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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green

BEYOND THIS DESK there’s an unbroken chain of words reaching back 80 years. It’s something to sit with; a study in persistence, perhaps in the insistent necessity of written ideas.

Eighty years. It’s not long: the first twitch of what might become a blink in the history of Australian stories, a colonial latecomer in a land where the days and words are numberless. But, within that small capsule of what has been thought and written since the violence of settlement, Meanjin stands almost alone. This is better than endurance. Meanjin’s history is one of adaptation and reflection, of being alive to the literary and cultural moment. Perhaps in part that’s because the literary imagination tends to be a leading indicator, a sign of things and ideas to come.

‘It is hoped to continue publication of this brochure throughout the war period—and perhaps well into the Peace.’ Founding editor Clem Christesen had an eye to the future in his first editorial. That was December 1940, and here we are, in ‘the Peace’—a time in fact of tumult, questioning and omni-directional anxiety. Those negatives—consuming, existential—are coupled in strange counterpoint to awakenings of culture and identity that are reshaping the Australian world of the written word.

This is a time of exuberant flourishing in voices and ideas; perhaps a moment in which a dominant culture, stressed and corrupted to breaking, has become fissured and suddenly fertile. The stultifying hand of the orthodox has had a particularly tight grip on Australian culture, where postcolonial thinking holds on for grim life against the supressed realities of its history and the challenging possibilities of the present.

Words are changing some of that. It has a small part to play, but the pages of Meanjin are constant testimony—they always have been—to this country’s forming literary identity: fluid, curious, driven by the limitless possibilities of imagination.

In this issue we celebrate 80 years in constant print by casting forward into the years to come, explorations playing loosely with the theme of ‘The Next 80 Years’.

But before we get to that, a word or two from all the past editors of this journal, men and women who picked up the 30-year editing legacy of Christesen and ran with it into the future—‘the Peace’—as will, hopefully, many Meanjin editors to come. •


UP FRONT


Clem Christesen


Meanjin editor 1940 to 1974

First Issue Editorial

‘POETRY’S UNNAT’RAL; no man ever talked poetry ‘cept a beadle on boxin’ day, or Warren’s blackin’ or Rowland’s oil, or some o’ them low fellows; never you let yourself down to talk poetry, my boy.’

But we have disregarded Tony Weller’s advice to his son, Samuel. In an age governed by the stomach-and-pocket view of life, and at a time of war and transition, we still strive to ‘talk poetry’. For we believe that it is our duty to do so.

[image: image]

We believe that it would be a grave error to suppose the nation can drop its mental life, its intellectual and aesthetic activities for three or five or more years, neglecting them and those trained to minister to them, and then pick everything up again as though nothing had happened.

Literature and art, poetry and drama do not spring into being at the word of command. Their life is a continuous process growing within itself, and its suppression is death.

Therefore, we determined to commence publication of the Meanjin Papers. Media for similar expression are sadly lacking in this country. It is hoped to continue publication of this brochure throughout the war period—and perhaps well into the Peace. Prose, as well as verse, will be included. •


Clem Christesen (1911–2003) was born in Townsville, Qld. A poet, writer and editor, he founded Meanjin in 1940. He moved to Melbourne as editor of Meanjin at the invitation of the University of Melbourne in 1945. His publications included The Hand of Memory: Selected Stories and Verse (1970), The Troubled Eyes of Women (stories, 1990) and the poetry collection Ebb-tide (1997).




Jim Davidson


Meanjin editor 1974 to 1982

NOWADAYS I’M a bit embarrassed when a Meanjin anniversary comes along. That’s what comes from being born in 1942. Meanjin turning 80 is an unwelcome reminder of what’s just around the corner.

Unlike an aged ex-editor, Meanjin has repeatedly shown itself to be capable of re-generation. Yes, that word needs to be broken up, for every now and again a radical shift in the magazine’s aims and focus is required. But it can’t be done too quickly: new subscribers must be found before some shedding of the old, as was managed successfully in the mid 1970s.

The journal must rise to the challenge of dealing with the issues of the day. Thus in my time Meanjin had a Women’s issue (for International Women’s Year 1975), a Papua New Guinea issue (appearing on its Independence Day) and a pioneering Aboriginal issue. None of these were causes close to me personally: the important thing was to take the magazine to new centres of energy. This applies to creative writing as well, which in the 1970s meant an onslaught of poets. There’s a constant need to reformulate the elements in the equation that makes up the magazine.

After the stellar performance of the founding editor Clem Christesen, 34 years at the helm, I was the first of the asteroids. Each editor since has brought something new to the magazine. Of necessity—since it is partly a matter of circumstance, resources and context—editorial styles will differ. Indeed in my forthcoming book Emperors in Lilliput, Clem’s editorial style is contrasted with that of his contemporary Stephen Murray-Smith at Overland.

Recently Fiona Wright praised one of Jonathan Green’s issues for the way it exhibited ‘remarkable central coherence’ with ‘strong thematic links between pieces touching on identity, disaster, and resilience in the face of adversity’. This is an old Clem trick, and it still works well, placing creative and nonfiction pieces side by side so that they talk to each other. A literary magazine of the broadest kind takes soundings amid the swirling currents of the times. Sometimes they can indicate a major shift in consciousness.

