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Introduction

Every room looks queer in a convex mirror – this one decidedly so. The wood-panelled walls on either side are bent and bowed. The furniture bulges absurdly. Straight lines are curved and twisted. In its etymology, the word ‘queer’ is related to ‘twist’, and similar words like ‘contort’ and ‘distort’. Objects in this mirror may be queerer than you think.

All of the artefacts in the room – the grandfather clock, the string of hag stones on the wall, the crucifixes arranged on the sideboard – seem to congregate around a vortex, albeit an inverted one. Here, at the centre of everything, is a chunky oak-wood chair pulled up to a desk, underneath a large window. The pale light of an overcast afternoon falls onto a single sheet of paper left on the desk, lines written in a long, elegant hand. It feels as if the writer has just stepped out.

In his poem ‘Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror’, John Ashbery writes of all that is reflected in a surface such as this: ‘it is life englobed’.1 But the mirror in this room and the room mirrored in it aren’t so much a portrait of me (or indeed of Ashbery) as they are of the former occupant of this englobed place: the artist, filmmaker and AIDS activist Derek Jarman.

I have come to Prospect Cottage, this small clapboard house that clings to a spit of land on the south-east coast of England, to begin a journey. From here, I will wind my way through the queer spaces of the twentieth century, the homes and haunts that have been central to subcultural art, writing and performance over the past 125 years. Few places have been as central or as beloved as this one, so where better to start my wanderings.

Jarman found this small Victorian fisherman’s hut in the spring of 1986, while driving around the Kent coast scouting locations for a new film. By that point he had made a name for himself as an auteur of unapologetically queer cinema. Trained as a painter, he fell in with a crowd of London creatives during the 1960s who were much more messy and multidisciplinary in their approach; with their goading he began to stretch himself, turning to costume design, sculpture and finally filmmaking. His films like Sebastiane (1976) and Caravaggio (1986) are sumptuously over-the-top masterpieces made on a shoestring with the participation of actor and artist friends like Tilda Swinton, Sean Bean, Duggie Fields and Lindsay Kemp.

When he discovered it, Prospect Cottage was a simple, four-room building with a shower and a toilet out the back. It was one of only a few residences located in the arid, inconceivably flat expanse of shingle known as Dungeness, which was also home to two nuclear power stations and a miniature railway visible from the kitchen window. The cottage and its environs lit up Jarman’s imagination. Even its name seemed auspicious to him, implying as it did unwritten futures and wide-open vistas, while also connoting comfortable domesticity. He bought the place for £32,000 and moved in soon after.

It was his home for the final eight years of his life, until he died of complications resulting from AIDS on 19 February 1994. In that time, the house and its setting had a huge influence on his style, and inspired films like The Garden (1990) and Blue (1993), his two volumes of collected journals Modern Nature (1991) and Smiling in Slow Motion (2000), and numerous other artistic experiments, including, most notably, gardening. Jarman was a devoted gardener when he was young, and here, in his forties, he rediscovered a passion for horticulture, patiently coaxing bushes and delicate blossoms out of the inhospitable earth. The resulting garden fulfilled his desire to create a place, he said, ‘where poor wayward humanity is capable of being swayed by emotions which make for peace and beauty’.2

It is peaceful at the cottage on this summer afternoon – beautiful too. The window of Jarman’s writing room looks out onto the garden at the front of the house. Bright poppies in orange and yellow have burst forth from the shingle, shivering in the breeze. Bumblebees wind round the red-hot pokers, and blunder about clumps of sea kale clustered here and there. Purple foxgloves spring up on the borders of the makeshift rockeries between the house and the road. A band of grey tarmac with my small, baby-blue car parked by the side of it separates Jarman’s well-kept garden from the coast and the wide wild sea beyond. I confess I know next to nothing about gardening, but it’s obvious to anyone what an achievement it is to have created such a gorgeous, green refuge in this shingle desert.

I pour myself a cup of tea and, as it cools, wander slowly from room to room, wooden floorboards creaking with each step. Jarman’s small studio, its walls lined with books, still smells faintly of oil paint. In the kitchen his iconic blue overalls are hanging casually on the back of the door. His bedroom reminds me of a monk’s cell in its austerity – sparsely furnished with a bed and a chair made in the same style as the one in his writing room.

I recognize much of the furniture in the house as the work of Andy the Furniture Maker, a sometime rent boy from Essex with an uncanny eye for proportion whom Jarman took under his wing. I’d known Andy’s story and admired his pieces for a long time, but until now I hadn’t realized just how intimate he and Jarman were, or how much Jarman wanted to have Andy near him always. Here in the cottage, I understand better than ever the artist’s practice and his personality, his interests and motivations (the abundance of crucifixes is a surprise), but, more than that, I’ve also been able to reflect on my own attachment to the place, what I want from it …

The sight of a visitor outside the bedroom window disturbs my reveries. Someone dressed in a denim jacket and khaki trousers walks across the pebbles and between the flower beds. I watch them run a hand over the pieces of driftwood in the garden, and ponder their arrangement. Both of our visits today, mine and theirs, have been made possible by a recent crowdfunding effort to ‘save’ Prospect Cottage.

