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Introduction

SIMON AVERY

In May 1988, Margaret Thatcher’s Tory government ushered in Section 28 of the Local Government Act, a divisive and damaging piece of legislation that made ‘promotion’ of homosexuality by local councils illegal. At a time when queer communities were already battling with a right-wing backlash and increased homophobia because of the AIDS crisis, Section 28 effectively closed down discussion of queer desire, experiences and identities. Teachers feared for their jobs if they talked about homosexuality with their students, public libraries were anxious about the books they made available and a general silencing descended on public discourse. Despite widespread protests against the Act by queer groups, Section 28 remained in place until 2000 in Scotland and 2003 in the rest of the UK.

I’m starting here because in many ways this attempt at silencing and the attendant right to a voice and acknowledgement have been – and remain – intricately bound up with queer cultures and politics. And silencing and voicing are repeatedly central to the poetry collected in this anthology. Probably the most famous phrase of queer poetry, ‘the love that dare not speak its name’, which is taken from Alfred Douglas’s ‘Two Loves’ and which was quoted and interrogated at Oscar Wilde’s second trial for ‘acts of gross indecency’ with other men in 1895, most clearly sums up this tension. Yet at the same time, Douglas has spent a longish poem purposely bringing a voice to queer desire and experiences, as do all the poets in this volume. The potential power of queer poetry is therefore vast, deploying wide varieties of language, imagery and form in order to assert difference, call for recognition and shape politics.

The term ‘queer’ itself has a diverse and shifting history. Its older and colloquial meaning links it to what is perceived as odd, strange and eccentric. My grandmother, born in 1908, used the word in this way to describe any number of things and events. However, across much of the twentieth century, ‘queer’ was also used as a derogatory term and a term of abuse to refer specifically to gay men. Then, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, ‘queer’ was reappropriated by political groups like ACT UP and Queer Nation as part of the political campaigns emerging in response to the AIDS crisis. And now, in the twenty-first century, it’s often used as an umbrella term for LGBTQIA+ people, communities and identities (indicating lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer, intersex and asexual, with that important ‘+’ sign for other possibilities).

In this anthology, I use queer to indicate those desires, sexualities and identities that challenge and disrupt conventional categories and orthodoxies. The poems here reflect upon same-sex desires and experiences but also bisexuality, sexual independence, queer romantic ‘friendship’, eroticized religious and mystical experiences, queer landscapes and urbanscapes, queer histories, queer communities and possible queer utopias. The poems are drawn from the classical period to the present and I’ve chosen to present them chronologically, wherever possible, by date of publication. This isn’t to suggest that being queer or writing about queer experiences always gets better or easier across the centuries – history is never that ‘straight’-forward. But there are some fascinating developments and shifts and it’s interesting to trace the continuities as well as the changes in the ways that poets write about sexuality, desire and queerness.

The oldest poetry included here is by the Ancient Greek poet Sappho, who is often cited as the originator of lyric poetry and whose work, mostly surviving only in fragments, is full of intense longing, sensuality and desire for women. The poem ‘Passion’, for example, intriguingly examines the relations between desire, the body and the mind, whilst ‘Anagora’ records Sappho’s love for a priestess and ‘The Garden of the Nymphs’ has the speaker, half hidden, watching the nymphs binding their hair and touching each other’s ‘glisten[ing]’ bodies. The beautiful landscape here, dreamlike and fecund, helps establish an important link between queerness and the pastoral – a space that is removed from the social world with all its attendant oppressions and conventions – which has subsequently become a frequent trope in queer literature across the centuries.

Significantly, however, most translations of Sappho’s work until the late nineteenth century suppressed the expression of her love for other women, ‘re-gendering’ the poems to make them ‘safe’. This practice has much to tell us about the literary and social expression of female same-sex desire. Terry Castle has famously spoken of ‘the apparitional lesbian’, the title of her landmark critical study published in 1993, where she argues that the lesbian has often been invisible, marginalized or disembodied in modern culture. (It’s interesting in this context to consider how many poems in this anthology depict queer desire using ghostly and spectral images.) And this ‘invisibility’ is certainly present in the history of women’s poetry, where writers have often resorted to more covert ways of expressing queer desire because of social expectations. For example, many eighteenth-century women poets like Katherine Philips and Anna Seward wrote poems addressed to other women that purposely blur the lines between friendship, romance and sexual attraction. In ‘To My Excellent Lucasia’, Philips asserts that ‘No bridegroom’s nor crown-conqueror’s mirth / To mine compared can be’, whilst Seward, whose key relationships were all with women, wrote to Honora Sneyd of her ‘loved form’ and the fear of losing her affection. It was a bold woman like Aphra Behn who would write more overtly sexual work, speaking in ‘The Dream’ of the ‘Rapture’ of lying with Aminta, who knows ‘the last Mystery of Love’. Interestingly, this framing of more challenging ideas and representations within a dream or vision is a technique used by other queer poets such as Alfred Douglas and Sarah Orne Jewett as a means of both revealing deep desires and possibly offsetting criticism for them (‘it’s just a dream’).

