensics, reconstruction of a 

non-extant site can be done digitally. As the visual and spatial data combines with evidence-based 

knowledge of the space, it then requires a transition to be reconstructed. Commercially available digital 
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software applications such as Sketch-Up, Rhino, Revit, 3DS Max, and AutoCAD allow users to digitally 

construct elements in 3D through a variety of modeling techniques.  

 

The creation of a digital place will ultimately require someone with a specific knowledge of software, 

technologies, and visual communication. This type of experience is typically associated with the 

architecture industry, as those in the building design field usually have a wide understanding of how 

spaces are constructed both physically and more recently, digitally for design documentation or 

visualization as a part of the design process. Construction drawings will provide the most reliable starting 

point for digital recreation but will require significant amount of spatial knowledge drawn from archival 

material to determine any nuances or changes. However, it should be noted that the interpretive work that 

takes place when historic records transitioning into 3D space-based information will ultimately alter the 

original authenticity of place. 

 

One consideration to take in the reconstruction process is in the ability to capture textures and colors or 

materials to represent the atmosphere of space. Current practices of recording extant heritage sites utilize 

photogrammetry, which is a surveying process that involves taking and merging photography for 

scientifically measuring and mapping places. This process has been adapted to 3D technologies and used 

for mapping images onto surfaces and has been used to even create the 3D surfaces themselves. As this 

practice cannot be adapted for non-extant spaces, colors, textures, and materiality must be drawn from 

visual evidence as seen in photographs, videos, drawings, or interpreted from oral histories. The 

reconstruction of visual representation deserves considerable consideration for how much detail, and the 

accuracy of detail that goes into a digital recreation.  

 

Representation 

 

For a designed immersive environment, there will need to be a consideration of representation. Artists 

that use virtual reality as a medium tend to explore the range of representativeness from realistic to 

abstract. Often, there is difficulty in matching an original or real texture, color, and other materially 

embedded properties. There is also an inherent difficulty in the comprehension process where in which 

the user is aware that what they are perceiving is a replica. Both the real and the replica can provide ways 

of viewing, interacting, and consumption - although they will create varied reactions.  

 

Inevitable for this line of research is addressing what point in time does the digital model reference, as it 

is extremely unlikely that a comprehensive record of the erased place was kept, including the 
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development to it from beginning to end. This then introduces time as a layer worth including in 

organizing reconstruction. A temporally alterable layer can provide opportunities for multiple narratives 

to coexist in a way that can be difficult to organize in a traditional archive. With a digitally-hosted 

platform, the ability for multiple variations of data to be layered and discoverable by a user allows for 

varieties of thematic groupings which are difficult to achieve with formal collections. Opportunities arise 

then to develop digital recreations of events that temporary altered the space, or even taking into 

consideration time of day and exterior influences that might have occurred. 

 

Other aspects of space could be reinforced through environmental cues beyond just the visual, such as 

audio. While other senses may provide links to memories, the technology at this time does not support 

interaction in terms of smell or touch. However, audio can enrich engagement with a digital space and can 

even reflect a known point in time. The inclusion of detritus, both visual and aural enriches the 

atmosphere and perceived authenticity of immersion as it more accurately reflects the collection of spatial 

information over time. Traces of use can be addressed by mitigating the sterility that comes with digital 

spaces, so often the digital emulates perfection through an impossible cleanliness and walls unscathed by 

human movements. These nuances add to the character of digital realms and can more fully immerse a 

viewer in the participatory process. 

 

The intention for a digital reconstruction of place is to host the lived experiences of a group, which should 

be the focus. Consider ways in which to highlight the unique aspects. For example, revealing specific 

records within the archive is one way to do this, another way could be to use literal narratives of 

individuals to walk through a storytelling, or even consider a virtual tour guide with another virtual user 

for human interaction to occur. The possibilities of highlighting the important or original parts of a 

community archive in a digital realm are under explored and will require a process of experimentation to 

see what works for different groups.   

