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Annotated Bibliography on a Historian’s Work: John Boswell.

John E. Boswell was a history professor at Yale University after earning his degree at the College of William and Mary and his PhD at Harvard University.[footnoteRef:1] His studies focussed on the issue of homosexuality within religion, mostly focussing on Christianity of which he was an orthodox Roman Catholic, his later work focussed on the relationship of homosexuality in premodern European societies.[footnoteRef:2] Boswell’s work has inspired many historians to pursue studies in the same genre, including some of the most notable historians of homosexuality in the modern day, for example Duberman and Crompton. Thanks to his work, Boswell was made one of the LGBT History Month’s icons of the year in 2006, the first recorded year of the organisation for his research into homosexuality in history, as well as his continued support of the LGBT community until his death on Christmas Eve 1994, at the age of 47 due to AIDS-related illness.[footnoteRef:3] Boswell’s work takes a social historiographical approach and although his work is entirely historiographical, he has inspired many sociologists to research the topic of homosexuality in history and therefore many of the works crediting him are sociological in nature.  [1:  J. Boswell, Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe (New York: Villard Books, 1994), p.413.]  [2:  ibid., pp.ix-xi.]  [3:  LGBT History Month, ‘John Boswell’, October 2006 [online] (accessed: 16th January 2020) available: https://lgbthistorymonth.com/john-boswell] 


Boswell’s Work:

· Boswell, J., Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).

Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality, though being Boswell’s second published work, is the first piece focussing solely on the tradition of homosexuality in history. The piece is winner of the National Book Award for History in 1981[footnoteRef:4] for its nonmainstream ideologies and conclusions. This piece shaped many of the subsequent works on homosexuality in history to come, authored by both Boswell and others and takes on an extremely sociological approach that is not seen in Boswell’s work to the same extremity again.  [4:  National Book Foundation, ‘1981 Winners’, National Book Awards [online] (accessed: 13th January 2020) available: https://www.nationalbook.org/awards-prizes/national-book-awards-1981/?cat=childrens-books-fiction-pb&sub-cat=history-hc] 



· Boswell, J., Rediscovering Gay History: Archetypes of Gay Love in Christian History (London: Gay Christian Movement, 1982).

Boswell’s second work was published by the Gay Christian Movement, as Boswell started to become an icon for the movement in England and America. This literature is part of the public speeches Boswell held for the fifth ‘Michael Harding Memorial Address’, named after the founder of the Gay Christian Movement.[footnoteRef:5] This work takes a more personal note that the previous, more historically based work Boswell published. Rediscovering Gay History shows Boswell’s own struggles juggling his sexuality and his homosexual relationship with his partner while still maintaining a life as a church-going Catholic.[footnoteRef:6] Though this work is more personal in nature, it takes on a less sociological approach to the topic.  [5:  J. Boswell, Rediscovering Gay History: Archetypes of Gay Love in Christian History (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1982), p.blurb. ]  [6:  ibid. ] 

· Boswell, J. et al., Homosexuality in the Priesthood and the Religious Life (New York: Crossroad, 1991)

Homosexuality in the Priesthood is a edited collection of essays by historians who either have personal connections to homosexuality, who study the subject throughout history, or in the case of Boswell – both. Though there are many authors of this text altogether, Boswell is one of three names stated on the cover, and on all files and informational catalogues of the text, alongside Rosemary R. Ruether and Daniel C. Maguire who are both notable historians on the injustice and attitudes towards gender in Catholicism. 

· Boswell, J., Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe (New York: Villard Books, 1994).

Boswell’s Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe is his most notable and well known works, as well as being the piece that first made him known to myself as this was one of three key texts on homosexuality in history used in my undergraduate dissertation. This work took twelve years to complete, after expecting to take no longer than seven[footnoteRef:7] and focusses on the comparison between heterosexual and homosexual relationships throughout the Ancient world and the Medieval periods. [footnoteRef:8] In the Preface to this book, Boswell explains that it took longer to write than expected due to both his commitments to other educational responsibilities, as well as the heartbreak of “the deaths of many close friends from AIDS”,[footnoteRef:9] Boswell’s work is in dedication to those friends, of whom he names in the acknowledgements, and therefore the work takes on a personal aspect which his earlier pieces did not. Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe was published shortly before his death in late 1994, and therefore the surge in appreciation of the piece occurred in early 1995, leading to many fellow historians of homosexuality continuing Boswell’s research from where he ended it.  [7:  J. Boswell, Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe (New York: Villard Books, 1994), p.ix.]  [8:  ibid., p.xv.]  [9:  ibid., p.ix.] 























Works Influenced by Boswell:

· Jeffreys, S., Anticlimax (New York: New York University Press, 1990).

