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Abstract 

E.M. Forster’s Maurice (1971) and Stephen Spender’s The Temple (1988) were written at the 

beginning of the 20th century and they both portray narratives of what life could look like for 

men who experienced attraction towards other men at the time. In this essay I examine how 

homosexuality is represented in Maurice and The Temple, and in what ways the portrayals of 

homosexuality in the two novels reflect the society that they were written in. Previous research 

has shown that taking cultural context into account is an important aspect of creating a deeper 

understanding of literary works in relation to the time they were written in. This essay builds 

on research that has already been carried out on Maurice, and further discusses the work side 

by side with The Temple to create a more nuanced understanding of the experiences of 

homosexual men in the early 20th century. By doing a contextual analysis focusing on how the 

characters in the novels navigate experiences of mobility and cultural constraints within 

different spaces and spheres, this essay brings a new perspective to the cultural context of early 

20th-century literary works. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

Background ............................................................................................................................ 4 

Mobility in Different Spaces and Spheres ............................................................................. 6 

Cultural Constraints in Early 20th-Century England ............................................................ 13 

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................... 19 

Works Cited.......................................................................................................................... 21 

Primary sources ................................................................................................................ 21 

Secondary Sources ........................................................................................................... 21 

 



 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

Introduction  

In every space and within every sphere of people, there are certain cultural constraints and 

limits on mobility. In E.M. Forster’s Maurice (1971) and Stephen Spender’s The Temple (1988) 

the constraints take the form of rules and norms about what it means to be a good Englishman 

and in what circumstances same-sex desire is deemed appropriate. How accepting a certain 

space is of different identities and movement has to do with the cultural boundaries that are 

applicable in that context and the kind of people that make up the sphere there. As explained 

by Stephen Greenblatt, “The ensemble of beliefs and practices that form a given culture 

function as a pervasive technology of control, a set of limits within which social behaviours 

must be contained, a repertoire of models to which individuals must confirm” (225). Those 

limits are a form of cultural constraints, and while many cultures allow for enough movement 

diverging from the norm that most people can still fit into it, a person that fails to conform with 

cultural norms and stay within the constraints that are in place is likely going to be alienated 

from society (226, 229). Significant contrast between the narratives represented in Maurice 

and The Temple can be seen in how different spaces, such as the countryside and university, 

and spheres of different people allow for and constrain movement for the characters. 

 

When discussing the specific cultural context that exists within a certain group or among 

certain people, I use the word ‘sphere’ throughout this essay. People of different sexualities 

have always existed, even if it is only in certain spheres that they have been able to freely talk 

about and feel accepted in their same-sex desires. In The Modernist Art of Queer Survival, 

Benjamin Bateman discusses how queerness is something that is and always has been targeted 

in many societies around the world, and that queerness and being vulnerable to harm therefore 

coexist with each other (1). In this essay I use ‘homosexuality’ and ‘queerness’ to talk about 

experiences of same-sex desire and experiences outside of heteronormativity, but it is important 

to remember that historically, people have not always used these same words to describe their 

experiences of same-sex desire. Despite the oppression and marginalisation directed towards 

homosexual people at the beginning of the 20th century, there were spheres in which queer 

culture thrived (Houlbrook 3). These people carved out safe spaces and communities for 

themselves and came together to create a social life outside of 'normal' society (3). One example 

of where the sphere makes a difference is the contrast between how openly the main character 
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of The Temple, Paul, discusses topics of a sexual nature with his close friends compared to the 

general attitude towards those same topics in England during the time. In The Temple, Paul 

falls in love with his friend and fellow student at Oxford and later goes to spend his summer in 

Hamburg where he becomes immersed in a sphere of young Germans with an open attitude 

towards bodies and sexuality. In this sphere, sex and desire are dealt with in a very casual 

manner. They are neither hidden nor secret. 

 

With ‘space’ I am referring to the physical and geographical location of something, such as 

England and Germany, or the space that is a university campus. At the beginning of the 20th 

century when both Maurice and The Temple were written, homosexual men’s existence was 

being actively both erased from and ignored by institutions and media in England, and if a 

homosexual man ended up being exposed for his intimacy with other men it turned into a public 

scandal (Brady 1, 2). The spaces where same-sex desire between men was somewhat accepted 

were few, and even then, it was not something that could be discussed or talked about out in 

the open. In Maurice, what transpires between the titular character Maurice and Clive takes 

place behind closed doors at university and as they grow older and leave Cambridge there is 

no longer a space for the two of them to be together. As the novel progresses, there is an 

increasing struggle for Maurice to come to terms with his sexuality in a space where same-sex 

desire is a punishable offence. 

 

The theoretical framework for this essay is Stephen Greenblatt’s literary theory, New 

Historicism, which describes the mutual relationship between literature and culture. Greenblatt 

explains that readers need a certain knowledge of the cultural context of a literary work to fully 

understand it, but that a work of literature itself also can tell us much about that context and 

the culture it was created in (226-127). According to Greenblatt, culture is made up of mobility 

and constraints of different forms (225). Mobility has to do with physical movement, but saying 

that culture allows for certain movement also means that the culture enables certain actions and 

ways of being (228-229). In contrast, constraints have to do with what limits and boundaries 

that culture places on what actions and ways of being that are accepted as the norm (229). In 

how they represent experiences of being a queer man in early 20th-century England, works like 

Maurice and The Temple reflect the culture they were created in. Using Greenblatt’s theory to 
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better understand the culture reflected in these novels enables a better understanding of their 

narratives. 

