
 
Author Information: Rebekah Musk, Independent Scholar, UK 
rebekahmusk@gmail.com; ORCID ID: 0009-0002-7450-0289 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
POROUS BOUNDARIES: SPACE, SHORELINES,  
AND SEXUALITY IN BYRON’S “TURKISH TALES” 
 
Rebekah Musk 
 
 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14712/2571452X.2026.71.7 
 
Abstract: This article considers the crossings and transgressions in Byron’s “Turkish 
Tales” alongside the shores on which they take place, arguing that the instability of the 
shoreline reveals the instability of certain gendered and sexual binaries, thus creating 
queer possibilities. The settings of the two poems discussed here, The Giaour (1813) and 
The Corsair (1814), overlap multiple boundaries and their narratives contain many kinds 
of transgressions. Mainly set among the coastal edges of the Ottoman Empire, they take 
place in the spaces between land and sea and East and West, with characters constantly 
moving between these supposed binary opposites. By focusing on the physical 
properties of shorelines, this article shows that such binary opposites are not always 
clearly demarcated, indeed their supposed defining lines are often porous and unstable. 
Moreover, crossing these unstable boundaries often has significant consequences for 
how gender and sexuality are presented in the poems, precipitating slippages between 
masculinity and femininity and straight and queer, which belie the surface narratives of 
heterosexual romance. Thus, I argue that the shoreline acts as a locus for Romantic fears 
about the instability of gender and sexuality, a fear which is realised in the crossings of 
the “Tales.” 
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In 1810 Byron boasted about swimming the Hellespont, writing, somewhat 
playfully, “I plume myself on this achievement more than I could possibly do on 
any kind of glory, political, poetical, or rhetorical.”1 This swim became his most 
famous and references to it resurface across multiple works, including Don Juan, 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and The Bride of Abydos.2 He even wrote a short poem 
“Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos” which maintains the playful 
tone of his letter on the subject. Although he makes light of the feat, its multiple 
recurrences in his writing suggest that it held some importance for him. The 
significance of his swim is in part due to its location: the Hellespont, now the 
Dardanelles, is the site of multiple boundaries which were key concerns for the 
Romantics. In terms of geography, the Hellespont marks a boundary between 
Europe and Asia as well as a boundary between land and sea. It was also 
considered a place where Classical Greece met the Ottoman Empire. Indeed Byron 
compares his own crossing with the myth of Leander who drowned attempting to 
swim the straits to reach his true love on the other side.3 The Hellespont therefore 
represents not one but many borders, and crossing it involves not only physical 
movement between land and sea, but a temporal movement between the past and 
the present, and a shift between fiction, myth, and reality.  

The shadow of the Hellespont, and indeed the myth of Leander, loom large 
throughout many of Byron’s works, including the “Turkish Tales” discussed here: 
The Giaour and The Corsair.4 Set mostly in Ottoman occupied Greece they inhabit 
a similar set of complex borderlands which are simultaneously spatial, temporal, 
and cultural. Such settings necessarily engender transgressions – literally the act 
of going across – and these crossings drive the narratives of the “Turkish Tales.” 
 
1  Lord Byron, “Letter to Francis Hodgson of 4 July 1810,” in Byron’s Letters and Journals, 

Vol. 1, ed. Leslie A. Marchand (London: John Murray, 1973), 253. 
2  Lord Byron, Don Juan (II.105.837-38), in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 5, ed. Jerome J. 

McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 121; Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage (IV.184.1648-56), in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 2, ed. Jerome J. McGann 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 186; Lord Byron, The Bride of Abydos (II.3.36-38), 
in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 3, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1981), 124. 

3  Lord Byron, “Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos, May 9, 1810,” in The Complete 
Poetical Works, Vol. 1, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 281-82. 

4  Lord Byron, The Giaour, in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 3, ed. Jerome J. McGann 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 39-81. Subsequent references to line and page 
numbers are given in parentheses in the text. Lord Byron, The Corsair, in The Complete 
Poetical Works, Vol. 3, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 148-
213. Subsequent references to canto, stanza and line numbers, and the page numbers, 
are given in parentheses in the text. 
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Byron’s characters move repeatedly between land and sea, and East and West, 
resulting in significant consequences for their outlooks and relationships. This 
article considers these transgressions and the shores on which they take place, 
arguing that the instability of the shoreline reveals the instability of certain 
gendered and sexual binaries, thus creating queer possibilities. Moreover, it is in 
the act of crossing the shoreline that these queer possibilities are most apparent. 