After Jarman’s death, his partner, Keith Collins, maintained the house and garden for many years, lovingly keeping it as a memorial, exactly as Jarman had left it. When Collins died in January 2020, however, the cottage went up for sale. Jarman’s friends and fans worried that if it ended up in the hands of a private owner, it would cease to be what it has been for so long – a place of solidarity and inspiration to many. A kind of secular shrine. The fear was that it would be enclosed, as the commons were enclosed, and that it would vanish from the public map. So a crowdfunding campaign to acquire house and lands for public ownership was launched. Backed by celebrities including Swinton, Tacita Dean and Isaac Julien, the campaign raised £3.5 million within three months to buy the place and maintain it in perpetuity. Prospect Cottage was saved.

It is now managed by a local arts group called Creative Folkestone, who let me into the house earlier today. Visiting Prospect Cottage was part of a larger project I had in mind, which would examine the importance of queer places in the history of arts and culture. It would explore their impact on queer identity and investigate why they seem to disappear so easily. Going deeper, I also wanted to reflect on the special relationship LGBTQ+ people have to space, and the ways in which places have been queered, their meanings distorted and appropriated. Underneath it all, I was looking for proof that queerness has a place in a world that has often seemed so inhospitable to it.

Lately, it seems like much of the conversation about queer spaces has been concerned with their disappearance, and rightly so. In 2017, the Urban Lab at University College London revealed the extent to which LGBTQ+ night venues are under threat. Over the course of a decade, researchers found that 58 per cent of London’s queer venues closed down: in 2006 there were 125 venues, but by 2017 this number had fallen to just 53.3 One can only imagine the state of things now, in 2023.

When I’ve talked with friends and the topic comes up, we tend to agree that the internet must be the problem. Forums, social media and hook-up apps like Grindr and Scruff have cut out the need for people to get to know each other in physical spaces; fewer people are going to bars and clubs, so fewer businesses are able to turn a profit. Except that’s not actually the case, according to the research. Viability of businesses (i.e. their ability to make money, how popular they are) accounts for only 5 per cent of closures. The biggest factor is actually development: 38 per cent of venues were forced to shut when they were priced out of an area by gentrification and urban redevelopment.4

The need for queer spaces hasn’t gone away – far from it. One of my friends is a drag king named Orlando, who channels the spirit of the shape-shifting protagonist of Virginia Woolf’s experimental novel Orlando (1928) with a dandified, androgynous act that was born on the London stage five years ago. When I asked them about their experience, they said that they bitterly lamented the demise of places like the Chateau in Camberwell and Her Upstairs and Them Downstairs in Camden, which had been personally and creatively transformative for them. Venues like these had empowered them and many others to experiment lavishly with gender and sexuality in a safe space, in front of eager and supportive audiences. LGBTQ+ people surveyed as part of the UCL study said similar things, describing such places as essential to a sense of belonging, community, education and history. Their loss threatened to erase or invalidate queer heritage. As one respondent put it: ‘Venues shift and change over time, but if they disappear entirely, the LGBTQI community is poorer for it.’5

The book you’re now reading started out as an attempt to retrieve and reconstruct these places, especially the bars, clubs and performance spaces that have been key to the emergence of LGBTQ+ communities and modern queer identities. But in fact it didn’t start out as a book at all. Its roots lie instead in an audio trail (a kind of recorded walking tour) I created of my adopted home town of Cambridge. I’d moved to the city in 2017 after I received my doctorate, to work on a post-doc research project based at Cambridge University. I was supposed to be writing a cultural history of waste, but it was never finished because almost as soon as I arrived, I became fascinated by queer spaces and turned all my attention to them.

What happened was this: I looked around the city and was surprised to discover that there was not a single queer bar under a bridge or a café down a side street, and, as far as I could tell, only one infrequent club night. This couldn’t have always been the case, I thought. Hadn’t Cambridge once been home to the likes of E. M. Forster, Edward Carpenter and Ali Smith – some of the most familiar names in queer British writing? How could somewhere be so straight in the streets and yet so queer in the sheets? (Of paper, I mean.)

I set myself the task of exploring the queer spaces of Cambridge’s past, drawing on the literature created here and conversations I had with older members of the LGBTQ+ community. Piecing together these recollections and fictional fragments, and mapping them along a route through the city, I found that I could conjure up the places I had discovered: the gay disco next to the river; the lesbian-only nightclub by the football grounds; the gay pub in the centre of town with the jovial barman everyone called ‘Mother’ … Using audio recordings of interviews and drawing on literary extracts, I tried to unearth the substrate of the city that persisted beneath the Cambridge that most people would recognize, and make it visible, navigable. In reference to Forster’s remark that queer past is ‘a great unrecorded history’, I named it ‘A Great Recorded History’.6

As part of my research, I spent hours interviewing older queer people in their homes. Sharing a pot of tea in suntrap gardens or in floral living rooms with overstuffed armchairs, they told me anecdotes about this or that place, which was now no more. These interviews helped to broaden the scope of my interests beyond the social spaces that were the subject of the audio trail. While we talked, my attention would sometimes stray a little, and I’d start to think how funny it was that we were chatting so intently about queer spaces in general without acknowledging the ones in which our conversations were taking place – domestic spaces that often went unremarked upon. It seemed to me that these were at least as important as more public spaces.

Our discussions also showed me how important personal stories were, and how vital it was to attend to them closely: the throwaway details, the idiosyncratic jokes, the juicy bits of gossip, the laughter. Better than any overarching theory, these ostensibly trivial elements helped me to understand – and, more importantly, to feel – the elusive interconnections between queer sexuality and certain places. And if the stories of the people I interviewed were important, I came to realize that my story was too. After all, my desire to explore the queer spaces of Cambridge’s past wasn’t entirely a disinterested, academic one. It was inextricable from my status as a queer Irish immigrant who has lived almost half his life outside the country of his birth.

