


Introduction

The concept of binary gender (there are only men and 
women) and the marginalisation of non-heterosexual people 
is a very recent phenomenon and one mostly situated in 
white, European cultures. 

People throughout history and across the world have 
expressed gender in diverse ways and had different attitudes 
towards sexuality. These have often been overlooked with a 
predominant focus on cis-gendered (their gender matches 
that which they were given at birth) and heterosexual  
histories. 

This resource highlights some of the instances in British 
history where people of different sexualities and genders can 
be found. There are also some suggested activities you can 
do with pupils to help them to better understand and reflect 
on these historical figures and accounts..



Iron Age

There are no written records from the people of Iron 
Age Britain. The only writing from that period comes from 
Roman or Greek authors. These writers may not have visited 
Britain themselves or were writing about events many 
years after they happened.

Authors such as Aristotle mentioned how the people of 
Britain and Northern Europe regularly had same sex 
relationships. Diodorus Siculus even suggested that the men 
preferred male partners to female. However, we need to be 
careful how we interpret these reports.

The Romans had a very different understanding of sexual 
morality to what we do today. We know they often accused 
people, including emperors, of same sex relationships with 
other men to try and challenge their masculinity. It is possible 
they also wrote about other cultures in this way to try and 
make them appear weak.

Image: a gold coin of Adeddomarus, an Iron Age
ruler from the region that is now Essex.



This isn’t to say there weren’t people who had same sex 
desire in Britain during the Iron Age, it is safe to assume there 
would have been. We just need to be careful about using 
Roman sources to understand their thoughts on sexuality and 
gender.

Activity:

Look at stereotypes in the modern day. Perhaps find some 
stereotypes about the British that other cultures have (for 
example, French people might call us “les rosbifs” (roast 
beef)) and see how many pupils think they match those 
stereotypes or not. 

Image: reconstructed roundhouse in Colchester Castle Museum.

Iron Age



Romans

Sexuality was very different for the Romans compared to how 
we consider it today. Other factors, including social status, 
played an important role in who you could and couldn’t have 
relationships with.

For men, it was not just about social status but what role you 
took in the relationship. Men who took the more submissive 
role were seen as having compromised their masculinity and 
notoriety within society. They would become an “infamis” 
(lower member of society). However, men with active roles 
were not treated in the same way.

Many Roman Emperors are known to have had relationships 
with men as well as women. Some, such as Hadrian (AD 117-
138), seemed to prefer men and might have identified as gay 
in modern terms. Others such as Augustus (31 BC – AD 14) 
were interested in both men and women and may have 
identified as bisexual in modern terms. 

Image: a gold coin of the Roman Emperor Hadrian.



There are far fewer references to Roman women having 
relationships with one another. Ovid wrote a poem about 
two female lovers in his metamorphoses (Book 9 - lines 666-
797), indicating that it happened and was not always seen in 
a negative light.  Metamorphoses was a series of poems 
about the history of the world, from it’s origins to the reign of 
Julius Caesar. It combines myth and reality, covering all 
aspects of humanity.  

The Romans did not have the same binary understanding of 
gender that we do today. Although Roman men and women 
were treated differently, there were others within society 
that were seen as separate to male and female.

The Roman Emperor Elagabalus was known to have regularly 
dressed as a woman and encouraged people to call him 
“Domina” (mistress). However, most records about him are 
from later years and may have been written in an attempt to 
slander his name. He may have been non-binary or trans, but 
that terminology didn’t exist at the time.

Romans
Image: an intaglio depicting an androgynous looking bust.



The priests of the deity known as Cybele were born male but 

dressed in  female clothing. The Romans referred to them as 

“Galli” which was the Latin word for cockerel. They were 

castrated upon joining the priesthood and wore women’s 

clothing in both public and religious life. This was a reflection 

of the myth surrounding Cybele, who was in fact a 

hermaphrodite (had both male and female genitals).

Activity: 

Archaeologists often use objects to tell whether a person was 

male or female, however we don’t know what roman 

perspectives on gendered objects were. Make a statement 

such as “all people in this class with a necklace are female” 

and then see how many boys are wearing a necklace.