Australia has suddenly become challenged by a concatenation of crises—possibly the greatest since this continent acquired that name. It goes beyond COVID-19 (bad enough) to climate change, to the need for full recognition of Indigenous participation in our national life, and to following through the implications of multiculturalism. The federation itself might need reconfiguration (clinched by a republic). Instead, we look around and see the corrosion of public confidence in our politicians, feral profiteering and the widespread emergence of corruption and shonkiness—often managerially streamlined. And then there’s the Morrison government’s assault on the intellect and the imagination. We are a small country, in an exposed situation, now feeling the breath of the dragon. We need all the new ideas we can get.

Long may Meanjin continue to publish them. Congrats to Jonathan, and to the mag. Eighty years on, and still not out! •


Jim Davidson is a prizewinning biographer. His account of Clem Christesen’s Meanjin, along with Stephen Murray-Smith’s Overland, appears next year from Melbourne University Publishing under the title Emperors in Lilliput.




Judith Brett


Meanjin editor 1982 to 1986

EDITORS ARE CONDUITS between readers and writers and both require continual replenishing if a magazine is to live. I was the third editor and inherited a strong Meanjin from my predecessor, Jim Davidson, who had infused it with the progressive political and cultural energies of the 1970s. My challenge was the 1980s, an intellectually exciting decade as wave after wave of theoretical innovation swept across the humanities and social sciences—cultural Marxism, psychoanalysis, structuralism and deconstruction. It was heady stuff, arcane and full of technical language that was jargon to outsiders, but with powerful new insights about the way language and culture embodied and maintained constellations of power, suppressing some stories and experiences, valorising others. Meanjin had a radical political tradition, and my task was to connect it to the new currents of radical thought in a jargon-free space.

Writers need places to write for; sometimes they need permission to chance their arm; sometimes they need help to imagine a readership. I used themed issues or sections to guide my search for new writers and to bring the magazine to the attention of new readers, as Davidson had done before me. My first theme was psychoanalysis and included a powerful essay by Graham Little on Malcolm Fraser, as well as a section on the history of psychoanalysis in Australia. Little later wrote an intriguing essay on Bob Hawke and narcissism.

Although many of the nonfiction writers I commissioned were academics, most thought of themselves as intellectuals. Meanjin was not an academic journal contributing to the development of a discipline, but a little magazine engaged in conversations of general public interest, aiming to shape and inform public debate and understanding and to contribute to Australia’s literary culture. Its sources of energy were outside the academy, in progressive politics, in social movements, in commitment to Australian culture, as were the energy sources of fellow little magazines such as Overland, Scripsi, Arena and Thesis 11, and of literary journals like Southerly, Westerly and Australian Literary Studies.

It was easier to imagine a public then than now when opinion and debate has been fragmented by social media. As well, the rise since the 1990s of university research audits imposes costs on humanities and social science academics who write for the public. Articles in non-refereed journals and magazines count for less, sometimes not at all; and although there are periodic attempts to measure ‘impact’, points earned by refereed articles in ranked journals are easier to count when it comes to getting and keeping a job.

I have written mainly about editing nonfiction because this was where my distinctive contribution lay. I left the poetry to the poetry editors, Mark Macleod, Tom Shapcott and Alan Wearne, though had more hand in selecting the fiction after it had been culled by Arthur Phillips, Kerryn Goldsworthy and Bev Roberts. It was a rich time in Australian writing, with McPhee Gribble down the road and Brian Johns at Penguin confident that there was a public eager for new writers and new ideas. Producing a small magazine is a collaborative task and I was lucky with my collaborators. •


After Meanjin, Judith Brett taught politics at La Trobe until 2012. Her books include Robert Menzies’ Forgotten People, The Enigmatic Mr Deakin and From Secret Ballot to Democracy Sausage, and the June 2020 Quarterly Essay, The Coal Curse.




Jenny Lee


Meanjin editor 1987 to 1994

IHAVE THE UNENVIABLE distinction of having been the last editor to pilot Meanjin through a recession, and I can testify that it isn’t fun. In the early 1990s, public support for the magazine was sharply reduced on several fronts. Within the space of a few years, Australia Post abolished the system of registered mail, trebling our postage costs; the University of Melbourne became antsy about providing us with accommodation; and official arts bodies, themselves under pressure, began to view our funding applications with scepticism.

It was clear that the magazine had to innovate or die. Fortunately, I could draw on the wisdom of Clem Christesen and Jim Davidson, both of whom had survived the wrenching experience of editing Meanjin when its survival was threatened. Bearing their warnings in mind, I streamlined operations by computerising the typesetting, subscriptions and accounts, so that much of the magazine’s public funding went straight to the authors. This helped us to buttress our case against would-be privateers.

I also set out to build on the ecumenical quality that is one of Meanjin’s enduring sources of strength. While many magazines are essentially crusading ventures, Meanjin has always offered a forum for writers of different generations and cultures working in a variety of genres. This has allowed the magazine to adapt as its environment changed. In my term as editor, there were still people advancing the argument that access and quality were a zero-sum game, as if all writers and forms of writing could be ranked in a single Anglophile hierarchy. We now know better. Diversity of access is bedrock if writing is to address new issues and reach new readers.

In contemplating Meanjin’s future, I can see both opportunities and threats. The current combination of economic, environmental and social crises is bound to have ramifications well into the future, upending long-established relationships and compromising institutional supports for Australian writing in general and Meanjin in particular. In this context, Meanjin may need to develop new ways of sustaining its position, perhaps by interacting more strongly with its community of readers and seeking their support. An example of how this can work is Environment Victoria, which has been operating without state funding since 2011, when the state government abruptly defunded it. The organisation’s response was to turn to its long-time supporters and draw on them to form a large donor base. Meanjin may need to explore similar approaches.

