‘London is a Queer Place’

Sex, Time and Place: Queer Histories of London, c.1850 to the Present, edited by by Simon Avery and Katherine M. Graham, London: Bloomsbury, 2016, xi + 299 pp., £85 (hardback), ISBN 9781474234924
‘A Case of Identity’ (1891) has Sherlock Holmes tell Watson of his desire to see hidden London: ‘If we could fly out of that window hand in hand, hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, and peep in at the queer things which are going on’.
 Holmes wants to diabolically fly over London like Satan, roof-lifting to reveal the ‘queer things’ inside. In Sex, Time and Place Simon Avery and Katherine Graham achieve what Holmes can only dream of—they reveal hidden lives, ideas and places in this valuable and scoping collection of sixteen essays that range across cultures from around 1850 to 2017. 

In revealing queer lives this book follows work such as Matt Cook’s London and the Culture of Homosexuality, 1885-1914 (2003), Mark Turner’s Backward Glances: Cruising the Queer Streets of New York and London (2003), Matt Houlbrook’s Queer London: Perils and Pleasures in the Sexual Metropolis, 1918-1957 (2005), Morris P. Kaplan’s Sodom on the Thames (2005) and Anthony Clayton’s Decadent London (2005). This vital, necessary, book, crucially lights up existences that have been hidden, traduced, criminalised, sometimes forced into life-long misery or suicide, and gives a sense of place to these lives. 

In Katherine Graham’s chapter there is a fascinating and nuanced history of the term ‘queer’, which is used by Avery in an insightful and  illuminating introduction. Queer is something that is to do with the triple aspects of ‘sexuality, desire and intimacy’ disrupting orthodoxies, norms, and categories that have become ‘normalized’—particularly by ‘heteropatriarchy and increasingly, “homonormativity”’(3). Graham’s essay is terrifically readable in furthering the political aspects of the book and in particular issues of class. One tension is that while queerness has been different and disruptive, it is now being embraced by the establishment: the pink pound; tourist Soho; listed buildings; government figures lining up to proclaim their hidden homosexuality--all of that seems to be the opposite of the essential rebelliousness of queerness. Everything gets co-opted; everything shifts from hot to lukewarm. It is the way of the universe and the thing about queerness is that it has been, and is, the bulwark against that. Avery and Graham insist that is queerness has to disrupt. That ‘+’ at the end of LBBTQ points towards the fact that queerness cannot be the comfy cosy heritage industry that British society want to make it.  

The importance of queerness as an enabler of cross-class, rather than mono-class, congregation is made well here as it becomes one of the few places, like the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens (closed in 1859) where cross-everything socializing can take place. A concern of Graham’s is to prevent everything becoming homogenous with gravity always tending towards maleness, whiteness and an absence of actual working-class existence. The mixed spectacle that Graham participated and worked with in the now extinct Hounslow’s Queens Arms had a ‘queer community’ (23), with a‘diversity (of class and race especially)’ that is now ‘not repeated in other queer venues’ in London. 

1850 seems to have been chosen as a start point for this book as places like London Zoo (opened to the public in 1847), Waterloo Station, and the Great Exhibition of 1851 are other sites where people from across spectrums might congregate. The Royal Vauxhall Tavern opened in the mid-Victorian period and by the twentieth-century it was renowned as a queer venue for drag performances. It is, at present, the first and only building to be listed for LGBTQ+ heritage. The past lingers in this book, continuities between the old haunts and new ones such as present day Chariots, a popular gay men’s sauna, and clubs like Barcode, Hoist, Candy Bar and First Out insist on the permanence of queerness in the city.

Matt Cook writes on AIDS in London in the 1980s and sees the city thereafter as haunted by the ghosts of that period. The first UK recorded death by AIDS was that of a 49-year-old in Brompton hospital in London, in late 1981. It took until the following September before this ‘pneumonia death’ was retrospectively given as AIDS when the United States Centres of disease control coined the abbreviation. By the end of the 1980s around 1000 people had died in Britain with 70% of them being in London. When Terry Higgins died in 1982, at St Thomas’ hospital, the fear was such that he was ‘subjected to double barrier nursing’ (53). When Derek Jarman was ill he had ‘shit posted through his letterbox’ (57-58).

Emma Spruce, in ‘Bigot Geography: Queering Geopolitics in Brixton’, convincingly challenges class prejudices. Spruce attacks the notion that ‘bigot geography means that Brixton’s historical representation as immigrant, black and poor will lead to its positioning within London as an area of likely homophobia’ (69). Instead, Spruce argues that queer Brixton was a place where black and white interaction could take place. Paulina Palmer fascinatingly writes on ‘Sarah Waters’s Representations of Queer London’ in an essay that will no doubt be much quoted from by students of Tipping the Velvet, Affinity, Fingersmith and The Night Watch. Kayte Stokoe covers much ground in an essay on Drag Kings performing in London from the nineteenth to twenty-first centuries. The performer Vesta Tilley had a long career, starting in 1870, creating a legacy that continues in the work of fellow Drag Kings Adam All and Leon Da Luvva in the twenty-first century. 