Get pupils to write down some gendered stereotypes they 

can think of and ask them why they are gendered?

Why can’t boys wear dresses?

Why can’t girls play football?

Romans
Image: a bronze figurine of a cockerel, known as 
“gallus” in Latin.



Anglo Saxon + Viking

Colchester went into decline when the Romans left in AD 
410, but later saw a revival at the end of the century. 
Although Colchester remained an important town, it never 
again reached the height of importance it had during the 
Roman occupation.

Despite their perceived heteronormativity (the assumption 
that heterosexual identity is the norm leading to the erasure 
of other sexualities in the past) as depicted in TV and film, 
the Vikings had a more open attitude towards sexuality and 
gender non-conformity than some may believe.

In Scandinavian mythology of the Anglo-Saxons and Vikings, 
Loki played the role of a gender fluid trickster deity who had 
relationships with both men and women. His ability to 
change form allowed him to present as both male and 
female. Similarly Odin, Loki’s brother and king of the gods, 
was a master of the female practice of Seid (magic).

Image: A depiction of Odin, courtesy of the Portable 

Antiquities Scheme  (BERK-DB4E15)



Anglo Saxon + Viking

Despite a lack of written evidence for homosexual 
relationships in the real lives of Anglo-Saxons and Vikings, 
later Christian laws that forbid such practices suggest that 
they did occur prior to that time.

Small gold plaques have been found widely across the Viking 
world showing two embracing lovers. Many of them are 
believed to be the god Freya and the female ice giant Gerð
(pronounced Gerth). However, there have been many other 
plaques found showing couple with beards or two women. It 
is believed that they were associated with weddings, making 
it possible that same sex marriages happened in the Viking 
world. 

Historical Sources:

• Alcuin – “To A Cuckoo” poem, about a male pupil.

• Rudolf of Fulda - Life of Leoba (c.836)

Image: A Viking ring made of twisted gold. 



Medieval

With the arrival of Christianity in Britain, attitudes towards 

sexuality and gender changed drastically. It was in the 

medieval period that homosexual acts became illegal for the 

first time ever. Despite this, some individuals in positions of 

power were certainly not what we would consider as 

heterosexual.

King Edward II had a long-standing relationship with a 

man named Piers Gaveston. After Piers’ exile and 

assassination, Edward had a relationship with a man named 

Hugh Despenser. Edward was forced to abdicate due to the 

alleged influence the man had on him, and rumour says he 

was later executed by having a hot poker inserted into his 

anus, a punishment to reflect his supposed homosexuality.

There are also accounts from this period of male priests and 

knights getting married. Although the language at the time 

could be confusing (mention of “brotherhood”), it is clear 

some of these individuals had romantic relationships. 

Image: A seal of Edward II



Despite there being a lot of negative changes for those who 
had same sex desire or were gender non-conforming in the 
medieval period, there are also some positive examples of 
gender non-conformity within the church and other 
institutions.

Saint Wilgefortis was born a woman and wished to live their 
life devoted to god, and not to marry. When her father tried 
to force her to marry, it is said that god turned her into a 
man. Her father had her crucified for disobedience. As a 
result of this, depictions of the saint often show them to be 
wearing female clothes but with a beard. 

A more famous case is that of Joan of Arc. Joan led the 
French against the English, despite women not being allowed 
to fight in the French army. She was eventually captured and 
burned at the stake for her involvement. 

Image: A bronze figure of Joan of Arc.

Medieval



It was not so much her exploits as a military commander 
that the English had issue with, but more her dressing in 
male clothing. Despite this, Joan was canonised and is now 
a saint like Wilgefortis. It could be argued that gender non-
conformity was accepted by some in the early church.

Activity:

Identify passages in the bible that are pro LGBTQ+ and
those that are anti LGBTQ+. Give one set to half the class
and one set to the other half, then pose questions asking
pupils to use the statements they have as arguments for 
decisions. 

e.g. Should same sex couple be allowed to get married.

Historic Sources:

• Chaucer - The Pardoner’s Tale

• Roger of Hoveden - Philip II Augustus and Richard the 
Lionheart, 1187 

• The Bible - Luke 7:1-10

Image: A gilt silver ring with clasped hands, used for weddings 
and symbols of friendship and fidelity.