 

Forster’s Maurice and Spender’s The Temple are two queer novels that emerged from early 

20th-century England and were not published until decades later. While Maurice was written 

by E.M. Forster in 1913-1914 and published posthumously in 1971, The Temple emerged as an 

autobiographical manuscript in 1929, but was later rewritten at several points in time and did 

not reach print until 1988 (Sutherland 93). Stephen Spender himself states in the introduction 

to the novel that it is a “complex of memory, fiction and hindsight” (xii). Keeping the changes 

made to the novel in mind, this essay focuses on the first part of the story – that according to 

Spender is closest resembling the original manuscript – since it is a more accurate 

representation of the early 20th-century queer experience than the part written decades later 

(ix).  

 

By putting Maurice side by side with The Temple this essay creates a broader and more nuanced 

understanding of the early 20th-century queer experience compared to what an analysis on only 

Maurice can give. Many scholars have written about homosexuality and same-sex desire in 

modern English literature, and one whose research I am working with in this essay is Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgwick who writes about relationships between men in literature. Since Maurice 

is a well-known work of literature, research has been made on different aspects of the novel 

itself, both in relation to 20th-century modernity (Bailey, Cole) and an English identity (Bailey, 

Hartree). I have not found any research on The Temple and one possible reason for why the 

novel has not received much attention could be the fact that the novel was published almost 

two decades after homosexuality was made legal in England and was therefore not as 

controversial as Maurice still was in the early 1970s. However, I believe that many of the 

aspects that have been analysed in Maurice, such as discussions on Englishness and what it 

means to be a homosexual Englishman, are applicable to Spender’s novel as well. I build on 

the previous research that has been conducted on Maurice and examine how the expectations 

put on him as an Englishman differ between different spaces and spheres. I then apply that 

same analysis to Paul in The Temple. By introducing the role of spaces and spheres within the 

cultural context of these novels, this essay contributes a new perspective to the already existing 

field of research.  
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I am doing a contextual reading of the two novels, and since they were both written in the early 

20th century but not published until much later, I believe that they will give an especially 

interesting insight into the cultural context of that time. They are interesting sources in the 

sense that queer literature from the time reflects a part of society that was kept in the dark and 

censored from much of the world. Since they went unpublished at first, they might be freer in 

their portrayal of queer experiences than the works that were able to be published at the time. 

These works capture narratives that are not found in history books.  

 

The aim of this paper is to examine how homosexuality is represented in Maurice and The 

Temple, and in what ways the portrayals of homosexuality in the two novels reflect the society 

that they were written in. By looking at how the characters navigate different spaces and 

spheres, I discuss how the concepts of mobility and cultural constraints are present in both 

works. Furthermore, I argue that these novels show how there is no such thing as completely 

free spaces, and that mobility and constraints in relation to homosexuality instead depend on 

context and spheres. The first part of this paper explores the concept of mobility in the novels 

and how the characters act differently in the context of an all-male university compared to the 

rest of society, and urban society compared to the countryside. Continuing from that, I 

investigate what kind of cultural constraints are present in the novels and how expectations of 

what an Englishman should be like affect how the characters choose to conform or not conform 

to societal norms. I also discuss the differences in how the characters interact with peers 

compared to people of authority.  

 

 

Background 

Maurice and The Temple were both written during a time when the mobility and freedom of 

queer people were constrained, and threats of censorship loomed over all forms of art and 

literary works. Many literary works, especially queer ones such as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well 

of Loneliness (1928), were banned and others were never published at all (Farfan 2).  However, 

that did not stop people from writing queer literature. As Stephen Spender recalls from that 

time, in 1920s England the threat of censorship and prosecution was something that made 
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authors even more likely to write about these exact topics that were illegal to write about 

(Spender x). Authors writing literature containing banned themes created a sphere in which 

they shared their works amongst each other. In 1933, E.M. Forster received a typescript of The 

Temple, and as a response, Stephen Spender was sent a copy of Maurice (Sutherland 92). 

 

New laws and public trials brought increasingly more attention to the topic of homosexuality, 

which in turn resulted in an increased amount of fear among the people who were at risk of 

being persecuted. Sarah Cole highlights that there were two central developments during the 

early 20th century that led to this simultaneous increase in and censorship of queer literature as 

well as queer experiences in general (9). One was the public’s increased understanding of 

homosexuality as a concept and what it meant, and the other one was the laws restricting the 

mobility and freedom of homosexual men (9). In 1885, the ‘Labouchère Amendment’ or the 

so called ‘Blackmailer’s Charter’, a law that criminalised all acts of homosexuality between 

men, even consensual ones in their own homes, was put into place in England (Cole 9). Before 

1885 the act of ‘buggery’, meaning sexual intercourse between two men, was illegal, but this 

new law made all acts of ‘gross indecency’, in other words all intimate interactions and contact 

between men, whether sexual or not, illegal (UK Parliament). The unclear phrasing of the law 

made it possible to persecute more people since there were not any clear definitions of what 

acts specifically fell under the law (Fize). One of the famous people who were convicted on 

accounts of this law was Oscar Wilde. During public and very influential trials in 1895, he was 

charged with acts of ‘gross indecency’ for having been sexually and intimately involved with 

other men (Farfan 2).  