Byron’s crossing of the Hellespont draws attention to the spaces in between 
supposed opposites – it is neither one side of the border nor the other, but constitutes 
the border itself. Like all shores, coasts, and straits it is a site of liminality and 
instability. The instability of the shoreline is often political; shorelines are spaces 
of arrival and departure through which new ideas and modes of cultural 
organisation might arrive or be brought back, potentially challenging or 
threatening existing social norms and practices – a consequence which is realised 
in the multiple crossings of the “Turkish Tales” and was a great anxiety for Britain 
during the Romantic period.5 The shoreline is also unstable and liminal due to its 
physical properties; caught between land and water, it is a shifting space whose 
topography can change from one wave or tide to the next, and where it is 
impossible to identify definite boundaries between one element and another. 
Alain Corbin writes that in early nineteenth-century seascapes “[w]ater, land, and 
sky began to resonate with one another,” highlighting the shoreline’s propensity 
to erode boundaries.6 It is this liminality and instability that makes the shoreline 
an interesting site to examine queer spatiality. This is because queer spatiality is 
concerned with spaces that do not fit neatly into binary categories, especially 
where those categories align with binaries of gender and/or sexuality.  

The relationships between space, sexuality, and gender are well established. 
In Space, Place, and Gender Doreen Massey explored at length how “particular ways 
of thinking about space and place are tied up with, both directly and indirectly, 
particular social constructions of gender relations.”7 For Massey, there is no way 
to separate common spatial binaries such as space / time and space / place from 
their gendered connotations. If we look hard enough at any spatial binary, the 
contours of gender and sexuality that shape it may begin to emerge. Even 
something as apparently simple and commonplace as inside / outside may be 
extrapolated into the more obviously gendered domestic / public. In the guise of 
 
5  Samuel Baker, Written on the Water: British Romanticism and the Maritime Empire of Culture 

(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2010), 25. 
6  Alain Corbin, The Lure of the Sea: The Discovery of the Seaside in the Western World, 1750-

1840, trans. Jocelyn Phelps (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 14. 
7  Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1994), 2. 



Porous Boundaries 
 
 

123 

private / public, the apparently neutral inside / outside becomes fraught with 
questions of sexuality and the precarious balance between visibility and 
vulnerability. Moreover, upon examination none of these binaries prove 
particularly robust; should the grotto “hewn / By nature, but enlarged by art” in 
which Selim and Zuleika meet in The Bride of Abydos be considered inside or 
outside?8 The answer, which may be either ‘both’ or ‘it depends,’ reveals the 
instability of the inside/outside binary and thus all its interrelated forms. 
Therefore, spaces such as shorelines which challenge our conception of space as 
a discrete set of binary oppositions in turn raise questions about the stability of the 
binary systems which shape ideas of gender and sexuality because space, sexuality 
and gender are immanently interrelated.9 Indeed, the shoreline settings of the 
“Turkish Tales” draw our attention towards these liminal spaces, their shifting 
sands and precarious cliffs invite us to think about how we draw, define, and 
control boundaries. 

Moreover, the ways in which spaces are moved through are just as important 
as how they are conceptualised. It is in the use of space that the relationships 
between space, sexuality and gender become most apparent, which is why it is the 
act of transgressing the shoreline in the “Tales” that reveals queer possibilities. 
Writing on urban spaces, Phil Hubbard explains that “[t]hose who design cities, 
as well as those who inhabit them, do so in ways that reflect their sexual 
predilections and prejudices, their desires and disgusts, their fears and 
fantasies.”10 Crucially, Hubbard’s analysis identifies that it is not just how spaces 
are designed but also how they are inhabited which both reflects and shapes norms 
of gender and sexuality. Whilst Byron’s shorelines are not urban spaces, they 
nevertheless reflect Romantic fears and fantasies, and the way his characters 
inhabit them, the way they move through and across them, is indicative of their 
desires and disgusts.  

Furthermore, these desires and disgusts are in dialogue with discourses and 
stereotypes about the Ottoman empire which were circulating in the period. 
Jeffrey Schneider notes that “[f]or the Westerner, Oriental textuality often carried 
with it a marked erotic charge” and argues that it was geographical distance which 
allowed such eroticism to be safely explored in orientalist texts such as the “Tales.”11 

 
8  Byron, Bride of Abydos (II.7.100-101), 126. 
9  Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2006), 43. 
10  Phil Hubbard, Cities and Sexualities, Routledge Critical Introductions to Urbanism and 

the City (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 32. 
11  Jeffrey L. Schneider, “Secret Sins of the Orient: Creating a (Homo)Textual Context for 

Reading Byron’s ‘The Giaour,’” College English 65, no. 1 (2002): 82. 
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In Byron and Greek Love, Louis Crompton explains that “the visibility of homosexuality 
in Oriental countries was taken as evidence of the moral, cultural and, later, racial 
inferiority of these peoples.”12 Thus the Ottoman empire was already associated 
with sexual and gender transgressions for the Romantics, and by setting the 
“Tales” among its borderlands where the divisions between East and West are 
most permeable, Byron draws attention to the proximity of the Ottoman empire 
and therefore to the proximity of sexual transgression. Indeed, Nigel Leask writes 
of Western fears that degeneration and disease might be imported from the Orient, 
and compares these fears to the geopolitical consequences of the AIDS crisis.13 
Such a comparison again draws attention to the very real links between space and 
sexuality, but it also highlights the porosity of borders and the potential 
consequences of their being transgressed. In the case of the “Tales,” the border 
ceases to be a reassuring barrier and becomes instead a site of transgression and 
mutual exchange. 