Medieval



Crime + Punishment

For a significant part of its history, Colchester Castle acted as 
a Gaol (medieval spelling of jail) for the county. It saw people 
persecuted for a wide range of offences, many of which we 
would not consider to be crimes today, such as witchcraft or 
religious non-conformity. 

Records kept of the prison cells suggested that there were a 
significant number of people imprisoned at Colchester Castle 
under the Buggery Act 1533. This law covered a wide range 
of sexual crimes, including masturbation and bestiality. 
However, some of these cases would have included same sex 
relationships. 

Unfortunately, court records don’t always specify why the 
individual was being persecuted. Only in instances of 
bestiality, where the species of the animal is noted, is it 
possible to differentiate from other offences. 

It wasn't until 1967 that homosexuality was no longer 
considered to be a crime in Britain. It took many more 
decades before homosexual relations were given the same 
legal status as heterosexual relationships. 

Image: the surviving prison cells at Colchester Castle



World War II

During the Second World War, homosexuality remained 
illegal. Those found guilty of homosexual relationships could 
be imprisoned or worse, chemically castrated (the removal of 
testicles), as was the case with Alan Turing. 

Throughout the war, Colchester hosted one of many Prisoner 
of War Camps, at Berechurch to the south of the town. The 
camp held all-male German POWs who had been captured on 
British soil. Although their rights were severely limited, we 
know they were able to take part in social events, such as 
football and the theatre.

Through anecdotal accounts recorded from camp prisoners it 
is known that same sex relationships occurred and were 
accepted amongst prisoners. Being an all-male environment, 
this is not unexpected. It was at the camp theatre where 
these relationships are believed to have been most common.

After the war, these prisoners returned to their home 
country. Germany had been sending gay men to 
concentration camps during the war but they did not legalise 
same sex relationships until 1968. Homosexuality continued 
to be illegal until 1967.  

Image: Woodcut of two POWs sharing a cigarette at 
the Berechurch camp.



The Sexual Offences Act 1967 brought about a partial end to 
the criminalisation of homosexuality, allowing men over the 
age of 21 to have same sex relations. It would take many 
decades and strong opposition before the age of consent was 
made the same as for heterosexual couples and even longer 
before marriage equality. It had never been illegal for women 
to have same sex relationships. 

One of the biggest setbacks for civil rights in the 20th century 
was the introduction of Section 28 of the Local Government 
Act 1988. This law meant it was illegal to promote 
homosexuality, which included teaching about it in schools. 
This law was finally repealed in Scotland in 2000 and 2003 in 
England and Wales.

A local LGBT+ icon is Richard Chopping, who lived with his 
partner Dennis Wirth Miller in Wivenhoe. Chopping was a 
noted local artist and designed the dust jackets for the James 
Bond novels. He and Dennis were the first couple to have a 
civil partnership at Colchester Town Hall.

Image: Colchester Castle flying the pride flag, 2018.

Modern LGBT+ 
people of Colchester



Today, Colchester is home to Outhouse East, a local charity 
based on East Hill. They provide support for LGBT+ people 
in North East Essex as well as offering awareness training 
and counselling services. 

Activity: 

Get pupils to guess how far back in time the following points 
were. 

• Same sex marriage legal in the UK -13 March 2014

• Civil Partnerships allowed same sex couples to legally join. –
18 November 2004

• Males over the age of 21 allowed to have sex – 27 July 1967

• Males over the age of 18 allowed to have sex – 3 November 
1994

• It was illegal for two men to have sex – Before 1967

• It was illegal for two women to have sex – Never, women 
have never been included in UK law around sexuality.

Image: Colchester Castle flying the pride flag, 2018.

Modern LGBT+ 
people of Colchester



Glossary

The V&A has published a really useful glossary of LGBT 
terminology that you can use if you come across any terms 
you are unfamiliar or uncomfortable with. 

The Glossary can be found online here: 

Microsoft Word - LGBTQ basic terminology.docx (vanda-
production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com)

https://vanda-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/2017/01/26/11/55/20/6673a913-a8dd-4b04-a649-6026f5f2f440/LGBTQ%20terminology.pdf

