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Discovering LGBTQ+ Literature 
 

 

Dates Tuesdays 2, 9, 16, 23, 30 June and 7 July 2020 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

This 6-week course will explore some of the most influential works in LGBTQ+ literature in their 

historical context, reflecting on what life was like for LGBTQ+ individuals in the period they were 

produced and what these texts have to tell us about LGBTQ+ identities, politics and sexualities over 

the 20th century.   

 

For much of the 20th century, social norms based on rigid gender roles and assumptions of 

heterosexuality made it difficult for people to discuss or express gender and sexual variance. Laws 

prohibiting male same-sex acts and economic and social structures which discriminated against 

unmarried women constrained the possibilities open to same-sex attracted individuals, while cultural 

notions of gender as a binary inhibited the opportunities for articulating a trans or fluid gender 

identity. Despite a relatively strict climate of censorship, literature offered an important medium 

through which LGBTQ+ authors could give voice to their experiences and an invaluable source of 

information for isolated LGBTQ+ individuals in a pre-internet age. 

 

During the course you will have the opportunity to view unique items from our collections, such as 

correspondence and posters relating to Radclyffe Hall, an audio recording of Vita Sackville-West 

reading unpublished extracts from Orlando, and leaflets, journals and badges relating to the Gay 

Liberation Front, Women’s Liberation Movement and lesbian feminism. 

 
 

Week One 

We will begin by discussing the theme of male comradeship in Edwardian Britain, focusing on 

E.M.Forster’s classic novel, Maurice. We will consider how Forster and some of his contemporaries, 

such as Edward Carpenter, developed an idealised model of male intimacy which emphasised spiritual 

fellowship and often crossed class divides.  

 

Week Two  

Radclyffe Hall’s lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness, published and banned for obscenity in 1928, 

will provide the focus for a discussion of literary censorship and the limits to possible representations 
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of same-sex desire.  Why was The Well of Loneliness prosecuted, while other contemporary queer 

novels, such as Virigina Woolf’s Orlando, were not?  We’ll be joined in this session by a British Library 

curator who will bring a selection of the library’s collections for us to view, including correspondence 

written by and to Radclyffe Hall and audio of Vita Sackville-West reading unpublished extracts from 

Orlando.    

 

Week Three 

Peter Wildeblood’s, Against the Law will provide the focus for a discussion of debates around the 

Wolfenden Report and homosexual law reform in 1950s and 60s Britain.   

 

Week Four 

This week we will read Jan Morris’ 1974 memoir, Conundrum, describing her journey from Oxford-

educated soldier and journalist, James Morris, to highly regarded writer, Jan. Morris’ account 

describes the experience of growing up trans in post-war Britain and possibilities for medical transition 

in this period and we will discuss how media coverage of contemporaries such as April Ashley and 

Christine Jorgensen marked a shift in social and legal attitudes towards trans individuals.      

 

Week Five  

Taking Emma Donoghue’s novel, Stir-fry, as a starting point, we will discuss lesbian feminist politics 

and culture from the 1970s to the 1990s. We will be joined by a British Library curator who will bring 

a selection of feminist and lesbian journals, leaflets and badges from the library collection giving us an 

insight into lesbian feminist ideology and activism. 

 

Week Six 

We will finish by discussing LGBTQ+ life in the 1980s and 1990s.  Focusing on Damian Barr’s memoir 

of gay adolescence in 1980s and 90s North Lanarkshire, Maggie and Me, we will explore the impact 

of AIDS on the gay community, the hostile climate of Thatcher’s Britain and Section 28 and the 

emergence of queer politics and identity.    

 
 

Tutor 

This course is led by Dr Rebecca Jennings. Rebecca is a lecturer in Modern Gender History in the 

Department of History at University College London. She is the author of Tomboys and Bachelor 

Girls: A Lesbian History of Post-war Britain, 1945-71 (2007) and A Lesbian History of Britain: Love 

and Sex Between Women Since 1500 (2007).  

 
 

Required Reading 

 

Week 1: E.M Forster, Maurice (1971) 

Week 2: Radclyffe Hall, The Well of Loneliness (1928) 

Week 3: Peter Wildeblood, Against the Law (1955) 

Week 4: Jan Morris, Conundrum (1974) 

Week 5: Emma Donoghue, Stir-fry (1994) 

Week 6: Damian Barr, Maggie and Me (2013)  

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 
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Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre, located in the lower ground floor of the British Library will open 

to participants at 5.45pm. Tea and coffee will be provided at the beginning of each session.  

 
 