If shorelines in general provoke anxieties around transgression, invasion, and 
erosion – anxieties which are intensified by the lack of defined boundaries 
alongshore – then on the Ottoman shorelines of the “Tales,” those anxieties 
coalesce around sexuality, race, and gender. Therefore, the shores of the “Tales” 
are doubly liminal, not only caught between land and sea but also East and West. 
They represent a border which is already fraught with queer associations, making 
them a crucial site for queer spatial analysis. By crossing these shorelines, Byron’s 
characters reveal a strict East / West binary to be as elusive as a strict land / sea 
binary, highlighting the propensity of these borders to break down and their 
inability to keep apart supposed opposites. On the shores of the “Tales” where the 
Ottoman empire meets the West, the characters’ transgressions threaten to destabilise 
both Western and Ottoman systems of gender and sexuality. Thus in crossing 
Ottoman shorelines, Byron’s characters transgress more than physical boundaries, 
and consequently lose sense not only of the edges between land and sea, but also 
rigid distinctions between masculine and feminine, and straight and queer.  

The multiple coastal crossings of The Giaour and The Corsair draw attention to 
the shoreline as a porous boundary which is unable to neatly divide the 
supposedly fixed concepts of land and sea. In both texts, the protagonists are 
likened to the sea overwhelming the shore, highlighting a disruption of littoral 
boundaries. When crossing from sea to land, Byron’s protagonists seem to retain 

 
12  Louis Crompton, Byron and Greek Love: Homophobia in 19th-century England (Berkeley, CA: 

University of California Press, 1985), 117. 
13  Nigel Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East: Anxieties of Empire (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), 6-7. 
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wave-like qualities, blurring the boundaries between human and non-human and 
emphasising the threat that the sea poses to the shore. In The Giaour, the protagonist 
is introduced as follows:  

 
    Who thundering comes on blackest steed? 
With slacken’d bit and hoof of speed, 
Beneath the clattering iron’s sound 
The cavern’d echoes wake around 
In lash for lash, and bound for bound; 
The foam that streaks the courser’s side,  
Seems gather’d from the ocean-tide: 

 (180-86; 45). 
 

The obvious comparison with the sea here is in the form of the courser – whose 
foam-streaked sides are directly compared to seafoam and by extension to the white 
horses which top waves as they break. Although the rest of the description does 
not directly compare the Giaour to the sea, its language nevertheless creates an 
oceanic atmosphere. Sonically, the thundering and clattering are reminiscent of 
a stormy sea, whilst “lash” and “bound” evoke the action of waves on the shore – 
an image enhanced by their repetition. The Giaour is a figure who has arrived 
from across the sea and he seems to carry the sea with him. The advertisement to 
the poem identifies him as coming from Venice: a city famous for its suspension 
between land and water. In this sense, the Giaour retains the characteristics of his 
homeland even as he seeks to escape it. His wave-like qualities emphasise his 
status as an outsider in the land that he has arrived in, as well as the potential for 
disruption that his arrival brings. Not only does he echo stormy waves crashing 
against the cliffs – an image which appears multiple times throughout the poem – 
he also highlights the porosity of the shoreline and the challenge of distinguishing 
land and water in such locations.  

In The Corsair the protagonist Conrad is also described in ways which liken 
him to the sea, further highlighting the porousness of the shoreline and the 
disruptive potential of crossing it. As he and his band of pirates storm and burn 
Seyd’s harem, Conrad is described thus: 

 
He climbs the crackling stair – he bursts the door, 
Nor feels his feet glow scorching with the floor; 
His breath choked gasping with the volumed smoke, 
But still from room to room his way he broke. 
They search – they find – they save: with lusty arms 
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Each bears a prize of unregarded charms; 
Calm their loud fears; sustain their sinking frames 
With all the care defenceless beauty claims: 

 (II.5.211-18; 178). 
 

As in the description of the Giaour we see words associated with water: bursting 
and breaking. It is also significant that Conrad’s feet do not burn on the fiery floor 
and that he and his men “sustain [the] sinking frames” of the women in the harem, 
almost as if they were saving them from drowning by providing the buoyancy of 
saltwater. In the act of crossing the shoreline, both Conrad and the Giaour reveal 
the land / water boundary to be unstable and draw attention to the shoreline’s 
vulnerability as a potential site of invasion. Indeed, each crossing has destructive 
consequences not only for Byron’s protagonists but also for the Ottoman societies 
which they cross into.  