Like all poets, writers of queer poetry are constantly searching for suitable forms to express their concerns. In the Renaissance, a number of male poets turned to the sonnet, subverting the form’s roots in the expression of heterosexual love in order to speak of same-sex desire. Richard Barnfield, for instance, explores the anxieties of admitting his same-sex devotion in ‘Sighing, and sadly sitting by my love’, whilst unreservedly celebrating the male body though the traditional blazon technique (the listing of body parts) in ‘Cherry-lipt Adonis’. Of Shakespeare’s 154 sonnets published in 1609, 126 are addressed to a male ‘Fair Youth’ and include some of his most intricate writings on the value of love, the ability of love to survive change and the ways in which poetry can preserve the youth of the beloved. ‘If this be error and upon me prov’d, / I never writ, nor no man ever lov’d’ ends Sonnet 116 with a telling playfulness. And with the sonnet revival in the Romantic period, the form was again used in connection with queer subjects in works such as Keats’ address ‘To a Friend who sent me some roses’, Wordsworth’s sonnet to Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsby, the famous queer Ladies of Llangollen whom he terms ‘Sisters in love’, and Eliza Cook’s sonnet to Charlotte Cushman, the American actress who lived in Rome in a ‘Boston marriage’ and with whom Cook is meant to have had an affair. These complexities are arguably taken even further in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s astonishing ‘To George Sand: A Desire’, where the traditional sonnet is subverted to celebrate the cross-dressing novelist Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin, ‘Thou large-brained woman and large-hearted man’, in ways that link queerness with empowerment and radical writing. The tightness and intensity of the sonnet form consequently offered these and later writers an efficient means of framing their challenging views.

As the nineteenth century progressed, remarkable experimentation and a good degree of risk-taking occurred in poetic depictions of queer desires and relationships. Alfred Tennyson effectively queered the elegy in his long poem ‘In Memoriam’, where he details his grief for Arthur Hallam with incredible sensitivity, gender fluidity (he terms himself both widow and widower at points) and heart-wrenching images of loss (the alliterated monosyllables of the line ‘On the bald street breaks the blank day’ always gets me). Christina Rossetti’s wonderfully seductive narrative poem, ‘Goblin Market’, depicts the threat of male sexuality symbolized in the animalistic goblins hawking their fruit and suggests that resistance and empowerment lie in ‘sisterly’ same-sex desire. And in America, Walt Whitman’s democratic celebration of unabashed bodies and sexualities in his extensive Leaves of Grass, alongside Emily Dickinson’s compact, elliptical verses with their explorations of women’s bodies and ‘Wild Nights’, effectively link queerness to the ongoing forging of the modern nation.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, sexualities came to be discussed more widely in relation to shifting ideas about gender, women’s rights and religion and the new insights emerging from psychology and sexology (the ‘scientific’ analysis of sexual behaviours). In these contexts, something of an explosion of queer writing occurred. The decadent poetry of Wilde, Douglas and Marc-André Raffalovich, for example, examines male same-sex desire from a variety of angles, including both shame and revelry, whilst Mary Coleridge and John Addington Symonds consider the possibilities of queer utopias associated with liberation and acceptance. Alternative desires are explored in the sadomasochism of Algernon Swinburne’s poetry and the eroticized religious experience depicted by Mathilde Blind in ‘The Mystic’s Vision’ (a connection that stretches back to the sexualized mysticism of Emily Brontë’s ‘The Prisoner’ in the 1840s and John Donne’s call to be ravished by God in ‘Batter My Heart’ in the early sixteenth century). And the radical aunt and niece, Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper, who were both lovers and co-writers publishing under the pseudonym ‘Michael Field’, produced fascinating work focusing on the female body, sensual nature and classical mythology, asserting their resistance to convention through their creative and personal union: ‘My Love and I took hands and swore, / Against the world, to be / Poets and lovers evermore’ (‘It was deep April’).