I grew up in a green and pleasant but rather sedate part of rural Ireland. After school, I moved to Dublin to go to university, then I quickly emigrated – to France first, then Britain, with extended stopovers in the United States and Mauritius. Some debate exists about the best way to interpret my surname, which is usually translated in the Irish language as ‘Mac an Aistir’, but the most widely accepted one is ‘son of the journeyman’. While there is no reason that the son of a journeyman should himself turn out to be a journeyman, bearing all this moving around in mind, I think it’s safe to say that I have inherited an itinerant nature.

Travelling through different countries and encountering different cultures, I’ve had the opportunity to observe the peculiarities of different places (and the peculiarities of my homeland have likewise stood out to me whenever I return). An immigrant disposition is, in some ways, the very source and matter of this book; if I’d never left Ireland, who knows if I’d want to explore natural and built environments, and emplace them in words. As I’ve travelled, I’ve also observed who I am in relation to these places, and how I’ve changed in response to them. Not simply in how I’ve presented myself, but in the variety of ways my queerness has come across.

I lived for more than a decade in Brighton, for instance – an unquestionably liberated place that vies with Manchester for the title of England’s gayest town. During that time, I had relationships with both men and women, and thought of myself as queer, but I rarely felt the need to declare it loud and proud. Brighton Pride was just a massive corporate orgy as far as I was concerned, and I think I only ended up going twice. With my friends, in bars, walking down the street, I didn’t feel like I had to throw my weight behind a particular identity. In Brighton, it didn’t seem necessary.

But then I arrived in Cambridge. As soon as I did, I felt the city exert a pressure on me I hadn’t felt before. Something about the rigorous, conservative division of urban space and the exclusions it represented encouraged me to think about my sexuality and my own experience – my queerness, my Irishness. People who know me say I have a strong transgressive streak: I am wilful and push back hard when I feel I’m being told what to do. Considering how I reacted to the constraints of Cambridge, they’re absolutely correct. More and more I defined myself as queer (or even the more quaint-sounding bisexual); I looked for ways to become involved in the LGBTQ+ community; I made the audio trail; I set up a queer club with my friends to create a provisional queer space in the city. Pretty quickly, I went from being someone who just had queer feelings to being a card-carrying queer activist.

Social scientists call this ‘place responsiveness’: certain environments shape such fundamental aspects of ourselves as our characters, our self-understanding and our relationships with other people. Human beings are more sensitive to a sense of place than we may once have thought, and recent research attests to the central role it plays in the lives of LGBTQ+ people in particular.7 Where it comes to sexual identity and real estate, it seems, it’s all about location. Factors such as where you live, what kinds of queer spaces are available, what the demographic is – all have an enormous impact on how you inhabit and express your sexuality. You may feel more comfortable being butch in Manchester than in Doncaster, for example, or you can be properly effeminate in Philadelphia more than in Pittsburgh. On the other hand, in some towns you hide any signs of difference or you don’t do public displays of affection at all. Some can be wonderfully freeing and some can be terribly restrictive but, whatever the case, places make us.

This book considers the stories of seven different artists and writers, and delves into their relationship with the places they occupied; following their stories, I trace a new history of queer culture and identity over the past 125 years. The book’s origins lie in Cambridge, so we set out from there, exploring the university city and how its cloistered spaces influenced the life and work of the much-loved queer novelist E. M. Forster. Although most of his time was spent in the conservative environs of Cambridge, Forster was fascinated by the places he couldn’t occupy – fantastical, sexually liberated spaces far removed from the disappointments of the present. As we’ll see, his experience was not unique, and like many men educated at Oxford or Cambridge at the time, he yearned for the imagined homoerotic spaces of ancient Greece. Following Forster through Cambridge and through the lines of his fiction, we explore his conflicted commitment to a closeted double life.

Taking the train a little way south to London, we next turn our attention to the world of the suffragette movement before the First World War. Skirting the Bloomsbury Group, who are much better known but by no means the entirety of queer London in this period, we linger awhile with the forgotten women of Theatreland. Vera ‘Jack’ Holme, Cicely Hamilton, Edith Craig and her partners Christopher St John and Clare ‘Tony’ Atwood were part of a community of queer women whose work underpinned the arts and culture of the movement. Their lives and their radical feminist theatre show how desiring differently gave them a particular advantage in the suffragette struggle over the public and private spaces of London.

Next we cross the Channel to France, and spend some time in smoky Parisian cabarets in the company of the black bisexual entertainer Josephine Baker. Shortly after she exploded onto the stage of the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in 1925, Baker became the face of interwar Paris. She and the Jazz Age city she adopted as her own were both characterized by unbridled extravagance that cast inhibitions aside and transcended all limitations, moral and physical. The story of Baker’s life has been recounted by many and read by many more, but few have thought about where her bisexuality fits into it. Stepping through the streets of Paris with a bisexual Baker allows us to observe the characteristics she and her beloved city shared: their wildness, their freedoms, their excesses.

Leaving the bright lights of the city for a more rural setting on the shores of Jersey, we wash up on the island home of surrealist Claude Cahun, whose gender-bending art echoes Jersey’s status in between England and France. Long before either performance art or photography were accepted art forms, Cahun used the body as a prop and a costume, gleefully parodying gender stereotypes and capturing the results on camera. Urban areas, with their promise of freedom and anonymity, have played an important role in shaping queer sexuality in the twentieth century; Cahun’s story allows us to consider gender variance beyond the city. Her performances and photographs raise the question of how we think about rural areas, and nature itself, in relation to queer and transgender identity.