 

Engagement 

 

Atmosphere, which we ordinarily associate to the sensory and subconscious aspects of place must also be 

taken into consideration. Is there a known smell one associates with place? Perhaps the space is 

remembered by many to have been cold. Will the inclusion of that information aide in the knowledge 

consumption process? If so, a digital reconstruction should look at the physical space in which the virtual 

software is being accessed from. There may be potential to introduce physical sensations to enrich and 

add to the information consumption process. 
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A case study for user engagement has been Gone Home, a computer game released in 2016. While not 

immersive in a mixed reality sense, the storytelling framework of the medium relies on players making 

decisions and taking actions to proceed in game play. It has been argued that the video game takes the 

same approach as museums and heritage as a tool seeking to educate and influence how people use the 

past to understand their own identities.52 One way in which it does this is through the language of 

discovery. While participation is inherent to the of playing of a game, open narrative structures assign a 

sense of responsibility to the player, which encourages investment and immersion into the world of the 

game. By doing so, mental, and even emotional energy becomes invested in a character, object, or idea 

within game play and connects the user experience to the experience of the narrative. The moment of 

discovery which is embedded in most games promotes and drives user exploration simply because the 

narrative requires it. No different than a museum or heritage site, this game and many others are situated 

in place; this one just happens to be digital and conceptually "exploring the house is the same thing as 

exploring the story, because the narrative is architectural."  

 

Ways of displaying or viewing information in a digital archive could act in a similar way as a video game. 

Seemingly average objects could be linked directly to artifacts digitized as part of the archiving process 

and require discovery by participants. Perhaps the ability to search is part of the interface, in which a user 

can 'search' for anything referring to their current view, and then filter it by type or year to look though 

the results. Overall, we need to question the different ways that matter can be engaged with in terms of 

durations and relations. This notion of "affective materiality" comes into play when considering the user 

interaction with the archive. Rather than through the normative tool of search engines, how can objects, 

images, and digital environments become tools to discover information?  

 

The intersection of hardware and software have provided a more user friendly engagement with the 

virtual realm and interacting with a digital space relies on what is available. Modes of interaction range, 

although they have common elements of hardware for visualization, and a tool that intends to replicate the 

human hand, something that provides the user with making choices and changes within the digital realm. 

From handheld cardboard viewers to strapped-on headsets with earphones and handheld controllers, the 

different ways of interaction will play a role in how information is accessed and engaged with. This also 

raises the question of what type of virtual environment best suits your archive, as mixed reality or 

augmented reality might provide a more accessible alternative to full immersion. It also has a more 

 
52 Kevin Veale. "Gone Home, and the power of affective nostalgia." International Journal of Heritage Studies, 23:7, 
(2017): 655.  
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portable format, which could allow the digital reconstruction to be linked to the geographical location of 

the site being references. Augmenting a contemporary built reality with a former queer site would be a 

powerful way to reconnect to the historic narrative of place. As such, a digital model can act as a 

mnemonic device and provides a stage for memories to be accessed.  

 

Maintenance/Management 

 

A person with a certain skill set will also need to be engaged when new information is added or feedback 

is received on the spatial or visual information, someone with an understanding of the software. 

Maintenance and management for digital sites requires sensitive consideration. A technology-based 

knowledge will be required to make changes, but updates mean that something prior is being edited and 

therefore a record of changes, or log of prior-models should be considered. This process of digital 

reconstruction uniquely provides an opportunity for revision, and also brings with it notions of 

preservation and conservation. Like a living archive which constantly grows and shrinks based on 

community knowledge, this new space can and should be living, flexible to the group that wishes to 

digitally recreate it.  

 

Discussion  

 

VR as a Tool 

 

Although this research is situated around virtual environments as a platform, the development of digital 

software and hardware is an ongoing process. Equipment dates quickly, and as new technologies are 

created older versions of products become obsolete. This is true with many facets of the outlined process, 

from ways of digitizing objects to the software used for completing an architectural reproduction 

digitally. Notions of digital obsolescence are of concern to archivists due to the phenomenon of the digital 

dark age, in which digital data without an analog record becomes lost. As more efficient solutions and 

innovations for the storage of born-digital records are introduced, we run risk of being able to recover and 

access older file formats and software thus making them obsolete.  