The excitement and variety of queer work in the fin de siècle, as well as the reworking of now established tropes such as the ghost of repressed or marginalized desire, queer pastoral, the dream or vision and the emphasis on bodily touch, were subsequently taken further in the new socio-political contexts of the early twentieth century. The long shadow of the 1895 Wilde trials can be felt in many poems of anxiety and unspoken love, as well as in the sharp critiques of law in A. E. Housman’s poems and the call for a safe community in Edna St Vincent Millay’s ‘Tavern’. These anxieties were exacerbated by the devastating impact of the First World War, which radically changed the ways poets such as Sydney Oswald, W. N. Hodgson and Wilfred Owen reflected upon the male youth, structures of loss and the eroticized (dead) body, as well as inspiring some especially reflective poems about queer ageing by Rupert Brooke, Amy Lowell and Claude McKay. And in post-war America, the queer poets of the Harlem Renaissance, McKay and Countee Cullen, opened up new and urgent questions about the complex intersections between sexuality, race and class, many of which still demand attention. As ever, queer poetry is intricately bound up with change and modernity.

The title of this volume, Hand in Hand with Love, comes from Wilde’s beautiful poem ‘Apologia’, which argues that it’s better to have lived life, as difficult as it might be, than let opportunities go by. The phrasing gestures towards both the idea of companionship and all those experiences and emotions that are bound up with relationships (that come ‘hand in hand’ with them). When I started putting this anthology together, I had an initial sense of poems I’d like to include to show this and some of the ideas I wanted to focus on. But as I read more, I became astonished by the sheer variety, quantity and power of the queer poems I was coming across, and intrigued by the multiple and ever-expanding ways in which poets address queer experiences. From the bawdiness of Catullus and the tenderness of Christopher Marlowe, through to the unsettling gothic of Charlotte Mew and the relatively forgotten erotics of Australian poet Lesbia Harford, these poems reveal how similar concerns resurface and modulate across different time periods and in different socio-political contexts.

The power of language and imagery in this body of work is constantly re-energized, and forms such as the lyric, the sonnet and the narrative poem are themselves rewritten and queered. Indeed, the final section here, ‘Further Developments’, clearly demonstrates how queer poetry continues to change and address pressing issues. Here, the writings of Audre Lorde, Thom Gunn, Roz Kaveney and Travis Alabanza foreground the position of marginalized groups (‘those of us who live at the shoreline’, as Lorde puts it), interrogate queer histories (the Stonewall Riots and the AIDS crisis) and reclaim positions of power (‘you cannot fuck with me’, asserts Alabanza at the close of ‘Pride’). Throughout the two and a half millennia represented in this anthology, it’s both this aesthetic skill and the political power of the work – power to challenge hierarchies, to resist oppression and to demand we look at the world differently – that make queer poetry continually dynamic and provocative.

*

There are a number of people I’d like to thank for help with this project. Marissa Constantinou at Pan Macmillan has been incredibly supportive, insightful and patient throughout and a pleasure to work with. Kate M. Graham, Victoria Brookes, Lucy Bond, Peter Moore, Vicky Griffin, Matt Morrison, Alex Warwick, Helen Glew and Monica Germanà have all been willing to listen and advise as I’ve brought the material together and I’m hugely thankful for their ideas. The final work is dedicated to my wonderful partner, Tom Moore, who brings endless joy and delight into my world, ‘hand in hand with love’.




CLASSICAL




Passion

Now Love shakes my soul, a mighty

 Wind from the high mountain falling

 Full on the oaks of the forest;

Now, limb-relaxing, it masters

 My life and implacable thrills me,

 Rending with anguish and rapture.

Now my heart, paining my bosom,

 Pants with desire as a mænad

 Mad for the orgiac revel.

Now under my skin run subtle

 Arrows of flame, and my body

 Quivers with surge of emotion.

Now long importunate yearnings

 Vanquish with surfeit my reason;

 Fainting my senses forsake me.