 

During the early 20th century, homosexuality was criminalised in many parts of Europe, but the 

attitude towards homosexuality in different spheres of people differed. Since it was not until 

1967 that male homosexuality was decriminalised in England, the English public was not a 

safe sphere for queer people, both regarding self-expression as well as the act of publishing 

sexually explicit or queer works of literature. Novels like The Temple would have been illegal 

as well as pornographic according to the laws of the time in England because of their queer and 

sexual content (Sutherland 92). In contrast, even though homosexuality was criminalised in 

countries like Germany, where parts of The Temple take place, sexological literature still had 

a space in German publishing (Beachy 829). By emphasising the scholarly and scientific value 
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of works, publishers were able to work around the censorship laws and publish works with 

homosexual themes to a greater extent than other European countries of the time (820). Despite 

the laws against homosexuality, many Germans openly protested against them and publicly 

debated Paragraph 175 (804, 809), which was the German equivalent of The Labouchère 

Amendment. Works advocating for homosexual emancipation and works with the aim of 

educating people therefore still had a space in society (825), whereas the laws in England 

prevented all forms of homosexual content from being published. 

 

Greenblatt explains how a person who strays too far from a normative life is punished by exile 

or alienation (225-226), but positive norm reinforcement also exists. In a culture, conforming 

to the norms and constraints result in praise and respect (226). Homosexuality did not have a 

place within the dominant norms in English or German society at the time. However, in certain 

spheres the norms were different, and homosexuality was not seen as grounds for exile, but 

instead as something to be respected. In Germany, especially in Berlin, there was an attempt to 

redirect the understanding of homosexuality as something bad into instead viewing it as a 

'normal' thing. Some people in the growing gay rights movement argued that desire itself is 

something natural no matter who it is directed towards, and that any form of desire directed to 

others than the self was a sign of healthy sexuality (Bruns 309). 

 

 

Mobility in Different Spaces and Spheres 

This section of the essay examines what impact the spheres and spaces Maurice and Paul find 

themselves in have on how freely they can express their sexuality. The attitude towards 

homosexuality at the turn of the last century is a central starting point for a cultural analysis of 

Maurice and The Temple. The early 20th century was a time during which the mobility of queer 

people was dependent on the spaces and the spheres that they moved through. In England, there 

were spaces where sex and intimacy between men frequently took place, but it was only 

accepted to the extent that it was not talked about in public (Brady 2). All-male spaces like 

boarding schools and universities were common at the time, and within these spaces it was not 

uncommon for people to act on their same-sex desires (Reay 219-220). Homosexuality was 

normalised in these all-male spheres, even though it for many men ended when they left college 
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and went on to live a heterosexual life (Syrett 9). For many men leaving school meant returning 

to people they were close to, which did not allow for the same anonymity and freedom they 

found within that sphere (Syrett 10).  

 

In contrast, the vocal gay rights movement in Germany allowed for more mobility than in 

England. Political activists and ‘masculinist thinkers’ tried to redefine the definition of ‘normal’ 

masculinity to include men that before had been considered ‘deviant’ from the norm (Bruns 

307-308). They challenged the criminalisation of homosexuality by coming up with arguments 

about how same-sex desire between men was a good thing and tried to portray it as an asset for 

the nation (307-309). In Berlin, “The scientific-humanitarian committee”, a political 

organisation advocating for queer rights and challenging the active laws, was founded in 1897 

(Beachy 805). From that moment onward in Germany, political activists as well as other groups 

of people became increasingly more vocal regarding the need for homosexual emancipation, 

and their efforts in educating others both created a strong queer community and spread hope to 

queer people in other parts of Europe (806).  

 

The two novels in this essay criticise a lack of queer mobility in early 20th-century England. 

Both feature a similar attitude of contempt towards England as a space and its lack of open-

mindedness. However, whereas the main plot point of The Temple is Paul leaving England to 

go to Germany, leaving England is nothing more than advice in Maurice. When Maurice goes 

to a hypnotherapist to ‘cure’ his homosexuality, instead of dismissing Maurice's sexuality, Mr. 

Lasker Jones advises him to move away from England to live in a country where laws against 

homosexuality are not as strict (188). Since all forms of intimacy between two men come with 

the risk of persecution, Maurice will not be able to pursue any homosexual relationships in 

England without also risking his well-being. However, since some European countries at this 

time had looser laws regarding homosexuality, there is still hope for Maurice to live a good life 

as a homosexual man, even though a future for him in England might seem bleak. Mr. Lasker 

Jones states that “England has always been disinclined to accept human nature” (Forster 188), 

meaning that it is not likely that the laws in England will change anytime soon, hence why the 

most viable option would be for Maurice to leave if he wants to be able to pursue his 

homosexual desires without putting his safety at risk. 
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England is represented in The Temple as a close-minded space that denies sexual mobility, 

whereas Germany reflects the queer safe spaces that emerged from the German gay rights 

movement. Before Paul meets Ernst and is invited to spend the summer in Germany, there are 

discussions among his friends about a longing to leave England. Simon Wilmot says that 

because he has been to Berlin he cannot possibly still be a “virgin”, and that “Germany is the 

only place for sex. England is no good” (Spender 7). It is implied throughout the novel that sex 

has a place in German society that it does not have in England, and that being able to freely 

express sexuality is a privilege that belongs to Germany. Continuously, Germany is talked 

about as a space of mobility, where the cultural boundaries of English society do not apply 

anymore. William Bradshaw, another friend of Paul’s, is planning to move to Berlin because 

he wants “to leave this country where censors ban James Joyce and the police raid the gallery 

where D. H. Lawrence’s pictures are on show” (16). Both James Joyce's and D.H. Lawrence's 

works are well known for their portrayals of sexual and explicit themes, and in bringing their 

censorship up as a reason to leave England, Bradshaw is further emphasising how the country’s 

attitude towards sexuality is something that makes people like them, who value freedom of 

expression and sexuality, feel like they would belong better somewhere else. 