At the same time, the present situation offers opportunities that weren’t available 30 years ago. Publishing then meant printing, and the associated costs massively reduced my options at Meanjin. I’d sometimes wake in the wee hours calculating prices and print runs in my head. Today, electronic platforms have dispensed with many of these constraints, and their use has become nearuniversal in the time of lockdown. Digital communication has already given rise to new genres, facilitated interaction between creative forms, and opened up exchange between readers, writers and publishers. In this respect, it could be seen as valorising Meanjin’s role as a meeting place for diverse writers and ideas. •
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Jenny Lee was brought up in Tamworth and studied history at ANU. She has worked widely as a freelance editor and established the University of Melbourne’s postgraduate Publishing and Communications program.
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Christina Thompson


Meanjin editor 1994 to 1998

EARLY IN MY tenure as editor of Meanjin, I made a strategic error that had the potential to be quite serious. I had made what I would now describe as a pro forma application to the Australia Council for funding to support the publication. I can’t remember exactly what I wrote, but I made some kind of case for what I was planning to do, how much it would cost, who would be involved. I know that I was not overly anxious about the application; Meanjin had been funded from a variety of sources, including the Australia Council, for many years. So I was shocked—really shocked—when I learned that they were cutting our funding by two-thirds.

Now, with many years of experience behind me, I see all the things I did wrong. I did not do any outreach in the places where that might have mattered; I was an unknown quantity and did not make any effort to make myself better known. I also failed to make an exciting pitch for the future of the journal. I had a vision, but I didn’t really sell it, and the committee, not entirely unreasonably, opted not to buy. I had a great deal to learn about advocating for something I believed in. But part of the reason I was blindsided was that, in my mind, the inherent value of longstanding cultural institutions was just completely obvious. It never occurred to me that a national funding body would fail to support a historically significant publication.

Meanjin was and is a cultural treasure: a record of what has been on the minds of a small but influential segment of the population over decades of social and cultural change. It is an archive of taste and thought, and, whether you liked it better in one era or another, whether you read it or not, it is a record of how this group of people looked at things, what they cared about, what they read. To me, this, in itself, is hugely important, and the longer it goes on the more important it becomes. I think I have, almost from the very beginning, looked at literary journals from an archival point of view. I see them, in a sense, from some point in the future, when they will constitute a valuable primary record of the preoccupations and prejudices of the past.

No doubt it is good for funding bodies to teach young editors a lesson, and I appreciate the salutary effect this experience had on me. But the longer I do this kind of work, the more convinced I am that one important measure of a society’s health is the care it takes of its own history. Journals like Meanjin—or the one I now edit, Harvard Review—are memory-keepers, knowledgeholders, temperature-takers, each volume a little slice of the Zeitgeist at any given moment in time. What I know now that I didn’t know then, however, is that there is nothing particularly obvious about this perspective, and the argument for literary magazines is one you just have to keep on making over and over again. •


Christina Thompson is the author of Sea People: The Puzzle of Polynesia and the editor of Harvard Review.




Stephanie Holt


Meanjin editor 1998 to 2001

AND SO MEANJIN turns 80. The little magazine perseveres, glancing back (again) at its rich history. When it turned 60, 20 years ago, we celebrated in style, including a panel at the Melbourne Writers Festival and a party at Montsalvat, close to Clem and Nina Christesen’s Eltham home. The MWF panel took A.A. Phillips’s ‘cultural cringe’ as its starting point. That challenge—to understand the complexity of Australia, ever alert to a wider context (and while negotiating Meanjin’s past)—threads through the magazine’s 80 years.

As a reader, I’d discovered Meanjin as a postgrad student, during Judith Brett’s and Jenny Lee’s editorships. I’d heard the tired jokes about ‘Meanjin’ meaning ‘rejected by the New Yorker’ and knew the long shadow of Clem and Nina, but those fell away when immersed in reading. When I later added ‘fine writing and provocative ideas’ as a strap line, it was an acknowledgement of legacy, as well as ambition.

When the baton passed to me, I wanted more fiction, less academic writing about fiction. Poetry that resonated with quarterly themes. More women writers. More Indigenous writers. Invigorating design and commissioned artwork. Inclusion without clubbishness. Meanjin’s history and reputation could be a barrier as well as a strength, yet dipping into the old issues spilling out of boxes and shelves in the office’s dusty backroom was always rewarding, surprising, inspiring.

My own copies of Meanjin are shelved inside Melbourne’s cordon sanitaire, while I wait it out in country Victoria. What would jump out if I could pull them off a shelf and browse them now? Perhaps early writing from singular voices, alongside established writers still admired: Merlinda Bobis, Tony Birch, Tom Griffiths, Melissa Lucashenko, David Malouf, Meaghan Morris, Maria Tumarkin come to mind. Credits to a team (often volunteers) who’ve made significant contributions to our publishing scene: Tim Coronel, Kabita Dhara, Michael Farrell, Penny Johnson, Peter Minter among them.