The disruption wrought by the crossing from sea to shore in the “Tales” is 
made obvious in the physical destruction of the harems, which lie close to the 
shoreline. This act is not just one of physical violence but also one that destabilises 
structures of both spatiality and sexuality, thus illustrating how crossing the 
unstable boundary of the shoreline might have consequences for gendered and 
sexual binaries – especially those whose construction and maintenance are tied to 
rigid forms of spatiality. The harem is a particularly overt example of how spatial 
structures can influence and regulate gendered and sexual expression, therefore 
revealing the links between space and sexuality. In the harem destructions of 
the “Tales” we see how the destabilisation of such a spatial structure might begin 
to undo the structures of gender and sexuality which it perpetuates. Just as the 
instability revealed in crossing the shoreline highlights its potential for producing 
queer spatial analysis of the “Tales,” the instability created by the destruction of 
highly-regulated harem spaces in these texts further invites us to consider queer 
readings of them. Alain Grosrichard writes that in the harem, “There is a boxing 
in of courtyards, of gardens and rooms, each hermetically closed to the rest, each 
wall standing as a prohibition, each place defining one function only […]. The 
captive and functional structure of this space effectively corresponds to the status 
of those who occupy it.”14 In Grosrichard’s description of the harem we see a space 
whose physical construction is inseparable from the way it is used and inhabited, 
its impenetrable walls designed to prohibit not only movement but also 
unauthorised sexual contact, freedom of gender expression, and meaningful 

 
14  Alain Grosrichard, The Sultan’s Court: Fantasies of the East, trans. Liz Heron (London: 

Verso, 1998), 126. 
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relationships between its inhabitants. It is a space of hard taxonomies, its 
“hermetically closed” rooms each neatly “defining one function only” and in turn 
defining the behaviours, expressions, and relationships available to its 
occupant(s). The harem, then, is a revealing example of how spaces can be used to 
direct, shape and control sexuality as it restricts physical movement on the basis 
of gender, as well as limiting the potential directions in which desire might be 
directed.15 Therefore, when the walls which facilitate its control are breached or 
broken, as in the “Turkish Tales,” new directions for desire and gender expression 
are opened up.  

Moreover, the extreme way in which sexual behaviour is regulated by the 
architecture of the harem invites contemplation about the constructed nature of other, 
more familiar, frameworks of sexuality and spatiality. Filiz Turhan explains that:  

 
For the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western reader, the power of 
the odalisque’s disobedience hinges on the status of the Turkish harem as 
a counterimage of domesticity in a period when the roles of both men and 
women were being redefined because of the changing political, social, and 
commercial landscape that existed in the aftermath of the French 
Revolution; in the context of the Napoleonic Wars; and England’s large 
scale imperial expansion in the East.16 
 

Therefore, like the shoreline, the Turkish harem acts as a locus for Romantic fears 
about potential instability at home. In laying bare the constructed nature of the 
Ottoman gendered and sexual order, the harems in the “Tales” dare to suggest 
that other gendered and sexual orders might not be essential but rather socially 
constructed. Moreover, the repeated destruction and disruption of harems in the 
“Tales” by transgressive forces from the sea calls into question the stability of 
Western frameworks of gender and sexuality, as well as how transgressions or 
incursions from overseas may disrupt them. The links between space and 
sexuality are made manifest in the harem, and the fragility of such spaces in the 
“Turkish Tales” is equally indicative of the fragility of a normative, regulated 
hierarchy of gender and sexuality. That this fragility is exposed on the shoreline, 
by those who have crossed from sea to land and from West to East, illustrates how 
the shoreline acts as a gateway for social disruption, and as a locus for anxieties 
around porous boundaries. 

 
15  For further discussion of directionality and desire see Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology. 
16  Filiz Turhan, The Other Empire: British Romantic Writings about the Ottoman Empire 

(Florence, SC: Taylor & Francis Group, 2003), 65. 
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Crucially, the destruction of the harem is not simply a case of one patriarchal 
order overwhelming another, although it may be tempting to view it this way 
given Conrad’s attitude to the “defenceless” women as “prize[s]” (II.5.216; 178) to 
be won, or the Giaour’s assertion that he too would have murdered Leila had she 
proved unfaithful to him (1062-63; 73). Indeed, Leask asserts that in the “Tales,” 
“[t]he power relations of gender transcend cultural difference.”17 Whilst Caroline 
Franklin explains that “[j]ust as the Turks became a byword for despotism in 
eighteenth-century political rhetoric, their sexual tyranny also drew attention to 
the existence of power relations between the sexes.”18 Where Franklin differs from 
Leask in this regard is in the attention paid to how the gendered power relations 
of the Ottoman Empire exposed comparative power structures at work in the West. 
The exposure of these power structures allows them to be examined more closely, 
to be interrogated, challenged, and reimagined in the fictional worlds of the “Turkish 
Tales,” resulting in a queer complexity that undermines the heteronormative 
patriarchal structures, which initially appear to govern the texts. 