Then to America (and back again) with James Baldwin. Born and raised in a Christian household in Harlem, Baldwin fled to Paris in 1948 at the age of twenty-four, seeking the kind of sexual freedom and racial tolerance enjoyed in the years before the Second World War by the likes of Josephine Baker. Turning the pages of his novels, we trace his movements between America and Europe, and pay a visit to the small town in France where he spent the last sixteen years of his life. Baldwin wasn’t so different from many homosexual men who came of age before gay liberation and pursued impossible love affairs with ostensibly straight men. Searching for Baldwin where he is no longer remembered, we gradually uncover the complicated and tragic portrait of a writer who carried the shame of his upbringing with him wherever he went.

Our next stop is Lower Manhattan, sashaying through the historic neighbourhoods of the city in the footsteps of the flamboyant underground filmmaker Jack Smith. Beloved by the likes of Andy Warhol and John Waters, Smith was catapulted to fame in 1963 with the scandal of his first film, Flaming Creatures, a fever-dream of camp exoticism that was put on trial for obscenity. Smith’s art and New York were inextricable: not only were his outrageous films and glitzy durational theatre pieces made in Downtown, they were made from Downtown – out of all the rubbish and discarded objects he retrieved from the streets around his apartment. Smith and the movement for gay liberation were both invested in utopian thinking and the creation of alternative queer spaces but, as will become apparent, only one of them remained steadfast in their ideals.

Finally, San Francisco – hitting the hilly streets with the ghost of my friend the prolific gay poet, novelist and American Book Award-winning editor Kevin Killian, taking in the history of the city’s radical queer spaces from the 1960s through the AIDS epidemic to the present day. Following the life and work of one of the city’s pre-eminent queer writers, we witness through Kevin’s eyes the accelerated disappearance of these spaces. As tech start-ups and behemoths alike headquarter themselves in and around San Francisco, and their affluent workers descend on the city in search of a liberal sourdough dream, gentrification ramps up. Those on moderate incomes, who have made San Francisco what it is, can’t afford to stay, and queer spaces and their communities have little option but to leave the city entirely – or move online. Kevin’s story is a hopeful one, however, and his tireless creation of online spaces and communities exemplify the kind of resourcefulness queer culture needs, as the world lurches to the right and LGBTQ+ rights come increasingly under threat.

The majority of this book was researched and written during a global pandemic. Although I had been thinking about queer spaces for years beforehand, almost as soon as I put pen to paper in the spring of 2020, Covid-19 turned the world upside down. Suddenly there was nowhere to go. As catastrophe swept through all the countries of the world, health services scrambled and death rates soared, we clung on as best we could.

Days turned into weeks, into months, with little change in our circumstances, each day bringing more of the same. Weddings: cancelled. Christmas: cancelled. Socializing: cancelled (except for 10 Downing Street, where staff and politicians toasted each other as the rest of us buried our dead – or watched them being buried on Zoom). Travel was cancelled or greatly restricted. My plans for archival visits and international research trips were postponed, sometimes on several occasions. The research skills I’d honed over the years were severely tested, as I tried every trick I knew to get a glimpse of the books and articles I needed.

From time to time, I’d think about ‘The Good-Morrow’, a poem by John Donne taught to me by my father, whom I’d end up not seeing for two years. ‘For love, all love of other sights controules, / And makes one little roome an every where.’8 My partner and I were in love, thankfully, and our small terraced cottage in the south of Cambridge did become an everywhere, although perhaps not in the way that Donne had in mind. It was our office, our library, our gym; our pub, our club, our cinema. Everyone seemed to have the same experience. Domestic space warped and shifted. Overlapping with public space, its meaning became progressively ambiguous and uncertain. Public space, too, took on different meanings, inflected by our terror of the virus and terror of others. With face masks and hand sanitizer, we navigated the world outside our homes with a fear and trepidation that many of us haven’t lost.

The spaces we occupy have always been open to recoding and repurposing, as the stories of London’s queer suffragettes will so vividly show. But never in the history of humankind have public and private spaces been so dramatically and traumatically recoded, with such speed and for so many people, as during the Covid-19 pandemic. As we enter into a post-pandemic era, emerging out of crisis and trying to return to some semblance of normality, I find myself wondering: what is its legacy in terms of how we relate to the world, inside and out?

Certainly there is now more flexibility than ever before about workspaces. Many employers allow and even encourage working from home – to the relief of the disability-rights activists who had been campaigning for home-working for years with little success. Queer social venues, like many commercial establishments, have struggled to make ends meet, and anecdotally it would seem that there are fewer queer venues as a result of the pandemic. The new space race seems also to have intensified. Having depleted the world’s natural resources making themselves rich, multibillionaires have stepped up their efforts to escape a plagued Earth, on the hunt for new places to colonize – in space.

But these are just a few of the most observable, immediate effects of the pandemic. The true legacy of its traumatic recoding will take some time to materialize. Commentators are fond of saying that the pandemic ‘changed everything’; the actual extent of that change may not be known for many years. I am reluctant to prognosticate about the impact of Covid-19 on our experience, but in the pages that follow, the pandemic is like the weather – read between the lines, and you’ll find it there, always.

A short story by Sam D’Allesandro, first published in 1984, called ‘Nothing Ever Just Disappears’ gives this book its title. Sam was Kevin Killian’s friend and one of a group of experimental, San Francisco-based writers we will meet in the final chapter. By all accounts, he was also drop-dead gorgeous, and everyone who met him fell under his spell. He passed away due to AIDS-related complications in 1988 at the age of thirty-one.