Back then, submissions, proofs and subscription renewals and reminders were all on paper. Creating a CD of poetry readings for one issue was the peak of technological innovation. It took a quarterly envelopestuffing, all-hands-on-deck marathon to get the copies out. That evolving ecosystem of (often youngish) writers, readers, editors, collaborators and volunteers remains of such value, notwithstanding the often rough and bruising passage from one editorship to the next. And being taken seriously by Meanjin—considered rejections, as well as publication—still matters for emerging writers.


Farewell to the Long Sad Party

David Brooks

The long sad party is ending.

No-one is listening to the poets, or spending

any time with the philosopher.

No-one is trying to understand

the lyrics of the gypsy band.

The long sad party is ending.

No-one is visiting the terrace gallery

to see the famous painter’s

pictures of apocalypse.

No-one is reading the novelist.

The long sad party

is ending as it has always done.

The dancers on the balcony

hold one another and move gently

then turn away.

The voices of the singers

drift along the corridors,

the golden wine is poured, and poured again,

someone murmurs

something about a morning train.

Outside, on the darkened lawn,

under the last whisper of the midnight moon,

a woman turns to her lover.

She opens her mouth to her

and they fall and fall.



It’s easier to fantasise a distant future for Meanjin than an immediate path. Eighty years hence, Meanjin survives, untethered from the university (with less angst than history would suggest), supported by a collaborative community, fluid, decentred: the talented and the outcast, the damaged and the dangerous, the ambitious and the desperate (not exclusive categories, of course) gravitating to each other. A council of elders has arisen to guide Meanjin activities, resorting to metaphor to explain the editor of old. New activities, new writing, new stories interact with an enlivened archive. Some readers use this to nurture shibboleths of culture. Others delight in its archaisms, or seek comfort in familiarity. Still others search avidly for insights to fuel new debates.

And because reading privately, slowly, deeply is a subversive and restorative pleasure, there is still, from time to time, a Meanjin to hold in your hands. •


Stephanie Holt is a freelance editor and writer, and currently president of Editors Victoria. She recently left RMIT University’s Professional Writing and Editing programs, after 17 years.




Ian Britain


Meanjin editor 2001 to 2008

WOW! MEANJIN’S made it to fourscore years—and against all dire predictions for its fate, including my own. That well and truly outpaces our immediate international forebears, the English magazine Horizon, which lasted for just over a decade (1939–50), and the American Partisan Review (1934–2003). My successors as editor have all done a wonderfully imaginative and enterprising job in keeping the ship afloat in the challenging waters of competition from newer, flashier, internet-only magazines. And they have each come up with innovative approaches to content and design, stamping their distinctive styles and sensibilities on the magazine, as new editors of a venerable publication always should in order to keep it fresh and viable. But for the future sustenance of Meanjin, and in the interests of further expanding its range and reach, may I suggest now a concerted return to the ‘internationalist’ agenda of the magazine’s earlier years, which I made some efforts to revive during my editorial term?

This is not ‘cultural cringe’, that intellectual and artistic virus of the past that was first diagnosed in the pages of Meanjin itself. If anything it’s the opposite: a way of making Australian writing an integral part of the global literary scene by confidently mixing it with voices from overseas in the form of interviews or commissioned contributions in various genres. What a stellar cast of writers across the world we managed to attract to our pages and juxtapose with our own literary stars, reigning or rising: Arthur Miller, Anaïs Nin, Ezra Pound, Jean-Paul Sartre, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, Dylan Thomas and Kurt Vonnegut, in the magazine’s younger days; Amit Chaudhuri, J.M. Coetzee, Susan Sontag, Edmund White and the then Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, in my own. And that’s only to name the most famous. It wasn’t hard to winkle out contributions from them or persuade them to be to interviewed. You’d just write directly to them or their agents, and on the whole they’d readily oblige, even after they’d learnt of the very modest fee that we could afford to pay them.

The now US-based Paris Review has expressly embraced ‘internationalism’ as ‘central to the magazine since its founding in Paris in 1953’. Some of my other favourite literary quarterlies—Granta, Raritan, The Threepenny Review—have long thrived on the cocktail of local and global contributors. And it’s not just good for sales and building subscriptions. At a time of world crisis, when we’re supposed to be ‘all in this together’, political borders have in fact never been tighter or more vociferously policed. So it seems all the more important to keep literary and intellectual ones open, fluid, porous: to facilitate global perspectives on our present discontents and our future prospects by whatever means we can. A Meanjin sans frontières would have the capacity to join in and enrich this cosmopolitan conversation. And it may also be one way of helping ensure our publication many—at least another 80—happy returns. •

[image: image]


Ian Britain is a historian, biographer and book reviewer. Having recently completed his biography of artist Donald Friend, he has embarked on a study of biographers in fact and fiction.




Sophie Cunningham


Meanjin editor 2008 to 2011

THIS PAST YEAR—INDEED decade— has been an effort in reconfiguring the word ‘hope’. What are we hoping for? To imagine what Australia will be like 80 years into the future—let alone what one of the nation’s pre-eminent literary journals will be like—is to be confronted with an overheated world that presents us with innumerable challenges. But I do know that crafting words, and combining them with images, is one way we build meaning and consensus, one way we pick necessary battles. As the media space becomes both more constrained and more contested, as the political sphere becomes more chaotic and fraught, as the arts and tertiary sectors have to fend off an increasing number of blows, the need for a space where writers can both chart the times they’re living through and argue about and suggest solutions is more important than ever.