 

Because of the lack of sexual mobility that came with strict laws, censorship and 

marginalisation of queer experiences, people came together in the early 20th century to create 

their own safe spheres. The friends Paul makes in Hamburg share the view of England as a 

closed space regarding sexuality. Moreover, they do not agree with restrictions on sexuality 

and on what can and cannot be published. After meeting Paul, Joachim tells him how they hear 

rumours about how books that are legal in Germany are being banned in England. “I read in a 

newspaper here about Ulysses being banned and then recently there was another we were told 

about - The Well of Loneliness. Can all that be true? Doesn’t anyone protest?”, Joachim inquires 

(Spender 66). Since The Well of Loneliness is a well-known work of lesbian fiction, using that 

work as an example makes it clear that they are not only discussing censorship at large, but that 

they are discussing specifically the censorship of queer fiction too. Paul emphasises that he and 

his friends in England protest (66), meaning they do not agree with the censorship, and they 

are actively fighting against it. However, Paul’s emphasis on his friends’ stance against 

censorship is important to take note of, because it is not England he is defending, but rather his 

friends. His mobility and how openly he can express and talk about his sexuality throughout 
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the novel have more to do with the sphere of people he surrounds himself with rather than the 

country or the space that he is in. Both in England and in Germany, his closest friends are poets, 

authors, or artists, many of whom have their own experiences of same-sex attraction and 

relationships.  

 

A prominent contrast between spaces in Maurice is between Cambridge and the rest of English 

urban society. Maurice is actively moving between spaces and fighting to fit into a society that 

he simultaneously does not feel like he fully belongs in. From childhood Maurice has had the 

expectations of him finding a wife and settling down thrust upon him, but arriving at 

Cambridge, surrounded by other young men his own age, he steps into a space where it is 

possible to get away with intimacy between two men. However, homosexuality is still far from 

being widely accepted, and being intimately involved with Clive is not something that he can 

be open about. While there is room for Maurice and Clive’s relationship at Cambridge, the two 

of them together do not have a space in society at large. Right before Maurice leaves Cambridge 

behind, Clive realises that “he and Maurice would never meet in Cambridge again. Their love 

belonged to it, and particularly to their rooms, so that he could not conceive of their meeting 

anywhere else” (69), which points towards deeper underlying cultural values of the time about 

in what spaces a homosexual relationship was considered appropriate. As their relationship 

moves outside the bounds of Cambridge, the cultural boundaries of the kind of relationship 

they are allowed to have as two men become more prevalent.  

 

However, it is not only the space of Cambridge that enables mobility, the sphere of people there 

also plays a part in what makes that space open for them to act on their desires. Characters in 

early 20th-century literature often alternate between moving through ‘spheres of privilege’, 

where they have a certain freedom of movement, and experiences of oppression and 

marginalisation (Hannah 6). In this context, the sphere of privilege lies in their role as fellow 

all-male students at Cambridge, where there is a freedom of movement and mobility of their 

relationship. Even though homosexuality is not accepted in public there either, since they 

outwardly fit into the sphere of students and since they are isolated from their families and the 

rest of society, Maurice and Clive have the privilege of getting away with their relationship 

behind closed doors.  
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In the early 20th century, mobility of how freely same-sex desire could be expressed was 

significantly dependant on social spheres. Throughout The Temple, Paul is fortunate in that he 

is surrounded by others like him, but among his new friends in Germany Paul experiences a 

sense of mobility he has not had before. Paul states that he is happier in Hamburg, and credits 

that happiness partly to “young Germans having a new attitude toward the body”, but he also 

credits this newfound happiness to the people around him (Spender 54). Paul writes that “some 

need I have always felt is fulfilled in this relationship between Joachim and Willy.” (54). Once 

again, Paul discusses openness in relation to a sphere instead of a space itself. This open-

mindedness towards bodies and sexuality seems to not be contained to Germany as a space, 

but rather to the creative sphere that Paul finds himself in while there. Paul’s group of friends 

can be compared to the sphere that Maurice and Clive find themselves in during their time at 

Cambridge in the way that it allows for an openness and mobility that is not widely accepted 

in greater society. Just because mobility is present in one sphere does not mean that the same 

mobility is present in others, especially since the cultural boundaries of the time were not 

inclusive of homosexuality.  As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick points out, “Even at an individual 

level, there are remarkably few of even the most openly gay people who are not deliberately in 

the closet with someone personally or economically or institutionally important to them” 

(Epistemology 67-68). Though Paul can freely express and act on his sexuality among his 

friends, that freedom of mobility is still limited to that sphere. The threats from English society 

directed toward sexuality and queerness are still very present in the novel. For queer people, 

especially in societies like early 20th-century England where homosexuality was criminalised, 

there were always contexts in which it was necessary, easier, or safer to keep one’s gender 

identity or sexuality secret (Epistemology 68).   