The story starts out as a simple tale of falling in love and into a relationship. The narrator, whom we take to be Sam, meets a guy at the cigarette store, and they start seeing each other. To begin with, there’s a certain distance, a strangeness between them that Sam enjoys, but in time, inevitably, they start to learn about each other, and learn from each other. They start to dream and make plans. Then it all changes.

When his boyfriend dies, Sam says:


I don’t remember driving home. I unlocked the door and closed all the windows. I took a bath. I sat. I listened to the phone ring. I went to bed. It was day again and then it wasn’t … Sometimes I’d reach out as if to touch his face in the dark so I’d know I wasn’t alone.9



These simple lines, describing domestic acts performed automatically in the wake of a loved one’s death, convey the brutality and overwhelming sense of loss of a sudden bereavement. Crushed by grief, Sam’s home is his only protection and comfort. A cocoon. A carapace.

When I read this story now, decades since it was written, in the aftermath of the worst devastations of AIDS, it seems as much a public statement about the role of queer domestic spaces during the crisis as an intimate record of loss. That is reason enough to take the story’s title as my own – but there are other reasons too.

Few people have heard of Sam D’Allesandro. Talented though he was, he didn’t publish much, and posthumous collections of his writing edited by his friends are now long out of print. His name may be destined to pass out of memory altogether, along with the names of thousands of other people who died from AIDS. Kevin made Sam a character in his last novel in an effort to push back against his cultural obliteration. By adopting the title of Sam’s story, I’m attempting something similar. Kevin put Sam into his book; I’ve put him onto the cover of mine – in his memory, and in memory of others like him who died. Nothing Ever Just Disappears. You might call it a performative utterance.

My preference for Sam and his tale is a personal one. Avowedly so: in any grand narrative of LGBTQ+ culture in the twentieth century, it’s hard to see him making the cut. How could he? He died before he could make any impact. The selection of people and places that make up this history of queer culture is similarly personal. Here you will find writers, performers, photographers and filmmakers, all of whom I feel an affinity with. Some figures are relatively well known, even canonical; others are as obscure as Sam is, but all the more interesting for their marginality, which casts the terrain of history in a different light. Taken together, this group also represents the spectrum of ways that LGBTQ+ people relate to the world. Whether they have cleaved to it (Forster) or struggled against it (the London suffragettes), grown intertwined with it (Baker) or tried to ignore it (Baldwin), as my journey from Dungeness to San Francisco shows, queer people have responded to it in a range of distinctive, creative ways.

When I refer to queer places and queer histories, I use queer in a broad sense to mean a range of orientations and identifications distinct from those of the heterosexual majority and those who identify with the gender they were assigned at birth. The word is especially practical when we talk about same-sex desire or gender nonconformity in times and places where behaviours and identities weren’t defined in the same way as they are now. Its capaciousness allows us to talk about people’s lives and loves in the past without falling into anachronism and without reducing their experience to our own; without calling someone a lesbian, for example, when that label hadn’t yet acquired its current range of meanings. I am aware, however, that the term has a history, and that some may feel its connotations are quite specific, even unwelcome.

For many of us, queer originates as an insult, which may have first been heard in a schoolyard or on a city street after closing time, hurled before a punch or a kick or another violent, humiliating attack. When activist groups reclaimed the word in the 1980s and 1990s, it was precisely this sense of powerlessness and humiliation they sought to turn inside out. Inspired equally by Black Power and the queer punk movement’s embrace of the lowly and derided as an alternative to a creeping gay and lesbian conservatism, organizations like Queer Nation made a rallying cry out of what was once a shameful label. As the slogan they roared out at AIDS demonstrations famously ran: ‘We’re here, we’re queer, get used to it!’

As queer became a topic of conversation in university courses and academic journals in the 1990s, it also became institutionalized and lost much of its radical, transgressive frisson, emerging into the mainstream of the 2000s newly laundered and mostly respectable. Nowadays, it’s most often used as an umbrella term under which a contemporary LGBTQ+ minority may be grouped together – for better and for worse. It can, for instance, draw on the sense of oppression shared by sexual and gender dissidents, and evoke an imagined sense of political solidarity. But it can just as easily obscure the very real differences between people in terms of life experience and how well a particular society accommodates them. Ultimately, how and where the word is used is key; I’ve tried to be attentive to this throughout the book.

Another couple of terms that will come up and may require a little explanation are space and place. Simply put, space refers to the area around everything that exists, while place is a part of space or a modification of it. Space is general, place is specific. These basic definitions underpin the various interpretations of both over the centuries by philosophers, scientists and geographers, from Aristotle to Albert Einstein, who each tend to show a preference for one term over the other. Where appropriate, I touch on their ideas but I’m mindful that they can sometimes be confusing or contradictory, and discussions in these fields are often insular and wearyingly academic.

For most of the twentieth century, the tendency among critics on the right and the left was to regard place with some suspicion. It represented the local and specific, and was therefore either an antiquated impediment on the path towards a modern (global) society, or a fetishistic attachment that hampered a critique of the more profound process of class struggle. Of late, however, people have started to reconsider the role of place in human life. Geographers especially have argued for its importance in a globalized world increasingly dominated by connections and flows.

