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For Hannah and Joe and Paul, of course
– B.V.


For Katrina – for everything
– R.S.
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Foreword


The age of the letter, it is popularly supposed, is dead. Yet what this charming, moving and fascinating collection proves is that the form itself – a scribbled note, a declaration of love, an outpouring of passion, a bitter word – has always been with us. We begin with Lord Alfred Douglas’s notorious poem ‘Two Loves’, used as evidence to crucify Oscar Wilde and provoking his famous, if disingenuous defence of the love that had existed between the biblical David and Jonathan. But that’s merely the scene-setter for a very diverse archive of the LGBTQ experience.


It’s wonderful to actually read some of Sappho – a poet who feels mythical by dint of being, as it were, the original Lesbian. Yet here she is, emerging from legend as a very real person, burning for another woman – ‘subtly under my skin runs a fire ecstatic’ – articulating the ageless sense of pulse-quickening desire.


Here, too, are the lines of the young Marcus Aurelius to his teacher, as sweet and gushing as any teenager’s agonized note: ‘Farewell, breath of my life. Should I not burn with love of you, who have written to me as you have! What shall I do? I cannot cease.’


Secrecy, of course, is a constant theme. I can remember calling my own first boyfriend on the phone during the summer holidays and having an agonizingly stiff conversation with him. I was convinced he no longer cared and poured out my feelings in a tortured scrawl, only to receive a hugely apologetic note in the big looped fountain-penned hand which I’d come to adore, explaining that he’d been unable to talk openly. There are more ‘emotionally-restricted telephone talks’ in Benjamin Britten’s letters to Peter Pears. They have the wonderful familiarity of a couple’s life, with Britten addressing Pears as ‘my little pussy cat’, speaking of weeping at the movies and ‘every loving couple I see I envy’.


And there’s Anne Lister, made famous now as ‘Gentleman Jack’, and her lover Ann Walker warning, ‘Read this alone’. Who knows how many coded, ecstatic little messages have been lost to us, burned by embarrassed family members or to head off police searches?


But not all is wistful, reserved and sad. There’s a joyous liberation in John Cage starkly admitting to his lover: ‘Starved for good long fuck with you’!


For a community which has lived too long with shame and oppression, this is a wonderful snapshot of a timeless and continuing presence. From ancient texts to Instagram posts, we are here and have always been here with the same current of desires, thwarted loves, pain and pleasure resonating throughout.


Mark Gatiss





Epigraph


Two Loves


I dreamed I stood upon a little hill,


And at my feet there lay a ground, that seemed


Like a waste garden, flowering at its will


With buds and blossoms. There were pools that dreamed


Black and unruffled; there were white lilies


A few, and crocuses, and violets


Purple or pale, snake-like fritillaries


Scarce seen for the rank grass, and through green nets


Blue eyes of shy peryenche winked in the sun.


And there were curious flowers, before unknown,


Flowers that were stained with moonlight, or with shades


Of Nature’s willfull moods; and here a one


That had drunk in the transitory tone


Of one brief moment in a sunset; blades


Of grass that in an hundred springs had been


Slowly but exquisitely nurtured by the stars,


And watered with the scented dew long cupped


In lilies, that for rays of sun had seen


Only God’s glory, for never a sunrise mars


The luminous air of Heaven. Beyond, abrupt,


A grey stone wall o’ergrown with velvet moss


Uprose; and gazing I stood long, all mazed


To see a place so strange, so sweet, so fair.


And as I stood and marvelled, lo! across


The garden came a youth; one hand he raised


To shield him from the sun, his wind-tossed hair


Was twined with flowers, and in his hand he bore


A purple bunch of bursting grapes, his eyes


Were clear as crystal, naked all was he,


White as the snow on pathless mountains frore,


Red were his lips as red wine-spilith that dyes


A marble floor, his brow chalcedony.


And he came near me, with his lips uncurled


And kind, and caught my hand and kissed my mouth,


And gave me grapes to eat, and said, ‘Sweet friend,


Come I will show thee shadows of the world


And images of life. See from the South


Comes the pale pageant that hath never an end.’