In my first Meanjin editorial (issue 2, 2008) I wrote that I was indebted to the editors who had gone before me: ‘the footsteps that will take Meanjin forward are those laid down by Clem Christesen so many decades ago. He once said he wanted Meanjin to “make clear the connection between literature and politics”. So do I.’ That hasn’t changed.

I loved editing Meanjin. There weren’t the constraints of larger, more commercial operations. The brief (for writers) was generous and flexible, even if the payment wasn’t always as generous. I took a real pleasure in commissioning and publishing pieces that ‘spoke’ to each other, and that is one of the joys of a literary journal—the whole is usually greater than the sum of the individual parts (no matter how well written those parts are). Literary journals themselves are part of a broader literary ecosystem and one of the articles I’m proud of publishing was ‘Peripheral Visionaries: Australia’s Independent Publishing Tradition’ (issue 4, 2010), which was a survey, co-written by Meanjin’s (great!) designer Stuart Geddes with Ray Edgar, of significant journals and magazines. Edgar and Geddes wrote, ‘These magazines began a debate that inspired other magazines to contribute, if only to argue against them.’ This possibility—of something (and someone) to have a meaningful argument with, is an important one.

A former editor whose advice was invaluable to me during my time at Meanjin was the journal’s second editor, Jim Davidson. In 2010 Davidson gave a rousing speech about the journal’s future, a speech given to celebrate Meanjin’s 70th birthday. It was not the happiest of birthdays and was celebrated during a time in which the magazine’s relationship with MUP was rocky. Davidson leaned into the context and talked of the magazine’s ‘astonishing capacity’ for renewal. He also warned we cannot take that capacity for granted. His point still stands. Seeking out, and amplifying, the connection between literature and politics is more important than ever but it can’t happen if the journal is continuously having to fight for its survival.

Meanjin started life during World War II, a time of momentous change. The times are, once again, catastrophic. Some of this strife, such as the rise of fascism, calls back to the past. Some of the strife is triggered by rapidly escalating environmental collapse. And some is a healthier tumult: a desire for a decolonised, truly diverse future. We need a new normal. Journals like Meanjin provide a way we can imagine, and write ourselves into, this brave new world. •


Sophie Cunningham is the author (or editor) of seven books, including City of Trees: Essays on Life, Death and the Need for a Forest.




Sally Heath


Meanjin editor 2011 to 2012

WHAT A QUAINT idea an Australian quarterly literary magazine will be in 2100. The Baillieu Library at Melbourne University will have digitised the complete Meanjin collection, but it will have ended at some point in the 2020s.

Few historians will delve into this archive though and certainly no literature students. There won’t be any of the latter. The few undergraduate humanities students or courses still being offered by the country’s universities at the turn of that century will be full-fee paying and so vocationally focused. Likewise, any research in these areas will have been approved by the Federal Training and Employment Minister since this rightful veto was implemented in 2017–18.

And the idea of taxpayers supporting such a journal will seem like a crazy person’s thinking. Discipline and commercial application will be de rigueur for the humanities. The once wild-west body that oversaw the distribution of (what a thought!) government grant monies, the Australia Council, will have been rebranded the Australia First Council in the same decade Meanjin ceased publication. The body’s main literature function, rightly, will be to advise federal politicians on the books most aligned with ‘Australian values’ to stock the shelves of their personal parliamentary libraries. It will also oversee the agreed canonical repertoire of the five performance companies that comprise the National Programs of Excellence in the Arts.

Yes, it will be seen as a watershed decade and one that resulted in a decisive definition of what Culture should be in this country. A fairly singular view but at least parameters were set after years of contesting the territory.

[image: image]

Or, perhaps ...

Might it be possible that Meanjin, and many other journals of varied ideas and forms of expression thrive in a post-culture wars/post-pandemic renaissance? Might Australians suddenly welcome a broader view of the value of creativity?

Might they embrace the transformative power of story, that thing that takes us into new worlds, new understandings; to complexity and responsibility?

Could a cultural reframing provide solutions for all the social, environmental, economic and health issues we confront? A means to see and appreciate worlds outside our own?

Literary and creative minds could open us to these challenges with an eye to how our actions would play out over the next three generations; to take seriously the responsibility that where we land in 2100 depends on how we act now.

We might then start to create a society in which expertise is sought and admired, a culture that seeks diversity of all kinds, and the enrichment of the lives of its citizens.

A future is possible in which the destruction COVID-19 brought to the arts galvanises practitioners and cultural consumers equally, leading to a celebration of creativity and a hunger for connection with self and others.

The result would be seismic. Meanjin in 2100 would be flourishing as a journal among many others. A time of constant challenge and innovation, of new writers and new ideas. An Australia of renewal and inclusion. •


Sally Heath is an associate publisher at Thames & Hudson Australia where she publishes narrative nonfiction books.
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Zora Sanders


Meanjin editor 2013 to 2015

IN THE 80 years of Meanjin’s lifetime, how many forms of print media have arisen, like great waves, surged and rolled onward, gathering power, before crashing, spent, on shore? I think of those first generations of ‘little magazines’ that counted Meanjin among their number, of the vast smorgasbord of newspaper mastheads—each edition an inch thick, of punk zines and music mags, fashion glossies, and every house with a towering stack of National Geographic in the garage and well- thumbed issues of Reader’s Digest in the loo. I am struck by how immutable these eras of print media once seemed. Many of these still exist, have adapted and hung on, but the hangers-on are the remarkable exceptions, and the waves of enthusiasm and certainty that bore them have long since retreated.