Jeffreys in her work on the feminist sexual revolution, though far from anything Boswell wrote about, is heavily influenced by the aforementioned historian. Jeffreys often publicly speaks about her opinions on Boswell’s work and how his insights influence her own, and where she sees failures or problems in his opinions and evidence, she sees opportunity to improve her own research to compensate. In Anticlimax, Jeffreys writes that Boswell’s material “should provide a fascinating insight into gender, power, and sexuality”[footnoteRef:10] however that with the current state of his research, and his inability to compartmentalise aspects of homosexuality, his research instead “avoids any such insights”[footnoteRef:11] and confuses “the abuse of slave children in prostitution… with eroticism”.[footnoteRef:12] Though both Boswell and Jeffreys take a social historiographical approach to their research, the queer historiographical approach clashes considerably with Jeffreys’ gendered opinions.  [10:  S. Jeffreys, Anticlimax (New York: New York University Press, 1990) p.204.]  [11:  ibid.]  [12:  ibid.] 


· Duberman, M., et. al., Hidden From History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past (New York: New American Library, 1991).

Hidden From History is an anthology written by Duberman, Chauncey and Vicinus which focusses on many aspects of homosexuality in throughout history, both Duberman and Chauncey have spoken publicly about the impact of Boswell’s work on their own. Chauncey, in Hidden From History, writes that Boswell’s work provides “a revolutionary interpretation of the Western tradition”.[footnoteRef:13] Duberman, the founder and director of the Center for Gay and Lesbian Studies at the University of New York, is quoted in the New York Times on December 25th 1994, speaking in the article announcing Boswell’s death saying: “I regard [Boswell] as one of the major innovative figures in Gay and Lesbian scholarship.”[footnoteRef:14] Hidden From History takes inspiration from much of Boswell’s earlier work and his public speaking, as his final work Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe had not yet been published.  [13:  M. Duberman, et. al., Hidden From History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past (New York: New American Library, 1991) p.17.]  [14:  D. Dunlap, ‘John E. Boswell, 47, Historian of Medieval Gay Culture, Dies’, New York Times [online] (accessed: 15th January 2020) available: https://www.nytimes.com/1994/12/25/obituaries/john-e-boswell-47-historian-of-medieval-gay-culture-dies.html] 


· Crompton, L., Homosexuality and Civilisation (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003).

Crompton’s Homosexuality and Civilisation is highly regarded as one of the best sources for information on the history of homosexuality and homosexual individuals throughout history, the approach is very historical and evidence based and bares little resemblance to the writing style and approach of Boswell’s work. However, it is within trying to counteract many of the issues of Boswell’s writing that Crompton’s best work lies. In the Preface to Homosexuality and Civilisation, Crompton applauds how Boswell’s work was a piece of “impressive scholarship, [which] did good service in legitimizing gay history”.[footnoteRef:15] However, Crompton believes that much of the research conducted by Boswell was incorrect, Boswell’s work looked explicitly into the idea that the Christian church did not develop “markedly hostile views of same-sex relations”[footnoteRef:16] until much later into the Christian religion, notably the twelfth century, however Crompton’s research proves that this was not the case, and that hostility was almost always evident in Christianity. The difference in this is a good reference to the time periods in which both historians are writing, and the everyday lives homosexuals lived in these two times. Though only a few decades apart, Boswell wrote in a society where he was targeted for his sexuality, and much of his work, as Crompton regards, required a great amount of courage to complete, meaning that he writes to prove that he is valid as a homosexual male.[footnoteRef:17] However, Crompton’s society, though still imperfect, is more accepting, and has seen historians like Boswell set the path before them. Crompton does not need to invalidate homophobia as Boswell does, instead he can access more freely the evidence for homosexuality in history. Therefore, it is not the work itself that is different when it comes to Boswell and Crompton, but the society around them, as the core basis of Crompton’s work is heavily influenced by Boswell’s. It is the change in how homosexuality in history is expressed and allowed to be more freely spoken about that makes the investigation into the effects of Boswell’s work so fascinating.  [15:  L. Crompton, Homosexuality and Civilisation (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003) p.xii. ]  [16:  ibid., p.xi]  [17:  ibid., p.xii] 


· Neill, J., The Origins and Role of Same-Sex Relations in Human Societies (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc. Publishers, 2008).

Neill’s Same-Sex Relations is a piece more sociological than historical, though Neill maintains that he is a historian and writes historical pieces. This text reads alike Boswell’s work, which leads to the piece feeling older and more dated than other texts written around this time. In comparison to Crompton’s Homosexuality and Civilisation, Crompton’s work is far more progressive in its explanation and wording, whereas Neill’s Same-Sex Relations is read in a blunt fashion that does little to date the text accurately. With the sociological feel to this text, it mirrors Boswell’s writing accurately and the touching note to Boswell in the acknowledgements of this text, describing Boswell’s first text Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality published in 1980 as “groundbreaking”[footnoteRef:18]. Neill explains in this acknowledgement that Boswell “examined enormous previously overlooked evidence showing that social attitudes to same-sex love were not uniformly negative”[footnoteRef:19], a selection of evidence which, unsurprisingly, is critical to Neill’s work.  [18:  J. Neill, The Origins and Role of Same-Sex Relations in Human Societies (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc. Publishers, 2008) p.v. ]  [19:  ibid. ] 
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