And lo! within the garden of my dream


I saw two walking on a shining plain


Of golden light. The one did joyous seem


And fair and blooming, and a sweet refrain


Came from his lips; he sang of pretty maids


And joyous love of comely girl and boy,


His eyes were bright, and ‘mid the dancing blades


Of golden grass his feet did trip for joy;


And in his hand he held an ivory lute


With strings of gold that were as maidens’ hair,


And sang with voice as tuneful as a flute,


And round his neck three chains of roses were.


But he that was his comrade walked aside;


He was full sad and sweet, and his large eyes


Were strange with wondrous brightness, staring wide


With gazing; and he sighed with many sighs


That moved me, and his cheeks were wan and white


Like pallid lilies, and his lips were red


Like poppies, and his hands he clenched tight,


And yet again unclenched, and his head


Was wreathed with moon flowers pale as lips of death.


A purple robe he wore, o’erwrought in gold


With the device of a great snake, whose breath


Was fiery flame: which when I did behold


I fell a-weeping, and I cried, ‘Sweet youth,


Tell me why, sad and sighing, thou dost rove


These pleasant realms? I pray thee speak me sooth


What is thy name?’ He said, ‘My name is Love.’


Then straight the first did turn himself to me


And cried, ‘He lieth, for his name is Shame,


But I am Love, and I was wont to be


Alone in this fair garden, till he came


Unasked by night; I am true Love, I fill


The hearts of boy and girl with mutual flame.’


Then sighing, said the other, ‘Have thy will,


I am the love that dare not speak its name.’


– Lord Alfred Douglas, 1892





Introduction


This project started when our editor at Ilex got in touch with Stef Dickers, our boss and Special Collections and Archives Manager at Bishopsgate Institute, London. The materials we look after reflect LGBTQ+ experiences in the UK and around the world, and include thousands of books, journals, magazines, pamphlets, zines, press cuttings, photographs, posters, placards, badges, T-shirts, dresses, leather gear, brochures, postcards, sex toys, club flyers and health leaflets, from organizations such as Switchboard, Stonewall, Terrence Higgins Trust, Gay Men Fighting AIDS, Rebel Dykes, the Museum of Transology, London Gay Men’s Chorus, Outrage! and UK Leather Archive as well as from individuals such as Sue Sanders, Peter Tatchell, Paris Lees and Sarah Jane Baker. Ellie approached Stef, knowing about the Institute’s reputation as one of the major repositories of material relating to the history and future of LGBTQ+ life in the UK, and asked him if he would like the opportunity to bring this material to a wider audience. Stef, in turn, asked us if we’d like to take up the challenge. The result is this book.


This is an eclectic selection, by no means definitive. We realized immediately that any attempt to be comprehensive would always fall short. There have been millions of LGBTQ+ letters and letter-writers throughout history, and there was no way we could do justice to even a fraction of them. We have chosen the letters we came across in the course of our research that we’ve found delightful, moving and, in our opinion, important.


As we started to research, we based our choices on, first, wanting to give some kind of historical overview. Today, even with all our relative sophistication and knowledge of gay history, it is still important to highlight that there have always been queer people. So this collection includes letters from c.590 BCE right up to 2021. The order is mainly chronological, but in places we have grouped letters together by theme instead where this felt more logical and appropriate. We have also tried to let the letters speak for themselves, where possible, but have provided biographical information and context where this seemed necessary. Where the original source provided fuller information about dates, places and other background information, we have included it.


Secondly, we tried hard not to include only writers – though obviously it tends to be writers, whether of poetry, fiction, prose or political tracts, whose letters get saved and published. For this reason we have perhaps left out some better-known names in favour of musicians, artists, composers, activists, teachers and ‘unfamous’ folk whose letters of love and friendship have found their way into the collections we hold at Bishopsgate Institute, or which have been published by those who have felt, as we do, that making these individuals better known is a more accurate way of reflecting the LGBTQ+ community.


This collection stretches the ‘letter’ genre to include poetry and a note scribbled by a man to his partner as he was rushing off to work. There are letters from one person to an unknown other and letters between two lovers or friends. Then there are letters expressing gratitude to a person (or, in one instance, a magazine) for their very existence, for forging the way ahead and demonstrating a way of being, of living, that helped the letter-writer know and celebrate themselves. Examples of this last type of letter include Siegfried Sassoon’s (frankly fan-boy) letter to Edward Carpenter, Lorraine Hansberry’s letter to the lesbian magazine The Ladder and MC Sherman’s letters during the 2020 US presidential campaign about their hopes and fears for the future.