 

In early 20th-century all-male spheres such as Cambridge, feelings of same-sex desire were 

accepted by some people, but there was always still a risk involved in opening up to someone 

new before knowing if they were part of the accepting sphere or not. In Forster’s novel, topics 

of a sexual nature are dealt with as ‘unspeakable’ (Hartree 28). Additionally, since 

homosexuality exists on the margins of societal expectations on how a man should act, even 

when interactions between Maurice and Clive are not of a sexual nature, they are kept hidden. 

When Clive first confesses his love, he refers to texts about same-sex love, pointing out to 

Maurice that he too has read them, and says “then you understand - without me saying more” 
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(48). Since they have not yet talked about what they are to each other it is as if Clive is testing 

the waters before outright speaking his mind. It is possible that confessing discreetly, yet around 

other people, is a way to ensure his own safety in case something goes wrong. By bringing up 

how Maurice too has interacted with same-sex related writings, Clive prevents Maurice from 

being able to deny that an interest in homosexuality is something they share, and if he makes a 

big deal out of it people around them will know about him too.  

 

The cultural differences between how different spheres navigate topics of homosexuality 

becomes apparent when one compares Maurice’s sphere in England with Paul’s sphere in 

Germany. As soon as Paul steps into the sphere where he meets Joachim and Ernst’s other 

friends, he is accepted as one of them and no one rejects him because of his sexuality. 

Throughout The Temple questions about homosexual desire are asked openly, and those same 

questions are answered without hesitation. When Joachim asks Paul about his relationship with 

Marston, he tells him all about it. Paul is asked if they ever ‘made love’, and when he answers 

“no”, Joachim questions why then he continued to like him (Spender 67). There is no hesitation 

at any point in the conversation; they do not talk in whispers, and they are not making each 

other read between the lines either. “Because I found him better and more beautiful than anyone 

else”, is Paul’s reasoning for liking Marston, and to counter that, Joachim says: “That wouldn’t 

interest me so much if he didn’t respond to my great passion for him” (67). There is no need 

for Paul to question or reject his sexuality when none of the people around him are giving him 

any reason to.  

 

Rejecting queerness can be a way of ensuring mobility in a heteronormative society. As 

Bateman argues, “Cast as survival’s foe, queerness encounters an almost impossible dilemma: 

remain queer and risk extermination; or conform as best as possible and extinguish itself” (2). 

At first glance, the attitude towards sexuality and queerness in The Temple is very open. 

However, since Paul is also sexually involved with a woman, one could question if Paul is 

attracted to both men and women, or if the reason that he continues to be involved with women 

is to ensure mobility within a space that has criminalised homosexuality. Ultimately, Paul is 

only in Germany for a summer, and when the summer ends, he returns to his life in England 

again. In a biography about Stephen Spender, John Sutherland describes how Spender himself 

was as comfortable back in England as he was in bohemian Germany and that he “unlike his 
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closest friends, was keeping all his options open – social, sexual, residential, professional” (91). 

In The Temple, Paul is a fictional character, but since it is known that the novel is also loosely 

based on Spender’s own experiences, one could read Paul’s attitude as similar to Spender’s. In 

contrast, Maurice is clearly throughout the novel dealing with complex feelings about his own 

sexuality. Though Maurice comes to accept the inevitability of his own sexuality, perhaps 

‘keeping his options open’ and ensuring mobility is what Maurice is trying to do too when he 

rejects his homosexuality.  

 

Towards the end of Maurice, Maurice does once again gain some of the mobility back that he 

once had at Cambridge, but it is not without sacrifice. After Maurice realises that what was 

between him and Clive is over, he becomes romantically involved with Clive’s under-

gamekeeper Alec Scudder. To leave the lives as they know them behind to be together, is a risk 

they take without any guarantee for reward (Forster 223). Maurice is an educated man from a 

middle-class background, whereas Alec is of lower class and not someone that it would be 

socially acceptable for Maurice to be with even if they both were not men. Nevertheless, it is 

by abandoning his middle-class sphere, including his job and family, to be with Alec, that 

Maurice regains the mobility of being able to express his desire. Anne Hartree argues that 

during the time in which this story takes place, homosexuality and England, especially middle-

class England, seemed to be mutually exclusive terms (127). Since the working class already 

was marginalised and pushed towards the edges of society, it was easier to get away with same-

sex intimacy than it was for others. In Maurice’s acceptance of his sexuality, he is further 

alienated from the rest of society (Miller 247). However, in the space of the boat house where 

they reunite, and in the company of Alec who is not ashamed of his attraction towards Maurice, 

Maurice surrenders to an uncertain life outside of ‘normal’ society. 

 

Another point of contrast between mobility in different spaces in both Maurice and The Temple 

is between urban society and the countryside. In Maurice, freedom for homosexual men is 

linked to the space of the rural rather than urban society and the cities (Leavitt xxii). In the end, 

it is in the move away from urban society that Maurice and Alec find freedom. Even before 

Alec, it is during an excursion to the countryside that Maurice and Clive for a couple of hours 

find a space outside of Cambridge where they can be happy together (65-67). Similarly, in The 

Temple, it is out in the countryside as they walk along the Rhine, that Paul, Joachim and 
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Heinrich find a space where they too can interact and be happy together despite their different 

backgrounds, in a way that would not be possible anywhere else. There is a sense of anonymity 

out in the countryside that is harder to come by in the city or at university, and cultural 

boundaries are not as clear in a space away from the people that uphold and enforce them. For 

the characters in both novels, the space that is the countryside comes with a distance from 

everyday life and the close-minded spheres of the city.  Mobility and freedom for homosexual 

men during the early 20th century were dependent both on spheres and spaces.  