Such a world is afflicted by an alienating sameness, especially in cities and megacities, where the phenomenon of what the French philosopher Marc Augé called the ‘non-place’ proliferates – shopping malls and high streets and airports that look and feel identical whether you’re in Dublin or Dubai.10 The march of economic and technological progress has demanded the loss of place, a placelessness, to which London’s LGBTQ+ venues, for example, have been too readily sacrificed. But if we turn our attention back to such places, if we really look at them and try to connect with their stories, we can start to see how vital they are to the lives of individuals and societies, to history and culture, to identity and community. We can also see how devastating their loss can be. Understanding their importance, we may be less willing to allow them to slip away so easily.

This book is thus part of a wider attempt to emphasize the significance of place. It tries to reorient our thinking by taking a situated approach to queer history. My account of queer culture in the twentieth century isn’t comprehensive, but I hope it is provocative. It issues a challenge: to conceive of history more in terms of place than time. Traditional approaches are preoccupied with dates and timelines (then homosexuality was decriminalized, then the Stonewall riots happened, then gay marriage …), which gives the whole endeavour a comforting feeling of progress but rather misrepresents the forms of queerness that were available at different times in different places. Taking the locations that follow as our guiding thread, we can shift the emphasis from timelines to places and, in so doing, gain access to a new, broader, more diverse perspective.

In his journal in February 1989, Jarman wrote: ‘Time is scattered, the past and the future, the future past and present.’ As the storm raged outside and the winds battered Prospect Cottage, his home, a sanctuary that would endure long after his death, he noted: ‘I have not moved for many hours.’11

[image: Forster, dressed in a shirt with a tie and wearing glasses, sits by a window with the curtains drawn to the sides, engrossed in reading a book in the sunlit window.]
E. M. Forster in a window seat at King’s College, Cambridge, 1955. Photo by Edward Leigh. Courtesy of King’s College Archive Centre.



1.

Egress: E. M. Forster in Cambridge

In the distance, a row of ornate spires looms ominously in the pre-dawn dark. The sky appears bluish, almost lilac, through the clouds. The details of each spire are clearly discernible – the delicately wrought ribbing of stone tapering to a point and marked with a cross. It’s hard to say if this is a church or a castle; religious and defensive connotations are all intermingled. It’s old, though, no doubt about that.

A clock on one of the spires reads twenty to five. Oxidized shapes lean and loiter at the base of a monument in the foreground. A figure standing immobile on top of it holds in his hand the shadow of an open scroll. It’s all so still and seems so timeless. How many other eyes have gazed on this scene – over how many centuries? A tawny owl cries out, its hoot echoing across the courtyard: Whoo!

The next shot, as if in answer, reveals a young man dozing on a narrow bed, buried under a mountain of blankets. A bedside lamp in an art nouveau style throws light across his handsome face, the smooth complexion of his skin, his floppy brown hair parted in curtains on his brow. The boy stirs in his sleep as the owl, implacable, calls out again. Whoo? The bird is looking for someone else.

And suddenly, here he is: a head of blond hair outside a darkened window. His hand appears and reaches up, prying the window open. The dark draperies on either side lightly flutter with the inrushing breeze as, breathing hard, the young man pulls himself up and squeezes his lanky frame through the narrow space. He crosses the room swiftly, making for the light by the bed. His cheeks are flushed, his eyes all aglow, agitated, intent.

‘Maurice?’ the floppy-haired boy croaks from the bed, before embracing the intruder. ‘I love you,’ he says, arms wrapped around him. The blond Maurice pulls back momentarily and replies, ‘I love you,’ before kissing him full on the lips. His kiss is fervent yet brief; the culmination of some long-pent-up emotion but also as if he’s settling something – between the two boys or for himself, it’s not yet apparent.

Then, just as suddenly, he’s gone. Out of the window again, his blond hair tousled by the wind as he descends, leaving the other with his mouth agape, struggling with his bedclothes and wondering what the hell just happened.

‘It is generally assumed that whatever exists, exists somewhere (that is to say, in some place),’ writes Aristotle in his fourth-century BC treatise The Physics. ‘In contrast to things which are nowhere because they are non-existent.’1 In this chapter, and the chapters that follow, I’m interested in how the artists and writers we will meet existed in some place – their manner of being, the different ways that different places influenced them, and how they influenced these places in turn. What impact do places have on the kinds of people we become? Can we understand someone’s life according to the spaces they have occupied? More specifically, can we map our sexuality onto where we grow up, where we live, where we find ourselves?

Needless to say, these questions aren’t addressed by Aristotle – not least because he didn’t have a relational concept of space. For the great Greek philosopher, topos is that which contains and surrounds. Akin to a vessel whose purpose is to hold something without interacting with it, space defines the limits of things and to a degree constitutes them as things just as they constitute it as a space. Beyond that there isn’t much of a relation between the two.

Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, the thought of ancient Greece, its long-lost culture: all of it goes by the name of Hellenism, and was intimately familiar to the writer E. M. (Edward Morgan) Forster, well-known author of novels such as A Room with a View (1908), Howards End (1910) and the queer classic Maurice (1971). He and his Victorian and Edwardian fellow countrymen were immersed in Hellenic culture and ideas – never more so than during their time at the colleges of Oxford and Cambridge. Fearful of the coming of mass democracy and the dreaded feminization of the Empire’s subjects, the English in this period looked back to the Greeks for a model of a masculine, military culture and tried to propagate it through their educational strongholds. This proliferation of Greek thought in England during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries came with attendant ideas of homosexual ‘Greek love’ between men, which had a profound impact on the lives of many, including, most famously, Oscar Wilde, of whom more in a moment.