 

Additionally, as much more of the material being archived is digital-born, the ability to safeguard it and 

access it becomes increasingly complex. The Charter on the Preservation of Digital Heritage notes that 
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digital heritage is at risk of being lost and preserving it is "an urgent issue of worldwide concern."53 This 

threat of loss recognizes that digital innovations have occurred too rapidly for informed preservation 

strategies to be developed, and thus requires action.  

 

Interaction 

 

In general, the ability to interact and engage with virtual spaces requires further development. Software is 

able to provide a format that we have gained familiarity with through the hardware of the keyboard, 

mouse, controller, etc. but hardware for immersive environments lacks the ability to capture human 

movements in a way that keeps them embedded in the virtual. Innovations in input design are moving 

towards capturing the natural and intuitive ways that humans move, such as ATAP's Jacquard, Ultraleap's 

LeapMotion, or SenseGlove's DK1. These technologies are moving towards using miniature radars that 

interact with various scales of human motion, but with this comes a simultaneous reprogramming of self 

to complete the software-dictated movements. While ultimately, we require a device to translate what the 

user wants into something interpretable by a computer, interaction will play a large role in considering 

how to format a digitally situated archive.  

 

This research is aware that it links together generally disparate topics, and in doing so allows various 

threads of future research to take place. As digitally reconstructing non-extant spaces is relatively under-

researched, future studies might focus solely on the reconstruction process through forensic techniques. 

Other studies could look at representation of digital environments in human cognition, or the development 

of open-source archival software, like Trove. Research on virtual environments are taking place at private 

corporations for brands such as Oculus at Facebook who are adapting social networks to the virtual, 

where current job openings seeking PhD candidates researching Computational Imaging and Display, 

Photorealistic Telepresence, and VR Ethics demonstrate a progression into this field.54  

 

The new technologies being created for entertainment industries deserve consideration on how they can 

be informed by putting them in situations they are not typically used for. Heritage and VE is an 

underdeveloped topic, and little to no work considers how archives can utilize them. Pre-existing archives 

should consider these technologies to enrich the way visitors can interact with historic materials and 

reconsidering the way storage and organization is done. Using this framework to develop an archive from 

 
53 UNESCO “Charter on Preservation of Digital Heritage.”  
54 “Facebook Careers.” Facebook, Accessed 26 October, 
https://www.facebook.com/careers/jobs/?divisions[0]=Oculus&is_leadership=0&page=5&is_in_page=0. 
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a queer, informal collection allows for all aspects of archival work to be re-imagined suiting the needs of 

individual groups.  

 

Representation 

 

How can we present an emotionally authentic window into the past? Environmental psychology provides 

some research on how the spaces we occupy impact the human brain but engaging with them virtually 

requires another set of research to be undertaken. Digital spaces are said to act as platforms for memories 

to occur, but the various factors that characterize the authenticity of a space would ultimately alter that.  

 

For non-extant places, if textures or atmosphere of a space cannot be represented accurately, is it worth 

attempting? By providing clear expectations to the users that the digital archive and the virtual space it 

occupies is constantly being redeveloped then the ability to engage with content and users remains a 

positive outcome. However, the multiple layers of interpretation required to produce a three-dimensional 

model must be critically examined in the development of a digital space and perhaps there is future 

research needed on the software development side of this practice.  

 

One of the layers of interpretation that would benefit from further is time. When a space is documented, 

the record captures a specific moment in time which would portray it as static, and the dynamic 

overlapping of media calls for the ability of a digital replica to represent and interact with temporal layers. 