 

 

Cultural Constraints in Early 20th-Century England 

Culture constrains movement as well as it creates opportunities for it. As explained by 

Greenblatt, it is through the relation between mobility and constraints that ‘cultural boundaries’ 

are established (228). These cultural boundaries or cultural constraints can be established both 

through people within a certain sphere, as well as through rules and norms within a certain 

space. One cultural boundary in England during the early 20th century was the line between 

being heterosexual and therefore considered ‘normal’ or being of a sexual minority and thus 

alienated from society because of an identity that did not fit into the boundaries of what people 

viewed as the right way to be English. Even among homosexual men there were norms about 

what it meant to be a ‘normal’ and ‘respectable’ homosexual. A ‘respectable’ homosexual 

identity was a man who was exclusively attracted to other men, did not behave any differently 

from ‘normal’ men and who presented in a conventionally masculine way (Houlbrook 197). 

Many of the men that had intimate relationships and sex with other men never considered 

themselves to be queer (7), but they also did not completely fit into the norm of what it meant 

to be a ‘normal man’ who never experienced any attraction to men at all. Norms regarding what 

a ‘normal man’ should be like is one example of a cultural constraint, but the specifics of those 

norms and constraints have changed throughout history. For example, public schools were once 

a space where homosocial intimacy between men was encouraged (Annan 190). However, after 

the introduction of new reforms that closely regulated homosexuality, that same intimacy 

turned into something viewed as abnormal and something that should be punished (190). In 

this section, I discuss the cultural constraints that are present throughout the novels, especially 

in all-male spaces like Cambridge and Oxford University and in relation to men of authority. 
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Cultural constraints on how freely homosexuality can be expressed, as well as the attempt of 

conforming to societal norms about what men should be like, are themes that are much more 

prevalent and on a more individual level in Maurice than they are in The Temple. In Maurice, 

homosexuality is something that continuously is rejected from all directions. The rejection is 

coming from Maurice himself, from Clive, from people of authority, and from society at large. 

The dean, Mr. Cornwallis, believes that it is a good thing that Maurice is leaving Cambridge 

since he is not there to distract Clive anymore (Forster 68). According to the dean, “It was not 

natural that men of different characters and tastes should be intimate, and although 

undergraduates, unlike schoolboys, are officially normal, the dons exercised a certain amount 

of watchfulness, and felt it right to spoil a love affair when they could” (Forster 68). The dean 

believes that it is his responsibility to uphold and protect norms about heterosexuality as an 

imperative for ‘normal’ adult masculinity. Within those norms, homosexuality is excluded. 

Intimacy between two men is viewed as something that belongs to a specific point in men’s 

youth, before they are expected to be ‘normal’ and act in accordance with norms about the 

‘ideal man’. Since Maurice and Clive are at Cambridge, they are too old for their intimate 

encounters to be easily dismissed or overlooked. By spoiling relationships like Maurice and 

Clive’s, Mr. Cornwallis is doing his duty within his role of authority in accordance with societal 

expectations of the time. In Between Men, Sedgwick describes how homophobia is intertwined 

with the dominant structures of society, and how ‘obligatory heterosexuality’ and 

heteronormativity are inherent parts of patriarchal institutions (3-4). Universities are one 

example of the kind of patriarchal institutions that Sedgwick is talking about. Therefore, 

conforming to what it means to be ‘normal’ or an ‘ideal man’ under that structure would require 

Maurice to reject his homosexuality and adhere to a heterosexual lifestyle.  

 

If someone was not conforming to what was expected of a ‘normal’ man, they were pushed 

towards the margins of society. In England, the early 20th century was a time of anxiety where 

institutions of epistemic control, such as schools and the state, were working to gain control 

over social, sexual, and racial differences, and power by establishing a stricter idea of what the 

‘ideal man’ should be like. Additionally, they were trying to uphold an image of national 

superiority (Bailey 325). From a young age, boys were taught at home and in school about the 

superiority of the British empire and about the right ways to act as an Englishman (Bailey 330). 
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Homosexuality and same-sex desires were not included within that narrow definition of the 

‘ideal man’. In different ways throughout the novel, Maurice is trying to fit into this norm of 

what an Englishman should be like. One way in which he is trying to conform is how Maurice 

turns to the doctor for help with his ‘condition’. 