In his student rooms at King’s College, Cambridge, with the River Cam flowing gently underneath his window, Forster pored over Greek texts including Aristotle’s Physics. Even as he ruminated on the theory of space as a container or vessel, however, Forster’s life in the actually existing spaces of Cambridge seemed to prove otherwise: that space and the bodies that move through it are in fact mutually dependent and interactive. Forster’s Cambridge, which he came to know as an undergraduate and later as a life fellow of King’s, and the fictional spaces of his novels and stories were incompatible with the Aristotelian ideas he had learned as a teenager. Yet, as we will see, the principles of ancient Greece couldn’t be applied to the English society of Forster’s time without producing some very interesting contradictions.

I first watched James Ivory and Ismail Merchant’s film Maurice, an adaptation of Forster’s novel, in 2006 while sitting on my bed in a dingy university hall of residence that looked out on Brighton’s seafront. The flashing fairground lights of Brighton Pier intermittently lit up my bedroom walls at night, and I fell asleep to the sound of waves pounding and fizzing up the pebbled shore. In summer, through the open window, the breeze would carry in the seaside smell of fried fish and chips.

I was doing a master’s degree in queer studies at a university just outside the city. In our seminar the next day, we were supposed to talk about Forster’s book and its place in a canon of queer writing. Brighton is a party town with no end of charming distractions that make time management next to impossible; I hadn’t read the book, so I had to cheat and borrow the Merchant Ivory film from the university library.

Made in 1987, the film – and the book it’s based upon – is the story of a young man’s sexual awakening in Edwardian England in the years before the First World War. Watching it on my wheezing laptop was my first introduction to Forster, whose work I would read and come to love later on. It was also my first introduction to Cambridge, a place I’d only ever heard about in passing. The city, along with the university that shapes the look and feel of the place, plays an important role in how the story unfolds.

We follow Maurice Hall (played by newcomer James Wilby), a dull, snobbish lad, from his days at university in 1909 to his entry into the world of work. From the outset, his struggles with his sexuality are a constant. At Cambridge it slowly dawns on him that he’s attracted to his classmate, the Greece-obsessed Clive Durham (played by a young Hugh Grant, pre-Four Weddings and a Funeral). In the beginning, Maurice rebuffs Clive’s attentions cruelly. When Clive declares his love, Maurice says: ‘Durham, you’re an Englishman. I’m another. Don’t talk nonsense.’ But in time he comes to acknowledge his true feelings – which lead him to scale the walls of King’s College in the early hours of the morning, burst in through his sleeping friend’s window and declare his love for him.

The relationship between the two friends blossoms in Cambridge and they ease into a blissful – if chaste – intimacy, which is only ruptured when Maurice leaves to work in London. Soon the very real possibility that they could be locked up for carrying on together becomes too much for Clive. He calls it off and gets engaged to a young lady of some standing. This sends Maurice into a horrible downward spiral, hell-bent on finding a cure for his ‘disease’. Trousers around his ankles, he confesses to his doctor, ‘I’m an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort!’ – before buttoning up and heading off to try a hypnotherapist (played by the sepulchral Ben Kingsley).

Maurice finally finds love and reciprocal affection in the most unlikely of places with the most unlikely of people. One stormy night while he’s visiting the now-married Clive at his enormous country estate, the gamekeeper, Alec Scudder, (Rupert Graves) comes through the window of Maurice’s room and they sleep together. Their first time mirrors the scene in Cambridge years earlier, but significant details have shifted and changed. Scudder is from a lower class, for one thing. He’s also much less inhibited than Clive and more ready to say what he wants. ‘Sleep the night with me,’ he says to Maurice, after he follows him to London. ‘I know a place.’ Maurice falls in love with this ‘flesh and blood’ man, to the dismay of an appalled Clive. Ultimately Maurice and Alec turn their backs on English society and its homophobic laws and customs, and set out for a new life far from the constraints of civilization.

When the movie came out, the American film critic Roger Ebert was delighted with its aesthetic, writing that it was ‘so handsome to look at … that it is worth seeing just to regard the production’. He wasn’t so impressed with how it ended, however; this love affair between a toff and a gamekeeper wasn’t realistic, he said, and ‘no matter how deep their love, I suspect that within a few weeks or months the British class system would have driven them apart’.2 Lytton Strachey said something similar when he was shown the manuscript of Maurice by Forster in 1915. The flamboyant Bloomsbury biographer and Forster’s on-again, off-again friend declared: ‘I should have prophecied a rupture after 6 months – chiefly as a result of lack of common interests owing to class differences.’3

But the writer of Maurice always insisted that Maurice and Alec should live happily ever after, regardless of how unlikely it may have been. ‘A happy ending was imperative,’ Forster wrote in a note pinned to the manuscript of the novel. ‘I shouldn’t have bothered to write otherwise. I was determined that in fiction anyway two men should fall in love and remain in it for the ever and ever that fiction allows.’4

When the novel was conceived in 1913, publishing a book with queer protagonists – especially ones who ended up together and happy – was a radical idea. Forster had no real precedents he could look to in English and, apart from one or two pioneering works like André Gide’s The Immoralist (1902), the more filthy-minded French weren’t much help either. The book was way ahead of its time. Radclyffe Hall’s lesbian downer The Well of Loneliness (1928) was banned for obscenity when it came out almost a decade and a half later, and even that, as we’ll see, was a miserable portrait of the homosexual ‘invert’ who submits to a life of sadness and solitude. Convinced that same-sex desire was a disease, both Hall and her characters internalized the same fears that first troubled Forster’s Maurice, before he woke up in Alec’s arms and realized that what they’d done together wasn’t unnatural at all.