Techniques such a photogrammetry limit the visual data and therefore limit a user experiencing a virtual 

environment to a static point in time. While introducing another dataset would require addressing a new 

set of challenges, time can be used as a tool to provide access to a dynamic range of events or dates which 

could have cultural or social significance to the users. Emotion could be incorporated through a lens of 

nostalgia, in which days of importance for individuals could be incorporated. Additionally, for the 

redevelopment of archival practices this offers a way to organize and thus access information through 

temporal categorization into days, months, or years. Within the digital context, future research should 

look at the ability to leave behind traces of ones-self, similar to how humans have always made physical 

impacts on the spaces they interact with, as a provocative feature to stimulate emotion and engagement.55 

Notions of time should be actively considered for layering onto the ‘physical’ representation of the digital 

space to capture the accumulation of detritus, wear and tear, upgrades, or other memories captured by 

human contact.   

 
55 J. Rogers, M. A. Schnabel and T. Jacob Moleta, "Future Virtual Heritage - Techniques," 2018 3rd Digital 
Heritage International Congress (DigitalHERITAGE), San Francisco, CA, USA, (2018): 2. 
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In addition to considering temporal user engagements, the representation and range of atmospheric affects 

should be explored to know whether they enhance or detract from information management in digital 

archival and heritage practices. In consideration of the sensory and subconscious aspects of space, the 

feeling of immersion would require changes to existing virtual reality hardware where conditions of 

temperature, air flow, humidity, odor, taste, and touch would need to be generated. However, what would 

be the benefit of creating a new tool to re-orient the conditions of the human body? Potentially, some 

sensory aspects rank higher for users in the interpretation and authenticity of experiencing location. This 

could be utilized to create contrast from the user’s environment for a sense of transportation, or it could 

stimulate indications of place for those that have been to the space while it existed and used as a 

mnemonic tool. Introducing sensorial information could be developed further to transform a static digital 

environment into a simulation or reenactment used for educational purposes, although that may detract 

from the archives value as a repository of information.  

 

Through outlining a conceptual framework, this research intends to demonstrate that there is a visible and 

feasible link between informal archives, and the ability to reconstruct sites of importance for community 

heritage values. As such, it provides a speculative lens for future research to occur and a place for the 

reflection of current archival practices; traditional and non-traditional. While this framework is built from 

a queer perspective, it can be adapted and altered as a suggestion for other marginalized groups that have 

lost sites of cultural value, such as the growing effort to recognize significant historically Black spaces in 

the United States. Functionally, this approach would take a significant amount of time from an archival 

and architectural point of view but anticipates a uniquely experiential result for the future of digital 

archiving.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The intent of this research is not to develop new normative orders, rather these digital sites are invitations 

to inhabit a space, immersing people into an active and critical reading of the past. In the process of 

representation and knowledge retrieval, we should continue to question what information is getting 

privileged through the embedded structures of archival and technological processes. By reflecting on the 

context which privileges neat analytical categories, we can start to understand and alter hetero-normative 

systemic barriers. The goal is to consolidate the various holders of historical records and to reorient the 

methods of collection, maintenance, access, for clarity of use and exploration of interpretation.  
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If anything, this framework demonstrates how queer archives can reshape archival practices and 

recommends a radical reconsideration of traditional archival practices. Through the digital reconstruction 

of a non-extant space, the archive both becomes a living tool used for research and one used by 

communities for education. By repositioning informal archival practices into the virtual realm, we allow 

identity-based groups to develop their own organizational methods and make decisions on what heritage 

values to display.  

 

This suggested methodology challenges archival and heritage practices thus raising many questions for 

further investigation. Further research should focus on activating the links and increasing accessibility 

between networked databases, specifically formal to informal archives for a more equitable representation 

of populations. The digital reconstruction of non-extant spaces demands consideration from heritage, 

archival, and architectural practices. Education often focuses on what was successful or permanent, and 

understanding places that no longer exist could play a key role in understanding our collective pasts and 

why certain things have been removed and erased from the built world. Additionally, as the definition of 

heritage continues to adapt to the 21st century, Figure 2 could outline a process model for considering how 

to apply heritage discourse and values to non-extant or digital spaces. While the heritage industry 

addresses safeguarding through statutory regulations and management plans, the recognition and public 

awareness that is attached to a heritage-listed label could provide insight to an otherwise forgotten space.  
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