Both Leask and Franklin draw attention to the complexity of gender in the 
“Turkish Tales” and the ways in which certain characters – particularly Gulnare – 
resist simple categorisations or hierarchies of power relations. Leask writes that 
Gulnare “doubles as man and woman,” whilst Franklin identifies that “the erotic 
charge of these poems lies in the paradoxical project of eulogizing sexual 
difference, yet counter-pointing and interrogating this with a daring exploration 
of sexual role reversal.”19 In both these statements, we see how the “Tales” 
complicate definitions and categories of gender and sexuality, their gender 
relations cannot be neatly squared into opposing categories of masculine and 
feminine in which the men are always violent and dominant and the women are 
always passive and submissive. Whilst there are characters in the “Tales” who 
conform to such definitions, there are multiple moments of resistance where 
gendered boundaries are transgressed and complicated. Significantly, these 
transgressions are not simply an exploration of what it means to challenge existing 
power relations in regard to gender and sexuality – they call into question the 
stability of binary gender itself. In Gulnare we see not only a woman seeking 
freedom but a character who challenges what it means to be a woman and what 
the limits of that category are. As will be explored further in this article, the 
shifting gender relations of the “Turkish Tales” are not simply a renegotiation of 
status between two clearly defined genders; rather, characters such as Gulnare 

 
17  Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 29. 
18  Caroline Franklin, Byron’s Heroines (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 34.  
19  Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 50; Franklin, Byron’s Heroines, 37. 
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and Conrad blur the lines between masculine and feminine, exploring what 
gender actually means and what it means to transgress gendered boundaries. 
Thus, both the crossing of shorelines and the violent acts committed alongshore 
in the “Tales” have consequences, which reveal binary gendered categories to be 
permeable. This permeability in turn destabilises the notion of binary gender as 
fixed or essential, therefore suggesting it might be vulnerable to change and 
disruption. Importantly, the link with the shoreline here is not merely conceptual, 
because these disruptions and destabilisations of binary gender and sexuality are 
precipitated by events alongshore.  

Both Conrad and the Giaour find their own bounded sense of gender and 
sexuality challenged by their crossings. In The Corsair crossing the sea 
fundamentally changes how both Conrad and Gulnare experience gender and 
sexuality.20 Conrad could have expected to find in Gulnare a stereotypical 
Ottoman woman of the kind described by Turhan: either an oppressed victim or 
a hypersexualised odalisque.21 However, in rescuing Gulnare from Seyd’s harem 
he discovers that she is neither, and her decision to murder Seyd in his sleep 
following Conrad’s refusal to do so fundamentally challenges his ideas about 
what a woman is capable of. Following the murder he grapples with the change 
in how he perceives Gulnare, lamenting “That spot of blood, that light but guilty 
streak, / had banish’d all the beauty from her cheek!” (III.10.426-27; 204). In 
Conrad’s eyes, the act of murder has stripped Gulnare of her femininity, but he 
also criticises the murder method as being unmanly, suggesting that a man who 
rescues women (presumably a suitably masculine and honourable man) would 
not kill with “the secret knife” as Gulnare has done (III.8.364; 202). Therefore, in 
Conrad’s eyes Gulnare is neither suitably masculine nor suitably feminine, leaving 
her outside the established structures of either Western or Ottoman gender roles. 
Just as Conrad’s sea crossing has destroyed the spatial manifestation of a gendered 
and sexual order in the harem, it has also led him to an encounter with Gulnare, 
which is beginning to break down his own organising principles of gender and 
sexuality: he is no longer sure where the edges of masculine and feminine are. 

This sense of a collapsing gendered order profoundly affects Conrad as the 
gendered roles of victim and rescuer are reversed: 

 
No words are uttered – at her sign, a door 
Reveals the secret passage to the shore; 

 
20  Rebekah Musk, “Wanderers of the Trackless Way: Queer Epistemologies of Seafaring in 

Byron’s ‘The Corsair,’” La Questione Romantica 15, no. 1 (2023): 117-21. 
21  Turhan, The Other Empire, 67. 



Rebekah Musk 
 
 

130 

The city lies behind – they speed, they reach 
The glad waves dancing on the yellow beach; 
And Conrad following, at her beck, obeyed, 
Nor care he now if rescued or betrayed; 

 (III.12.444-49; 205). 
 