Gemma Romain and Caroline Bressey examine queer Black radicalism in the interwar period by concentrating on the Jamaican poet and activist Claude McKay who lived in London between 1919 and 1921. It was a violent and eventful time for McKay, who found himself physically countering a racist South African soldier in a bar as well as writing against stereotypes. McKay’s poem ‘If We Must Die’, published in the Liberator, gives a sense of the poet’s brave defiance: ‘[…] we’ll face the murderous cowardly pack/ Pressed to the wall, dying, but fighting back!’. The ‘colour bar’ in many London hotels and clubs affected McKay and, as his poem asserts, he fought back against racism.  McKay was incensed by E. D. Morel’s notorious article, which appeared on 10 April 1920 in George Lansbury’s Daily Herald, with the title ‘Black Scourge in Europe’: Sexual Horror Let Loose’. Here Morel portrayed French Moroccan soldiers as ‘primitive African barbarians’ with a ‘barely restrainable bestiality’, and claimed that ‘for well-known physiological reasons, the raping of a white woman by a negro is accompanied by serious injury and not infrequently has fatal results’. McKay countered this sexual stereotyping in ‘A Black Man Replies’ which was published in Sylvia Pankhurst’s The Workers’ Dreadnought. McKay also confronted sexualized racism in poems such as ‘One Year After’ with its talk of ‘illicit wine’ and a ‘union’ that to the outside world ‘seemed a monstrous thing and base’, making the poet ‘an outcast from thy world and mine’. 

Lesley A.  Hall examines the British Society for the Study of Sex Psychology, founded in 1913 at London’s Hotel Cecil to ‘advance an agenda based on the writings of Edward Carpenter and Havelock Ellis’ (133). Described by Lytton Strachey as having members who resembled ‘a third variety of human being’ (134), Hall finds the society influential in changing attitudes to homosexuality between the wars. Sylvia Antosa’s fascinating chapter, ‘Cannibal London: Racial Discourses, Pornography and Male-Male Desire in Late Victorian Britain’, has at its centre Richard Burton’s Cannibal club, founded in 1863---cannibalism being a synonym for homosexuality. Burton, who among other things, translated Priapeia (1890), perhaps the most explicit book on sodomy published in the 1890s, created a club where members could discuss taboo subjects. Hall points out that codes were used for discussions and subjects like Walt Whitman ‘became a linguistic code to deal with homosexuality’ (156). 

Dominic Janes writes on ‘London’s Painted Poofs and the Self-Fashioning of Francis Bacon’ in another enlightening chapter (168). This is at times speculative on Bacon’s engagement with homosexual cultures, but it is nonetheless a tight and extensively researched essay. Carolyn Conroy writes on the artist Simeon Solomon who had been convicted for attempted sodomy in 1873—the same year that Paul Verlaine was given two years in jail in Paris after shooting the poet Arthur Rimbaud, with whom he had been in a relationship. The 32-year-old Solomon escaped jail because of his connections, but his associate, a sixty-year-old stableman named George Roberts, who he encountered at a urinal just off Oxford Street, got 18 months’ hard labour at Cold Bath Fields. Thereafter Solomon sank into cheap rooms and stints in the workhouse, situations he was to inhabit until he died. The Dundee Evening Telegraph called Solomon the ‘Paul Verlaine of the brush’ and in this chapter Conroy proposes that the two men may have met. Actually, one of Solomon’s chalk drawings, ‘The Winged and Poppied Sleep, which currently hangs in Aberdeen Art Gallery, has Verlaine’s signature on the frame (190). The chapter goes on to place Solomon at the centre of a world of underclass homosexual activity in the St Giles area that also included famous individuals such as Robert Ross.

Alan Hollinghurst’s books with queer representations of London, The Swimming-Pool Library (1988); The Line of Beauty (2004); and The Stranger’s Child (2011) are the subject of Bart Eeckhout’s chapter. This is a layered and insightful essay into how unknowable queer lives in London really are. Annie Witchard opens up pre-Chinatown Soho and its lesbian clubs in ‘Sink Street’--Evelyn Waugh’s name for Gerrard Street in Soho in A Handful of Dust. Waugh frequented Elsa Lanchester’s nightclub, the Cave of Harmony, which inspired Sylvia Townsend Warner’s 1925 poem of the same name. In this chapter Witchard recovers a thriving West End lesbian nightclub scene around the years of the First World War. 
Marco Venturi’s chapter is on notions of community in the age of social media such as Grindr and the purpose of Soho today. The old communities have been disrupted by money, but the new virtual ones can be as narrow and restricted as anyone can imagine with stipulations such as ‘white men only’ (248). Venturi argues that, as ‘homosexuality is now so widely accepted in British society’ Soho may now be a place of boundaries that people hem themselves into whereas gay community is necessarily ‘mobile’ (249).  The sixteenth and final chapter by Sam McBean, ‘Being “There”: Contemporary London, Facebook and Queer Historical Feeling’ looks at ‘Lesbian Herstory Archives’. The focus is Christa Holka’s photographs, archive making, and in particular the desire some people have to be recorded in these archives. Inclusion means you were in queer parties and are part of a ‘digital archive space’ that is at once a ‘means of exploring contemporary queer life’ while it also queers history.

This is an essential book on hidden London from the Victorian period until the present. The importance of documenting lives and cultures which were deemed unacceptable and dangerous cannot be over-valued.  The fact that the authors use several abbreviations including, ‘LGBTQ’; ‘LGBTQ+’; and ‘LGBTQIA’ attests to queerness being a diverse and unstable term no matter how co-opted aspects of it become. This is not the place to find out about well-known controversies such as the Wilde trial or the Cleveland Street Telegraph boy scandal—these can be found elsewhere. The queer things in here generally cannot and Avery and Graham have done the world a favour in commissioning these diverse essays on hidden lives.

John Gardner

Anglia Ruskin University

john.gardner@anglia.ac.uk

John Gardner teaches English Literature at Anglia Ruskin University. His most recent writing has been articles on Pierce Egan, William Cobbett and Lord Byron. John is currently working on a book about Engineering and politics in the first half of the nineteenth century.
� Arthur Conan Doyle, “A Case of Identity”, The Strand Magazine, 1891, vol 2, p. 248.