 

What Maurice is doing when he is trying to reject his homosexuality and become straight is an 

attempt at adhering to cultural constraints and conforming to societal expectations of what he 

should be like as a man. It is not until there is no longer a future for his relationship with Clive 

that Maurice tries to be ‘cured’. Maurice goes as far as to express that “I want to be like other 

men, not this outcast whom nobody wants” (Forster 187), but he also realises that even though 

he can actively refrain from acting on his desires, he on his own is not able to get rid of the 

images and the feelings towards men that remain within him (136). Maurice does not want to 

be at the margins of society, and trying to become straight is one way for him to try to save 

himself when his mobility and freedom is constrained. However, when Maurice turns to Doctor 

Barry for advice about how to overcome his homosexuality, he is met by apathy and his lived 

experience is dismissed as soon as he opens up about what he is going through (135-139). In 

response to Maurice telling the doctor that he is “an unspeakable of the Oscar Wilde sort”, 

Doctor Barry counters with “Maurice, never let that evil hallucination, that temptation from 

the devil, occur to you again. Who put that lie into your head? You whom I see and know to 

be a decent fellow!” (138). The encounter between Maurice and Doctor Barry is another 

example of how institutions as well as people of authority are working to keep cultural 

boundaries in place and not let people stray too far away from the norm. Michel Foucault 

explains in The History of Sexuality that since the 18th century sex and sexuality, especially 

among young people, has become something that institutions try to regulate to gain control 

over a population (25, 30). How people express sexuality as well as how and where they can 

talk about sex has been regulated using discursive and institutional power (18, 30). Especially 

the power imbalance between people of authority and others, such as a teacher and their student 

or a doctor and their patient, has been used throughout history to uphold the constraints around 

the topic of sexuality (18). The doctor in Maurice leaves no room for argument; from the 

moment Maurice shares his truth he makes it clear that Maurice is the one in the wrong and 

that he needs to put his idea of him as a homosexual behind him. In accordance with the cultural 
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boundaries and the norms of what the ‘ideal man’ should be like, being a “decent fellow” 

cannot coexist with being a homosexual.  

 

Within the cultural boundaries of what it meant to be English, there was no room for 

homosexuality. When Maurice is confronted with Clive’s love confession, he has yet to come 

to terms with his own homosexuality. Therefore, when Clive says: “I love you”, Maurice panics 

(Forster 48). Not only is Maurice surprised, but he is also “scandalized” and “horrified” by the 

confession. He then uses their Englishness as an excuse as to why Clive is in the wrong and 

rejects Clive’s attempt at a proper conversation by saying “Don’t talk nonsense. I’m offended, 

because I know you don’t mean it, but it’s the only subject absolutely beyond the limit as you 

know, it’s the worst crime in the calendar, and you must never mention it again” (48). Anne 

Hartree argues that Englishness is “what is ultimately at stake in such crises”, such as dealing 

with ‘inappropriate’ and ‘unspeakable’ desires (128), which is what is taking place in this scene 

in Maurice. One possible explanation for Maurice’s behaviour is that he has not yet reached a 

point of acceptance of his own sexuality. Therefore, when he is faced with Clive’s love 

confession, his identity as he knows it is threatened. Clive’s words challenge Maurice to rethink 

their relationship as well as what the meaning of his feelings are. Apart from his desire towards 

other men, Maurice does fit well into the narrow definition of a good middle-class Englishman. 

Therefore, even as he is beginning to come to terms with his sexuality, he tries harder than ever 

to overcome it to stay within the cultural boundaries of what a man should be like.  

 

‘Englishness’ is being used both to support and reject homosexuality in the novels, which fits 

the common literary themes of the time. Daniel Hannah writes about literary works that often 

“move between channelling and resisting the challenges posed by their central characters to 

privileged narratives of national longing and belonging.” (Hannah 5), and that is something 

that also can be seen in the different ways Paul and Maurice navigate their Englishness in their 

respective novels. Bringing up Englishness as an argument against the idea of a homosexual 

relationship in Maurice is especially interesting, because in The Temple, during the 

conversation between Paul and Joachim, one of the reasons Paul gives for loving Marston is 

his Englishness (Spender 67). Both Maurice and Paul are in different ways struggling to find 

acceptance of their sexuality in relation to their national belonging, but they also never reject 

their Englishness even as they are coming to terms with their desire for other men. 
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Whereas Maurice for most of the novel does not have the privilege of a sphere that allows for 

him to explore and be himself, Paul has that privilege in The Temple. Not only does Paul have 

an open-minded and bohemian sphere of friends, but even back in England at Oxford, he does 

not seem to be as constrained as Maurice is regarding his sexuality. When Paul goes to the dean 

of his college to ask for permission not to eat in the hall for the rest of the term because he is 

in love with Marston and does not want to see him, he is met with understanding and support 

(Spender 10-11). Paul does not even try to come up with an excuse as to why he does not want 

to eat in the Hall. He bluntly tells Dean Close, “I am in love with him and I have arranged that 

he and I should not meet for the rest of the term, at the end of which will be the summer, when 

we shall not meet anyway” (10). It is with a casual openness and without hesitation that Paul 

shares his request with the dean. In response, the dean blushes and hesitates, which most likely 

indicates that he is aware of the sensitivity of the subject and the boldness of that statement. 

However, he neither dismisses Paul nor denies his request. Instead of commenting on how Paul 

just admitted to being in love with another man, Dean Close responds, “Well, we are in a pickle. 

I’ll have to tell my colleagues about your request, but I assume that since it is so near the end 

of the term there won’t be any objections to your not eating in the Hall. I don’t have to give 

them a reason” (10-11). There is a clear awareness of the sensitivity of this information. Dean 

Close explicitly telling Paul that he can keep the details to himself rather than sharing them 

with the rest of the staff could imply that he is the exception from the general attitude among 

the staff.  