In the end, a queer novel proved too radical even for Forster himself. Throughout his life he was plagued by the question of ‘whether I am conventional or not’.5 Strachey certainly believed he was. When they met in Cambridge, he nicknamed Forster ‘the taupe’ – French for ‘mole’ – for being so shy and retiring, and was forever needling him about his lack of sexual experience. Forster was always worried about upsetting his mother (he was an only child and his father died when he was a baby), so he kept his relationships secret from her. When a friend encouraged him to be more forthcoming about his sexuality and urged him to think of the openly gay Gide, whose work Forster loved, Forster replied: ‘But Gide hasn’t got a mother!’6

Maurice seems to have been the ultimate test of whether Forster was conventional or not. He was, as it turned out. Although the book was written at the dawn of the twentieth century and circulated for decades among friends like Strachey and Christopher Isherwood, Forster allowed it to be published only after his death. It finally appeared in 1971.

Gay liberation was in full swing by that point. In 1967 homosexuality was partially decriminalized in Britain. Two years later, on 28 June 1969 in Greenwich Village, New York, a bungled police raid on a Mafia-run gay bar erupted into violence. Patrons at the Stonewall Inn, including sex workers, transgender women and ‘stone butch’ lesbians, struck back against police harassment, kicking off a weekend of riots, and further catalysing the movement for gay liberation. By 1970 the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) had spread around the world, with a group in Forster’s native England that would include prominent gay campaigners like Peter Tatchell. To the out and proud gay reader, Maurice could have looked like a stuffy old relic from a distant past. The suburban public schoolboy Maurice would have been an unlikely figure at a GLF rally, among those calling for gay rights and the abolition of the patriarchal family. But in fact there were many, very enthusiastic readers of Maurice among the crowds of newly liberated gays.

Straight critics hated the novel when it first came out, of course, and their assessments of it were marked by heterosexism – the presumption that any orientation other than heterosexuality is abnormal and unnatural. They called it weak and fanciful and worried that it might tarnish the distinguished reputation of an author who had written such important, quintessentially English novels as A Room with a View and Howards End. One review in The Times Literary Supplement said, ‘it adds nothing to [Forster’s] achievement as a novelist, and little to his reckoning as a man’,7 while another called it ‘an infantile book’.8 But Forster’s queer readers were far more forgiving of the novel’s faults, and it soon became essential reading for every gay and bisexual man – and not a few lesbians too.

Why did they like it so much? Well, to tell the truth, at that point there wasn’t much else to choose from. Lists of gay and lesbian novels included only a handful of important books: Hall’s Well of Loneliness, Gore Vidal’s The City and the Pillar (1948), James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room (1956), John Rechy’s City of Night (1963); and others like Truman Capote’s Other Voices, Other Rooms (1948) and Mary Renault’s The Charioteer (1953).

In all of these books, unhappiness was a common factor – hundreds of pages of gays ashamed (Rechy), turning into drunks (Vidal), losing their mind (Capote), renouncing happiness (Baldwin, Hall, Renault) … Forster offered something different. What his gay readership treasured in his book was its positive take on love between men, even men from different class backgrounds. It didn’t much matter how improbable it was. Maurice imagined a place where such relationships could be conducted without shame and without secrecy – a queer kind of utopia.

The Greenwood

I finally got around to reading Forster later that year, on a budget flight to Dublin with my head full of images of the Ireland where I grew up: roadsides lined with grey pebbledash bungalows; a green monotony of endless pastures; a small, dilapidated castle on a hill. What impressed me wasn’t so much the realism that people often praised in Forster’s books. I was more interested in how he incorporated delicate, often unsettling fantastical settings into his otherwise realistic tales. This is especially true of short stories like ‘The Other Side of the Hedge’, which was published in 1911, a couple of years before Forster sat down to write Maurice.

At the beginning of the story, the narrator stops for a moment by the side of the road, taking a break in the middle of a very long walk. Sitting on a milestone, he considers his journey and the arid, endless route he’s been following: ‘dust under foot and brown crackling hedges on either side, ever since I could remember’.9 The road stretches off into metaphor in front and behind, and we feel an existential crisis in the offing.

Suddenly, from the direction of the hedge there comes a refreshing little puff of air. Diving into the thorny bush in pursuit of its source, the narrator conveys us to an otherworldly realm far from the road. We soon emerge into a lush and lovely landscape.


I had never been in so large a space, nor seen such grass and sunshine. The blue sky was no longer a strip, and beneath it the earth had risen grandly into hills – clean, bare buttresses, with beech trees in their folds, and meadows and clear pools at their feet. But the hills were not high, and there was in the landscape a sense of human occupation – so that one might have called it a park, or garden, if the words did not imply a certain triviality and constraint.10



Accompanied by a jovial middle-aged stranger with a youthful voice, the narrator explores the countryside and meets cheerful men and women occupied with gardening or making hay. A young man streaks past, jumps a fence and plunges suddenly into a lake. We infer that he’s not wearing any clothes. Everyone might be naked here, in fact: they seem to have thrown off all
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[image: Vera Holme, dressed in a jacket, gloves, and cap with an insignia, sits behind the steering wheel of a vintage car. She is accompanied by another woman wearing a coat and a sun hat.]
Vera Holme with unknown woman, London, 1910. Photographer unknown. Courtesy of LSE Library.
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