Here Conrad is no longer a leader nor a captain, but at the “beck” and call of 
Gulnare, who has taken control of the situation. Her knowledge of “the secret 
door” suggests a command of the space, so that she is the one navigating them to 
and beyond the shore – a prestigious and skilled role which once belonged to 
Conrad and is deeply tied to a sense of Western masculinity. Far from a passive 
“prize” to be won, Gulnare is active here, exercising her agency in a way Conrad 
cannot comprehend because it steps outside of both Ottoman and Western 
gendered frameworks. His response in the face of these collapsing structures is to 
become passive, to fulfil the more “feminine” role of rescued damsel – it is now 
Gulnare’s boat which will sustain Conrad’s “sinking frame” (II.5.217; 178). The 
physical destruction of the harem had set these events in motion, but it is here on 
the shoreline that Gulnare’s transgression is fully realised as she boards the boat 
with Conrad in tow and assumes the role of captain, ultimately becoming 
regarded as his crew’s “queen” (III.16.510; 207) once they are reunited. The shoreline 
setting of this reversal of gender roles is significant. Like the space of the destroyed 
harem, the shoreline allows both spatial and social conventions to be suspended. 
The shifting edges of the sands call into question the rigidity of binary structures 
and allow blurring and movement between seemingly opposed categories. The 
shoreline also draws attention to the anxieties which such blurring and movement 
evoke: Conrad’s transgression, his crossing of littoral and cultural borders, has 
destabilised not one but two gendered orders. 

The Giaour’s transgression is likewise destabilising. Despite the ambiguity of 
the poem’s narrative, we know that his relationship with Leila has led to her 
attempting to flee Hassan’s harem; an act for which she has been drowned in 
retaliation. As in The Corsair the arrival of a man from across the sea has disrupted 
the harem and the gendered structures it represents and reinforces. Unlike Seyd 
however, Hassan has been able to momentarily reassert this gendered order by 
having Leila drowned. Nevertheless, Leila’s death renders her absent for the rest 
of the poem, meaning that the relationship between the Giaour and Hassan 
becomes the narrative focus.22 Whilst ostensibly antagonistic, the intensity of the 

 
22  Schneider, “Secret Sins of the Orient,” 81-95. 
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relationship between the two men repeatedly blurs the boundaries of love and 
hate. Take for example the moment the Giaour finally kills Hassan: 

 
Ah! fondly youthful hearts can press, 
To seize and share the dear caress; 
But Love itself could never pant 
For all that Beauty sighs to grant, 
With half the fervour Hate bestows 
Upon the last embrace of foes, 
When grappling in the fight they fold 
Those arms that ne’er shall lose their hold; 
Friends meet to part – Love laughs at faith;– 
True foes, once met, are joined till death! 

(645-54; 60) 
 

In this description it is impossible to fully disentangle love from hate. The fondness 
of the pressed hearts and the dear caresses attributed to love are echoed in the 
“arms that ne’er shall lose their hold” and the idea that “true foes, once met, are 
joined till death.” Schneider notes that these lines allude to the marriage service, 
stating that “their fervent and last embrace becomes the ultimate symbol of true 
communion between men.”23 Despite this, the entanglement between the Giaour 
and Hassan has often been read in a more political sense, interpreted as a relationship 
which reflects an anxiety-inducing collapse in the distinction between East and 
West.24 Whilst it is true that the “Tales” do focus on the instability of this boundary 
and the anxieties it provokes, it is important to remember that these anxieties arose 
in part from concerns about the spread of homosexuality.25 The Orient was already 
considered a site of sexual transgression, so the collapsing of the two men into one 
is not only symbolic of the Giaour “becoming Asiatic,” as Leask puts it, but also 
suggestive of a queer entanglement in which Eastern and Western sexual norms 
are no longer distinct.26 

The queerness of the relationship between the Giaour and Hassan becomes 
more apparent when we examine the description of a storm at an estuary used to 
foreshadow their fatal meeting: 

 
23  Schneider, “Secret Sins of the Orient,” 91. 
24  Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 4, 60; Eric Meyer, “‘I Know Thee not, I Loathe 

Thy Race’: Romantic Orientalism in the Eye of the Other,” ELH, 58, no. 3 (1991): 657-99. 
25  Crompton, Byron and Greek Love, 117. 
26  Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 60. 
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    As rolls the river into ocean, 
In sable torrent wildly streaming; 
    As the sea-tide’s opposing motion 
In azure column proudly gleaming, 
Beats back the current many a rood, 
In curling foam and mingling flood; 
While eddying whirl, and breaking wave, 
Roused by the blast of winter rave; 
Through sparkling spray in thundering clash, 
The lightnings of the waters flash 
In awful whiteness o’er the shore, 
That shines and shakes beneath the roar; 
Thus – as the stream and ocean greet, 
With waves that madden as they meet –  

 (620-33; 59). 
 

