Best Cork LGBTQ History Exhibition: We Were Always Here Goes Permanent
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Shoppers of culture and proud locals are flocking to Cork Public Museum as it opens We Were Always Here , the city’s first permanent LGBT history display , marking a homegrown milestone that makes Cork’s queer past visible, accessible and impossible to ignore.
Essential Takeaways
First-ever permanent LGBT display: Cork Public Museum now hosts a dedicated, ongoing exhibition on Cork’s LGBT history.
Local archive at the heart: The Cork LGBT Archive’s collection of documents, objects and personal items forms the backbone of the show.
Long view of activism: The story traces activism from illegal days before 1993 through festivals, conferences and community spaces.
Inclusive, tactile experience: Original artefacts, photos and transcribed material mean the display feels personal, human and immediate.
Museum collaboration: The exhibition stems from a long-running partnership between the museum and the volunteer-run archive.
A bold, human opening: history you can touch
Cork Public Museum’s new We Were Always Here exhibition begins with a clear, intimate beat , the stuff of real lives, not abstract dates. Visitors encounter original documents and personal possessions that make the past smell faintly of home or leather or paper, the small sensory details that bring people’s stories to life. According to the museum’s community outreach information, the display grew out of a deliberate drive to engage with local groups and broaden the museum’s remit.
How the archive and museum built something lasting
The Cork LGBT Archive, established as an active, volunteer-led hub, has spent years collecting and digitising material. The archive partnered with the museum in 2017 to house and catalogue its holdings, so this permanent exhibition feels like the natural next step rather than a one-off show. That close collaboration ensured the panels, objects and oral histories were treated with care and made usable for the public.
Why Cork? A city with a history of firsts
Cork’s queer history is peppered with national firsts: the city hosted the first National Gay Conference in 1981 and the first Irish Lesbian and Gay Film Festival in 1991, and even fielded a pioneering LGBTQ float at a St Patrick’s Day parade in 1992. Those milestones underpin the exhibition’s narrative, which charts how local organisers carved out cultural spaces and pushed for social change long before the law caught up.
What to look for: objects, voices and the legal story
The exhibition doesn’t shy from hard edges. It follows lives lived under laws that criminalised same-sex intimacy until 1993, and it celebrates activists who created support networks and cultural venues. Practical tip: take time with the transcribed oral histories and digital materials , they’re where the private becomes public, and where small details (a poster, a flyer, a diary page) suddenly say much more about everyday resilience.
Why it matters today: inclusion, memory and a warning
Curators describe We Were Always Here as a beacon of inclusion, and the museum frames it as part of a wider effort to make collections reflect contemporary Cork more honestly. There’s a clear contemporary sting , curators and archive organisers have pointed to rising transphobia and homophobia elsewhere , so the exhibition also acts as a reminder that progress needs care and vigilance. For families, students or anyone curious, it’s both a celebration and a civic lesson.
It's a small change that makes a big difference: Cork’s queer past is now on public display, steady and permanent.
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