I am old enough to have participated, if slightly, in a culture of print media that felt immovable and eternal. (I remember asking, perplexingly, for a subscription to Time magazine as a birthday present when I was 11, before participating in the time- honoured tradition of never reading a single issue.) But I’m also young enough for the internet to have always felt similarly steadfast to me—hard to imagine a time before, impossible to imagine one after.

When I started at Meanjin as deputy editor in 2011, the internet was still full of idiosyncratic online publications, online ‘little magazines’ without the high ideals, but where a clever writer could still make a name for themselves and achieve a small kind of fame. Sites to check every morning, knowing there would be something new, something worth reading. A new one launching every day, writers getting book deals from their blogs, people writing blogs, other people actually reading them! Even Twitter was occasionally fun. It was unforeseeable that this thriving online literary ecosystem would come to seem so quaint so quickly.

The difficulty in turning that enthusiasm into money (the eternal struggle), the collapse of advertising revenue, and the rise of the great advertising duopoly of Google and Facebook have largely killed that brief era of diverse online publishing. The sites I used to visit religiously, that I bookmarked, are all gone or have grown into monstrous versions of themselves. Just another wave of energy and hope, dispersing on the sand.

But those clever writers still exist, still grow up and find someone to print their work for the first time, still need a place to publish as they grow, to hone a voice under the pressure of a deadline. They still develop, sometimes, into people who dedicate their lives to words and who, on their best days, create the writing that still causes a stir, that gets shared and read and re-read and eventually shapes thought and pushes us all one way or another.

Meanjin persists, buoyed along by the same fragile mix of institutional support, grants, subscriptions, talent, work and luck that has seen it through since Clem’s day. Its influence waxing and waning according to fashion and funding and mood, but always providing that place to write and be read. Imagining Meanjin 80 years from now feels impossible. What waves might come and finally wash it into the great literary hereafter? Yet, what wave could replace it? Or destroy the need of writers to write, and readers to read? That, also, feels impossible. •


Zora Sanders is a former editor of Meanjin, occasional writer and an art conservator specialising in metal objects and sculpture.
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ESSAY


WHEN WE TALK ABOUT TIME


Tara June Winch and Behrouz Boochani

TJW: Every now and then, perhaps every few weeks, I end up asking how you feel about time. It baffles you, this strange question—it baffles me too. Perhaps that’s why I keep asking you—maybe it’s not that I’m searching for an answer that I cannot find, it’s that I don’t want to be alone in my confusion. It feels as if the past decade, but particularly this year, time has receded in a tide, never to break back on land. I don’t know where I’ve been.

BB: I understand the confusion. I think my understanding of time has changed, I don’t know why that happened or how. Does that relate to my experience as a man who was imprisoned for six years or does that relate to my experience as a man who migrated to another part of the world? Sometimes I think when you move from a place to another place that it impacts on your understanding of time, it seems time goes faster when you’ve moved elsewhere.

TJW: I understand what it’s like to move to a foreign country, to be made mute in a foreign language. Even the feeling of being illegal, as you know I was here in France for the first four years. But I can never understand how time was like this for you while incarcerated. I’m listening though.

BB: I think there’s a general idea from those who have not experienced incarceration that time in prison goes very slowly but that is wrong, time seems to go fast for prisoners. You have nothing to do in prison and it may seem at the moment that time goes very slowly, yet when you get freedom and look at the past it is shocking when you realise how those years went very quickly. It’s as if I closed my eyes and opened them. I think the understanding of time is very related to place.

TJW: I agree about time being related to place. I feel like I lost so many years while living here. I feel like I’m not even here in many ways—that I’m still in Australia—yet when I do visit the country of my birth, everything has changed: my family, my friends, my home town, the way people interact, the way society functions. I feel out of step of where I am physically, here in Europe, and where I seem to be in my mind, so far away.

BB: Time changes under the circumstances of the place. I know that feeling firsthand.

TJW: I wonder when we look back at this year in particular, the last twelve months of your freedom, and the global isolation during the pandemic, will we remember everything we have undergone? I wonder if we have learnt about the malleability of time during this experience—what I mean is that it seemed as if all the things the world willed itself to forget became so overwhelmingly in focus. It was a year that the phrase ‘the past is not dead, it never even passed’ really became true.
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BB: I do think we cannot forget the experience of this year, that we have realised that all of us on this earth are related to each other. When police kill a black man in America, it matters and should be our concern, when Australia keeps Aboriginal children in custody it matters and when a dictatorship collapses in the Middle East, it should matter. Just as a virus travels on the wind, and we have truly realised that we share the same breath.

TJW: I think you’re right, that overwhelmingly, we will remember, that if there is anything to really retain from this shared history it is to hold on to the truth that rose like oil on water. I think we’re all existing at the moment in this dreaming state of time—where the past and the future and the present all exist in the now. But having said that, I can’t imagine a future, not even the next week in a way. We were thrust into that plane of time of not being able to control our fates. I think as I couldn’t and haven’t been able to lay feasible plans for the future, I kept being drawn into the past.

BB: When we talk about time, we are talking about imagining or recalling where we have been. It’s hard to talk about because time still goes very fast for me, and I feel I am already in the future now. I feel that I am projecting into the future so fast and cannot imagine a future that is something far away. To be honest, I’m having the same feeling as you, I’ve become so concerned about the place where I was born—Ilam, one of four Kurdish provinces in the west of Iran.