The “foam,” “breaking wave” and “thundering clash” of this description 
immediately recall our introduction to the Giaour and remind us that he has come 
across the sea, committing a physical and cultural transgression alongside the 
transgression he has committed with Leila. It reinforces that the Giaour is an 
outsider, here compared to the ocean trying to push its way inland at the estuary, 
going against the expected flow with violent consequences. Here too, the sea 
associated with the Giaour is threatening to overwhelm its bounds, revealing their 
instability and porosity. However, like the violent clash in which Hassan meets 
his end, we see in this description a communion of two supposed opposite forces, 
for although they “clash” and “madden,” the “curling foam and mingling flood” 
suggest a close, even erotic, embrace. The sensory nature of this description 
enhances its eroticism, the two bodies of water roll into each other, shaking 
beneath each other’s intensity, and the “proudly gleaming” columns of water are 
distinctly phallic. Alongside the obvious violence of the storm and the clash of 
waters is a homoerotic undertone, which mirrors that in the description of 
Hassan’s death.  

That this storm immediately precedes the “marriage” between the Giaour and 
Hassan is not insignificant. The inability to separate the water of the river from 
the water of the ocean again highlights the inadequacy of binary distinctions 
alongshore. Whilst there is no single shoreline to speak of at the estuary, it still 
represents a coastal boundary, and the lack of an intervening land barrier both 
exposes and elides the edges of this boundary. It also emphasises the shoreline as 
a space of mutual exchange: of flows of water, cultures, bodies, and between the 
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human and the non-human. As in the case of the storm, such exchanges can be 
violent and destructive as well as advantageous. The Giaour’s relationship with 
Hassan echoes this complexity: it is violent and destructive as well as offering new 
possibilities for cultural and erotic exchanges. As the boundaries between river 
and ocean, East and West collapse, the nature of the relationship between the 
Giaour and Hassan becomes increasingly difficult to classify within normative 
frameworks of gender and sexuality. Therefore the Giaour’s physical transgression 
of littoral and political boundaries results in a transgression of the boundaries of 
heteronormativity.  

This description reveals another consequence which the characters in the “Turkish 
Tales” experience for their transgressions: once they have crossed they can never 
go back. Although they may physically return, they find that once their stable 
senses of gender and sexuality have been shaken, the possibility of a heteronormative 
future is foreclosed upon. For Conrad, he first kisses Gulnare in an act which 
seems more performative than passionate, and then returns home to find that his 
wife Medora has perished in his absence after an illness brought on by wading 
into the sea – a death which recalls Byron’s own illness following his Hellespont 
swim.27 The Giaour’s relationship with Leila ends early in the poem, but he retires 
to a monastery where he hallucinates visions of Hassan’s severed hand, beckoning 
him to join him in death by stepping over the cliff edge into the sea and leaving 
him unable to move on (826-31; 66). These unhappy endings are, of course, partly 
a consequence of the kind of violent masculinity embodied by the Giaour and 
Conrad, but their violence also betrays anxieties around gender and sexuality. 
This is because their violent acts are about trying to achieve a kind of unattainable 
masculine heroism through competition with other men, whilst also attempting to 
adhere to a chivalrous honour code, triggering what Leask refers to as a circuit of 
“revenge and remorse.”28 For Byron’s protagonists, violence acts as a method of 
establishing and reinforcing a sense of masculinity. This in turn reveals that there 
is nothing essential about such a masculinity, as something that must first be 
attained and then repeatedly reinforced, jealously guarded against all threats no 
matter what the destructive consequences. Underneath the extreme masculine 
violence in the “Tales” lies the protagonists’ anxiety about the instability of 
masculinity itself – an anxiety which ultimately leads to the foreclosure of their 
heteronormative futures.  

 
27  Conrad’s discovery of Medora’s death (III.19-20.596-604; 210); Medora in the sea 

(III.3.77-82; 192); Medora’s death (III.3.113-20; 193-94); Byron, “Written after Swimming 
from Sestos to Abydos.”  

28  Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 49. 
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It is significant that the consequences of these anxieties and their attendant 
violence unfold on the shoreline. In the “Tales” the shoreline acts as a locus for 
anxieties around unstable boundaries, and these anxieties are most present at the 
point where the shoreline is transgressed. The consequences of these transgressions 
are not only death and destabilisation, but also the foreclosure of heteronormative 
futurity. This is just as true for the women in the “Tales.” Franklin writes that 
“Byron’s heroines are alienated from society by their love, not integrated through 
a suitable marriage at the conclusion.”29 So, we see how even those women who 
survive the “Tales” remain alienated from heteronormative frameworks such as 
marriage and are denied the opportunity to have (legitimate) children.  