Sappho (c. 630–570 BCE)
tr. John Myers O’Hara (1870–1944)




The Garden of the Nymphs

All around through the apple boughs in blossom

Murmur cool the breezes of early summer,

And from leaves that quiver above me gently

     Slumber is shaken;

Glades of poppies swoon in the drowsy languor,

Dreaming roses bend, and the oleanders

Bask and nod to drone of bees in the silent

     Fervor of noontide;

Myrtle coverts hedging the open vista,

Dear to nightly frolic of Nymph and Satyr,

Yield a mossy bed for the brown and weary

     Limbs of the shepherd.

Echo ever wafts through the drooping frondage,

Ceaseless silver murmur of water falling

In the grotto cool of the Nymphs, the sacred

     Haunt of Immortals;

Down the sides of rocks that are gray and lichened

Trickle tiny rills, whose expectant tinkle

Drips with gurgle hushed in the clear glimmering

     Depths of the basin.

Fair on royal couches of leaves recumbent,

Interspersed with languor of waxen lilies,

Lotus flowers empurple the pool whose edge is

     Cushioned with mosses;

Here recline the Nymphs at the hour of twilight,

Back in shadows dim of the cave, their golden

Sea-green eyes half lidded, up to their supple

     Waists in the water.

Sheltered once by ferns I espied them binding

Tresses long, the tint of lilac and orange;

Just beyond the shimmer of light their bodies

     Roseate glistened;

Deftly, then, they girdled their loins with garlands,

Linked with leaves luxuriant limb and shoulder;

On their breasts they bruised the red blood of roses

     Fresh from the garden.

She of orange hair was the Nymph Euxanthis,

And the lilac-tressed were Iphis and Io;

How they laughed, relating at length their ease in

     Evading the Satyr.

Sappho (c. 630–570 BCE)
tr. John Myers O’Hara (1870–1944)




The Stricken Flower

Think not to ever look as once of yore,

Atthis, upon my love; for thou no more

Wilt find intact upon its stem the flower

Thy guile left slain and bleeding in that hour.

So ruthless shepherds crush beneath their feet

The hill flower blooming in the summer heat;

The hyacinth whose purple heart is found

Left bruised and dead, to darken on the ground.

Sappho (c. 630–570 BCE)
tr. John Myers O’Hara (1870–1944)




Anagora

Anagora, fairest

Spoil of fateful battle,

Babylonian temples

Knew thy luring song.

Wrested from barbaric

Captors for thy beauty,

Thou wert made a priestess

At Mylitta’s shrine.

Once these flexile fingers

Clasped in mine so closely,

Neath the temple’s arches

Thrummed the tabor soft.

Thou hast taught me secrets

Of the cryptic chambers,

How the zonahs worship

In the burning East;

Raptures that my wildest

Dreaming never pictured,

Arts of love that charmed me,

Subtle, new and strange.

Hearken to my earnest

Prayer, O Aphrodite!

May the night be doubled

Now for our delight.

Sappho (c. 630–570 BCE)
tr. John Myers O’Hara (1870–1944)




Idyll XII

 Art come, dear youth? two days and nights away!

(Who burn with love, grow aged in a day.)

As much as apples sweet the damson crude

Excel; the blooming spring the winter rude;

In fleece the sheep her lamb; the maid in sweetness

The thrice-wed dame; the fawn the calf in fleetness;

The nightingale in song all feathered kind—

So much thy longed-for presence cheers my mind.

To thee I hasten, as to shady beech,

The traveller, when from the heaven’s reach

The sun fierce blazes. May our love be strong,

To all hereafter times the theme of song!

‘Two men each other loved to that degree,

That either friend did in the other see

A dearer than himself. They lived of old

Both golden natures in an age of gold.’

O father Zeus! ageless immortals all!

Two hundred ages hence may one recall,

Down-coming to the irremeable river,

This to my mind, and this good news deliver:

‘E’en now from east to west, from north to south,

Your mutual friendship lives in every mouth.’

This, as they please, th’ Olympians will decide:

Of thee, by blooming virtue beautified,

My glowing song shall only truth disclose;

With falsehood’s pustules I’ll not shame my nose.

If thou dost sometime grieve me, sweet the pleasure

Of reconcilement, joy in double measure

To find thou never didst intend the pain,

And feel myself from all doubt free again.

Theocritus (c. 300–260 BCE)
tr. M. J. Chapman (c. 1836)
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