Letters are, of course, very personal and normally private – one reason why it’s such a privilege to be able to have this glimpse into people’s lives. LGBTQ+ letters are, if anything, more private, more hidden than those of heterosexual and cisgender people because of the added layer of secrecy brought about by fear of reprisal, hatred or criminal punishment. Because of these inherent dangers – sadly still with us even today – and for other, happier reasons (writers working on books of their own, for example), it has sometimes proved difficult for us to secure permission to reprint letters we would have loved to include. When this happened (and we were given the person’s OK), we have included them in the References and Resources section, so you can explore them and their work for yourself. Where letters (originals or earlier published versions) are held at Bishopsgate Institute, we have indicated this – and everyone is welcome to come and look at them whenever they wish.


Finally, we want to extend an invitation: if you have letters of your own, or ones that have been sent to you, that you would like to donate to Bishopsgate Institute, we would be thrilled to have them. We will look after them in perpetuity and make them accessible to researchers based on your preferences, keeping them open or closed (inaccessible to the public) for as long as you request, to protect any living persons or yourself until such time as the danger of any hurt or harm being caused has passed. If you would like more information on how to contribute your letters to the archive at Bishopsgate, turn to the back of the book (see here).


– Barbara Vesey





First, a few words about language. LGBTQ+ people have always been part of human history, but the language used to describe the LGBTQ+ experience has not always existed or been consistent, and it is still evolving. So when speaking (writing) about LGBTQ+ people from the past, we must exercise caution lest we project backwards and assign modern customs and ideas anachronistically. In this book we have tried to provide historical context to illuminate the moments in time which produced these letters and the people who wrote them. This will include how these people were described while they were alive, by themselves and others, and will also include how we might describe them today.


On a more practical note, some of the letter writers included could not spell for toffee and had only a perfunctory grasp of grammar. We have tried to keep their original spellings, syntax and so on, in the interests of being true to them. In the one or two cases where this would have actually impeded comprehension, we have indicated that we have cleaned up the spelling a bit.


Just as LGBTQ+ love should be celebrated as much as heterosexual love, so too we should recognize that queer people are as imperfect as straight people. That is to say, some of the letter-writers included in this book were at times of questionable character. The ethos of this project is very much to let the letters speak for themselves, and so when providing context for them we will hold a mirror up to who the writers were, flaws and all.


In Nineteen Eighty-Four George Orwell wrote, ‘Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present controls the past.’ While homosexuality, bisexuality, gender nonconformity and being transgender are as natural as human nature itself, LGBTQ+ people have experienced and are still experiencing marginalization and suffering, up to and including death. LGBTQ+ folk have been reduced to the margins, and within those margins lie intersecting subsets of further marginalization. Therefore, when compiling these letters we consciously wanted to feature not just well-known names from history, but also ‘everyday’ people and their experiences.


The phrase ‘the love that dare not speak its name’ comes from a poem written by Lord Alfred Douglas (we’ve included it in its entirety in the Epigraph). Douglas is better known by his nickname ‘Bosie’ and for having been Oscar Wilde’s lover (and the means of his eventual downfall and imprisonment). This love letter of sorts was read aloud as criminal evidence during Wilde’s libel case against Douglas’s father at the Old Bailey in 1895. John Douglas, the Marquess of Queensberry, had accused Wilde in writing of being a ‘somdomite’ (sic). In response to the question, ‘What is the “love that dare not speak its name”?’ Wilde replied in court:




The love that dare not speak its name in this century is such a great affection of an elder for a younger man as there was between David and Jonathan, such as Plato made the very basis of his philosophy, and such as you find in the sonnets of Michelangelo and Shakespeare. It is that deep, spiritual affection that is as pure as it is perfect. It dictates and pervades great works of art like those of Shakespeare and Michelangelo, and those two letters of mine, such as they are. It is in this century misunderstood, so much misunderstood that it may be described as the Love that dare not speak its name, and on account of it I am placed where I am now. It is beautiful, it is fine, it is the noblest form of affection. There is nothing unnatural about it. It is intellectual, and it repeatedly exists between an elder and a younger man, when the elder man has intellect, and the younger man has all the joy, hope and glamour of life before him. That it should be so the world does not understand. The world mocks at it and sometimes puts one in the pillory for it.