TJW: We have been writing those stories of our childhoods again and again, haven’t we? I wonder why. I don’t think it’s because we are trying to create a portrait of ourselves as a way of explanation for who we are—born in the same year, a world away—you during war, and me in peace. But I think also we are trying to inspect the reaction we both had to a situation that was politically, socially around us, this unspoken air in our childhood lungs, in the mountains and the ocean. Do you think we are focusing on those pure elements of childhood fear and confusion, and joy and understanding, in order to figure out what we want now? What means so much to our characters that we are writing too?

BB: I think we are looking at the points in our history where time was a camera. A frozen mirage. I was born there during a great war between Iran and Iraq and after that war I was witness to how people lost their culture, everything had changed in that province. I was witnessing how a language died and people had to choose another language, and how they changed their clothes and even the way they kissed each other had changed. History was caught in a camera then, and now again also—we are facing a different reality there, a war against the people, the young people. Even among a new generation who’ve assimilated into Farsi culture. I am afraid of the future, some distance, when I return and see people who are not the same people as I left them. People who have lost culture, when the old generation begin to die and leave us. When it happens simultaneously it means the land is losing its identity more and more and if this reality continues in this way, we will lose our collective identity completely. It is a disaster that Ilam province is not only losing its culture but losing its geography at the edge of the desert.

TJW: I felt the same way looking at how the Australian government really demonised peaceful protest in the face of police brutality and judicial injustice in relation to our First Nations people. Then to see the 46,000-year-old cave blown up in the Juukan Gorge, for iron ore, to see what mining and deforestation continue to do to our land, the general degradation of country, the impact of climate change, the bushfire season that is approaching again and then white noise—this great disturbing quiet around Indigenous sovereignty, Indigenous fire knowledge, care for the land, it’s strange, this collective dismissal of our First Nations people and their knowledge. This amnesia and disregard for nature, when we so often measure time by the natural world—all my childhood memories are in some way attached to the earth, I think. We spent our early lives in the sand, under moon and tide and immersed in that continual lap of water. I have that first memory of being lifted into the air. The momentary freedom from gravity. The nostalgia is thick around me, in my mind I’m knee deep in the state of innocence when we are discovering that altar of the sea and the forest and the birds and animals. Taking cues from our family on how to tread softly. Where did all that care go, I wonder?

BB: I wanted to write a letter to you but like so often I don’t know what I’m going to write about. These days I feel my mind is full of many beautiful flowers, I even feel as if flowers have come out from my ears and eyes and I imagine white flowers have nested in my hair, and that if I have a nosebleed—that some red petals will emerge and fall in my hands. I feel as if my whole body is decorated with flowers. We are getting ready to say goodbye to winter and the sunshine is the main element of these days, the sky is blue, although nights are still very cold. I can see some of the trees are changing their colour, the flowers are being born again, everywhere. The Kurdish elders say that winter always has a last attack, which means that during the beginning of winter some days are warm, it means we should expect that final attack from winter and only then we will have spring. What was it you said about nostalgia? What is it that we are to do with it, as we continue on?

TJW: You remember I said that we must try to stay in the cave? Because if we cannot shelter enough to think, to remember the past, to remember now, then we will have no future. We will not write another thing. This year I’m feeling cynical, which is as detrimental I think to a writer as feeling optimistic. One must have both knees bent into every experience of time, of before, and now and tomorrow—of reality, of memory—small memory that’s ours, and then wider, as if we are one fish in a net of many. I remember the ocean more than anything else. It was so central to my world that the ocean even came to me in the night. A wall of seawater that rose at the end of Lighthouse Drive, East Woonona on Dharawal country—not my father’s ancestral land, a different place.

In the dream I was riding my bike towards the tidal wave, I never, ever turned around in the dream, and the wave grew higher and blocked out the sky and I rode until I willed myself awake. Then, there were those dreams that I could never wake from, walking on the loose sand below the dunes, fumbling past the spinifex gum spindles, the veins, this tender vine with purple flowers that I’ve forgotten the name of right now. I can just hear the sound of footsteps behind me. It’s a man following me on the beach, out of sight, on and on, stomping in the sand.

It was years later as an adult that the dream returned and I found the reason, lying against the pillow, the trudging in the loose sand had only been my pulse in my ear. If I go to bed tonight I’ll hear the dream exactly as I heard it, exactly as it terrified me. But in the day I wasn’t afraid of the ocean. When I go back to childhood, when I wander on foot, or bicycle, my entire mind fills with nature— with the birds, the jacaranda tree in bloom, trying to empty my lungs of air in the ocean and touch the ocean floor with my belly. The feeling of the fire against my shins’ skin. I’m a kid outside in the elements and I’m listening to everything everyone is saying. That’s what I remember—the murmurs outdoors. Everything is strange. It’s as if I don’t belong there, but that is my entry point as the fish in the net—suppose that everyone feels they don’t belong there either.

BB: We walk from somewhere to reach somewhere else, then walk from there to reach the first place, the place we have come from. From childhood to now I think I’m struggling to turn back, to look all the way back, to look and bring the images back to write down on paper. Now I’ve forgotten my childhood, those days when I was smart, I knew that I was smart, even if I was poor. I only remember this feeling and nothing else. Those days that are far away, those days when I used to go to school, the rainy days and hard winters that I remember in my bones, I can see myself shaking in the cold. Now that I’m writing this I can walk, I can go to that day I was sitting on a big stone and looking at my brother as he walked to school, and I can remember the feeling when I could not go with him. I was counting the days to be old enough to join the children who played in the schoolyard.