This curtailing of linearity and lineage is reminiscent of certain queer 
temporalities. In A Queer Time and Place Judith Halberstam argues that queer 
temporalities lack a kind of linear futurity, not only because queer lives routinely 
face the threat of a premature end (especially true when he was writing in 2005), 
but because they typically lack the heteronormative life-markers of marriage and 
childbirth by which heterosexual lives are often measured.30 Whilst this may 
appear a bleak view, and in some places an outdated one, queer temporalities 
continue to attribute significance in different and often challenging ways that 
resist linearity.  

Therefore, the foreclosed futurity along the shorelines of the “Tales” hints at 
a queer temporality, one which is echoed in the temporality of the shoreline itself. 
Time alongshore is often cyclical, moving in tides and seasons and resisting 
longevity. John R. Stilgoe writes that “no built form endures long in the wilderness 
of the intertidal zone,” referencing how twice a day the sea races up the strand, 
engulfing it, then retreating.31 Such tidal action not only demolishes built 
structures, it also deposits debris on the shore in an inescapable cycle of removal 
and return. Notably, the shores on which the “Turkish Tales” are set were 
considered in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as almost 
inhospitable, due in part to a perceived stasis caused by the lack of refreshing tides 
and the differences in climate from northern shores.32 However, even shores which 
do not experience significant tides, such as those of the Mediterranean, are subject 
to erosion by waves, wind, and storms which intensify and diminish according to 
seasonal patterns. Whether significantly tidal or not, shoreline temporalities resist 
linearity, therefore foreclosing on futurity.  

 
29  Franklin, Byron’s Heroines, 33. 
30  Judith Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New 

York and London: New York University Press, 2005). 
31  John R. Stilgoe, Alongshore (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 2. 
32  Corbin, The Lure of the Sea, 149-54. 
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However, the queerness of shoreline temporalities does not necessarily imply 
no future at all. Whilst the characters of the “Tales” do find their heteronormative 
futures foreclosed upon alongshore, these foreclosures open up new possibilities 
for directing desire. Even the “wilderness of the intertidal zone” and the “barren, 
bare rocks” of the Mediterranean are not devoid of life, life just takes different 
forms there.33 In the case of the Giaour, his desire for Leila is reconfigured into his 
violent, homoerotic obsession with Hassan, which continues to play out 
alongshore in his exchanges with Hassan’s ghostly hand, which beckons him over 
the cliff edge towards the ultimate transgression (826-31; 66). In this case, the “two 
foes” are joined beyond death, with Hassan trapping the Giaour in the haunting 
cyclicity of the shoreline, rendering him unable to either cross the cliff edge into 
annihilation or to pursue any sort of heteronormative future (654; 60). For Conrad, 
news of Medora’s death seems to open up the possibility of a life with Gulnare 
and they reappear in another ‘Turkish Tale’: “Lara” as a knight and his page.34 
This poem is decidedly queer until its ending reveals the page to be a woman, 
apparently straightening the narrative. Nevertheless, this is a queer mode of 
existence for both Gulnare and Conrad, one only made possible by Conrad’s initial 
transgression and the death of Medora. Therefore we see how the queer 
temporalities of the shoreline elide the pressure of heteronormative futurity, 
allowing characters to imagine and experience different futures devoid of 
expected life-markers.  

Ultimately, the shoreline acts a locus for fears about the instability of gender 
and sexuality, a fear which is realised in the violent and destructive crossings of 
the “Turkish Tales.” However, the spatial and temporal instabilities present 
alongshore also present opportunities for different, queerer ways of reading these 
texts. In crossing between land and sea and East and West, Byron’s characters 
draw attention to boundaries, borders, and the spaces in between them, revealing 
that they are not as easy to define or demarcate as they first appear. This indistinctness 
translates into how gender and sexuality are represented in the “Tales,” with 
Conrad and Gulnare complicating and renegotiating gendered roles, and the 
homoerotic subtext of the feud between Hassan and the Giaour suggesting no 
clear distinction between love and hate or straight and queer. Transgressions in 
the “Tales” also reveal certain organising principles of space, sexuality and gender 
to be constructed and inessential, highlighting the necessity of their constant 
reinforcement and therefore their susceptibility to being challenged, changed, or 

 
33  Stilgoe, Alongshore, 2; Corbin, The Lure of the Sea, 154. 
34  Lord Byron, Lara, in The Complete Poetical Works, ed. Jerome J. McGann, Vol. 3 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1981), 214-56. 
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destroyed. By destroying the harems of Hassan and Seyd, the Giaour and Conrad 
highlight the vulnerability of coastal places – not only to the wind and the waves, 
but also to political, social, or military incursions from overseas. Therefore, the 
shoreline transgressions of the “Turkish Tales” complicate all kinds of binaries, 
borders and hierarchies, encapsulating and emphasising anxieties around 
instability. Whilst these anxieties are often realised in violent and destructive ways 
in the poems, they also offer an opportunity to explore different ways of being for 
certain characters – ways of being which we might today read as queer.  
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