Many years later, in 1976, the phrase was paraphrased in the title of a poem written by James Kirkup, ‘The Love That Dares to Speak Its Name’. The persona of the poem is a Roman centurion who after the Crucifixion has sex (described in some detail – definitely NSFW!) with the recently deceased Jesus Christ. The poem was published in Gay News, which was then sued for blasphemy by the conservative activist Mary Whitehouse. Whitehouse won the court case and later received a CBE. It is still to this day technically illegal to publish the poem. Several of the letters in this book could have landed their writers in prison if found by the wrong people; if written today in certain countries, they would be considered criminal. Others were written against a backdrop of state vilification during Section 28 in the UK, ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ in the US and the HIV/AIDS epidemic. It is important to remember the love LGBTQ+ people have shared as well as the struggles they have endured, just as it is important to remember the battles we have won and lost; to remember how far we have come and to be vigilant about never going back, and to love one another and ourselves regardless. And so, the true ‘love that dares’ is one that will never remain silent; one that loves unashamedly – proudly.


– Rachel Smith
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Sappho
(c.620–570 BCE)


We start not with letters as such but with poetry – all we have of the mystery who was Sappho. Even her poetry collections are fragmented. She was born on the Greek island of Lesbos – therefore, she was a Lesbian. She was known as ‘The Poetess’ in the same way Homer was referred to as ‘The Poet’ and her work was often in tribute to Aphrodite, goddess of beauty and youth. Sappho also describes her passionate love of women, including Anactoria, who is the subject of the poems included here. It is this passion which later led some to describe love between women as sapphic.





Anacreon’s Song


Golden-throned Muse, sing the song that in olden


Days was sung of love and delight in Teos,


In the goodly land of the lovely women:


Strains that in other


Years the hoary bard with the youthful fancy


Set to mirthful stir of flutes, when the dancing


Nymphs that poured the wine for the poet’s banquet


Mixed it with kisses;


Sing the song while I, in the arms of Atthis,


Seal her lips to mine with a lover’s fervour,


Breathe her breath and drink her sighs to the honeyed


Lull of the melics.


Moon and Stars


When the moon at full on the sill of heaven


Lights her beacon, flooding the earth with silver,


All the shining stars that about her cluster


Hide their fair faces;


So when Anactoria’s beauty dazzles


Sight of mine, grown dim with the joy it gives me,


Gorgo, Atthis, Gyrinno, all the others


Fade from my vision.


Ode to Anactoria


Peer of Gods to me is the man thy presence


Crowns with joy; who hears, as he sits beside thee,


Accents sweet of thy lips the silence breaking,


With lovely laughter;


Tones that make the heart in my bosom flutter,


For if I, the space of a moment even,


Near to thee come, any word I would utter


Instantly fails me;


Vain my stricken tongue would a whisper fashion,


Subtly under my skin runs fire ecstatic;


Straightway mists surge dim to my eyes and leave them


Reft of their vision;


Echoes ring in my ears; a trembling seizes


All my body bathed in soft perspiration;


Pale as grass I grow in my passion’s madness,


Like one insensate;


But must I dare all, since to me unworthy,


Bliss thy beauty brings that a God might envy;


Never yet was fervid woman a fairer


Image of Kypris.


Ah! undying Daughter of God, befriend me!


Calm my blood that thrills with impending transport;


Feed my lips the murmur of words to stir her


Bosom to pity;


Overcome with kisses her faintest protest,


Melt her mood to mine with amorous touches,


Till her low assent and her sigh’s abandon


Lure me to rapture.





Marcus Aurelius (121–180 CE)


Marcus Aurelius was a Roman emperor, philosopher and diarist, widely known today for his work Meditations, exploring his Stoic philosophy. Before all of that, he was a young student when, in 139 CE, Marcus Cornelius Fronto was selected to instruct him in rhetoric. Marcus Aurelius, just eighteen at the time, was infatuated from the start and was soon referring to his teacher as ‘my Fronto’, ‘my number one delight’, ‘my dearest and most loving’, ‘my biggest thing under heaven’ and ‘breath of my life’.
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