 

In a time when queer narratives are not represented in society, Paul still has people around him 

that allow for mobility despite cultural constraints. He lives in early 20th-century England with 

all its cultural boundaries, but Paul is privileged with the support of the sphere he has found 

himself in and does not have to reject his desire. When the dean asks Paul if he is sure about 

his request, Paul hands him a love poem that he has written about Marston as an explanation 

and a clarification of the extent of his feelings towards the other man (Spender 11). In contrast 

to how Maurice is dismissed by Doctor Barry, Dean Close simply asks to keep Paul’s love 

poem about Marston for himself (11). In The Epistemology of the Closet, Sedgwick emphasises 

how gay people are exposed to homophobia and cultural expectations from before they even 

have time to come to terms with their own sexuality and identity, and that the result of that is 
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a lack of community and an increased number of challenges from the outside world (81). In 

other words, the attitude, and the support of the people around Paul in The Temple are the 

reasons why he manages to work around the cultural constraints of the space that is England in 

the early 20th century.  

 

Throughout The Temple, same-sex desire is not treated as a threat or a problem in the same way 

it is in Maurice. Whereas it takes Maurice a long time to reach a point of acceptance, in The 

Temple there is a mindset among Paul’s friends that nothing is sin as long as there is no guilt 

present. Throughout the novel, Paul looks up to Simon Wilmot, whose attitude toward sex is 

that “Sexual Acts, in themselves, are not important” and that “If you do not feel Guilt, and if 

you are Pure in Heart, you will not catch a disease from an infected partner, for it is the Sense 

of Guilt which causes you to contract the venereal disease” (Spender 96). This is how Paul 

understands Wilmot’s attitude rather than something that Wilmot himself says and it is possible 

that the capitalisation emphasises the parts that speak to Paul. Reading between the lines, it is 

also possible to draw a similarity between the disease and homosexuality. Why would guilt be 

a factor at all if they had truly come to terms with their same-sex desires? Emphasising sex 

without guilt as a good thing sounds like a way of ignoring what that sexual desire means. Paul 

is not questioning the deeper meaning of his sexual interactions, but there is no way to know 

how comfortable he really is in his sexuality outside of the safe sphere that he has found himself 

in.  

 

Maurice tries to reject his sexuality, but as he gets to a point where he comes to realise that he 

will not be able to change and that his homosexuality is an inherent part of who he is, he stops 

fighting against it. In the novel, there are two scenes where Maurice visits Mr. Lasker Jones to 

undergo sessions of hypnosis with the hope that it is going to ‘cure’ him of his homosexuality 

(Forster 186). During his second and last appointment with him, it is clear that the hypnosis is 

not working as they were hoping it would and Maurice is asking what will happen to him (187). 

There is a sense of acceptance present in the scene, with neither Mr. Lasker Jones nor Maurice 

denying his homosexuality. Nevertheless, they both are aware of how his homosexuality is a 

problem in English society of the time. Maurice says that “It comes to this then: there have 

always been people like me and always will be, and generally they have been persecuted” 

(188). Even though accepting his desire for other men might mean new challenges moving 
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forward, acceptance is the only way to free himself from his internal suffering. According to 

Maurice himself, “he had confirmed his spirit in its perversion, and cut himself off from the 

congregation of normal man” (190), and with that, Maurice actively chooses to live his truth 

over trying to be someone he is not. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This essay set out to gain a better understanding of how the cultural context Maurice and The 

Temple were written in is reflected in how the characters express their sexuality in different 

spaces and spheres. By using the cultural context of early 20th-century England and Germany 

to examine these literary relationships between the characters in relation to their culture, this 

essay has revealed that spaces and spheres allow for mobility and establish constraints in 

different ways. Though Paul in The Temple during his summer in Germany occupies a space 

that allows for more mobility than the English society of the time, it is primarily the creative 

and open-minded sphere of people he is in that makes it possible for him to talk about and 

express his same-sex desires so openly. Comparatively, in Maurice, there is no fixed sphere of 

people throughout the story who are accepting of his homosexuality. Instead, the space of 

Cambridge, where he can be together with Clive behind closed doors, plays a valuable role in 

his journey of coming to terms with his sexuality. Later in the story, it is instead the 

companionship of Alec that frees him from the cultural constraints of English middle-class 

society and gives him some of his mobility back. The contextual analysis of the two novels has 

shown that the struggles of finding belonging as a queer Englishman and the experiences of 

marginalisation that are prevalent in the two novels clearly mirror the historical context of what 

life was like for homosexual men in the early 20th century, further emphasising the mutual 

relationship between literature and culture. 

 

Since the study was limited to the first half of The Temple, there were parts of the novel and 

the narrative that were excluded from this analysis. Nevertheless, I think that Spender’s work 

alongside Maurice brought a valuable perspective and contrast between different spaces and 

spheres to my analysis. A natural progression of this work and a potential for further research 

would be a more in-depth analysis of The Temple in particular. It is not a work of literature that 
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has been studied to the same extent as Maurice, and since it is a combination of memory, fiction 

and hindsight, it would be interesting to put the novel side-by-side with a more recent cultural 

context, together with the context of the time in which it was first written. This could expand 

the understanding of how cultural context can be reflected in the same literary work over a 

longer period of time. Queer literature from a time of censorship and criminalisation of 

homosexuality, like The Temple, can give invaluable insight into the historical experiences of 

what mobility and constraints queer people of the time experienced. 
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