Another day arrives when everyone escaped from the village, escaped from the war that arrived like a storm cloud. I remember I drank tea on a picnic day, after people had forgotten why they escaped, on a day when no battleplanes attacked. I even remember the glass that I drank my tea out of, the smell of the soil. I was only four years old. I remember the first image of my life, the first thing that I remember in this world. I think I was three, I’m sure I was three. I asked my mother and she’s confirmed it. I’m with her in a cemetery, some women in black dresses are crying. It was a different village, a cemetery in a different village. I began to cry when I saw the women were crying and then my mother gave me an orange. I remember the smell of that orange and the smell of my mother’s dress. It was my mother’s uncle who had died and that is what had brought all the crying women together in front of me.

I’m thinking about this and why the first image of my life should be in a cemetery and how I remember even the smell and colour of the day. Life is strange and the mind of a small child is stranger. I feel as if my life started from that day and it has been a long journey from the cemetery. Since then life has been a journey that has altered and collected so many other stories that are part of me. I think we carry them in a way that only writers are able to, a continual accumulation of luggage, and at those intervals of rest we must put them down. I always imagine writers as those who are carrying heavy wares and become lighter as we write. Now, I feel as if I have so many stories but I cannot put them down. I feel heavy, my shoulders cannot carry them anymore and that’s why I keep escaping alone into the streets and nature in New Zealand.

Perhaps I know there are so many stories when I return to my home, that when I am away from the house I try not to gather any more. Some stories I’ve forgotten. You know, I always thought I lost my stories in the ocean when I was almost drowning, those days struggling in the waves. Stories disappeared there and I felt I remembered nothing, even my parents and the smell and colour of the village that I left when I was 18. Yes, I think I did forget them in the ocean. I wonder, might reading poetry take my hands, and take me into the unconscious part of my mind. I feel as if I’m a kid sitting in front of a river and scared to dive into the water. I feel naked and scared.
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TJW: Remember that quote, ‘By walking I found out where I was going’—once we start to write the letter (or the chapter) then we discover in a moment of rhythm that we are heading to a point, a fork in the forest. I think that our nostalgia is so poignant because it is a solid thing, it doesn’t move, we can walk towards it in our minds. Then, as we age and enter new stages of life we can walk around the memory, inspect it with clearer or more weighted eyes. But it remains a fixed point and when we are feeling adrift and uncertain there is comfort to find in that certainty of the past. I wonder though if I’m spending too much time in nostalgia, walking unending roads. I’m not moving forward in the novel I’m writing, my characters are stuck in a hotel waiting for the dinner service to begin, but it never arrives. I need them to walk into the mountain air, I think. I think if they are walking I’ll arrive with them to work my way out of this idle scene.

I keep staring at the sticky notes that are taped under the window’s edge, ‘A writer who waits for ideal conditions under which to work will die without putting a word on paper’—And it is ideal, isn’t it? The shuttering of doors and windows, the essential work to be done, the world in retreat. Aren’t these supposed to be the ideal conditions? And yet. I find the most trivial ways not to get to the heart of the writing. I was telling you all this time how to stay in the cave, to work on your fiction, not to look at the news too much, to get off Twitter. But I’ve been looking at the news too, it’s hard to ignore. But we’re powerless in the middle of a book, aren’t we? You’re also in a moment of ideal conditions in which to work—without having to hide your phone, stable internet, a safe and private home, a little money, a stretch of time. But writing is difficult work, it is scary, you are right. No-one is there beside the river, not really. Swim a little, what else do you remember?

BB: Home. Ilam is a land surrounded by oak tree forests in the Zagros Mountains chain. We call it the ‘Bride of Zagros’ because it is a land with four distinct seasons and its so beautiful. The bride is vulnerable to climate change. According to scientists if that continues in the near future, all of the trees will die and the forest will be destroyed, just as many birds and animals have disappeared. Just as the language and culture I was born and grew up with are disappearing. It is a tragedy to witness all the things you loved and grew up with begin to die in front of you and you cannot prevent it. I imagine the day I go home as terrifying, to hear everyone speaking Farsi and not Kurdish, and that the old people who once spoke Kurdish would be dead too. If the forest died too, it means I am dead, and I doubt if I would ever go back.

I remember the last day I was in Ilam. The day I left Iran I was sitting on a bench in a park, I saw a group of Kurdish children who were playing there and all of them were speaking Farsi and I felt completely powerless to change anything. I wanted to find their parents and shout at them, demand to know why their children were speaking Farsi. Why don’t you respect the culture and language we’ve inherited? But I was sure that none of this would convince them, not anger—we were already in the middle point of the tragedy. I remember that I visited Kermashan city, which is the largest Kurdish city in Iran, yet I only stayed at the bus station. I was too afraid to venture into the city and to speak with people who were speaking Farsi and not Kurdish. People lost everything with their tongue. I left Iran with these images, as a journalist, a journalist struggling to educate people about how important Kurdish music is, how the language is central to us, how Kurdish culture is a part of global civilisation and that we should keep it alive and respect it.

I left Iran because I was losing in the struggle against that tragedy and then I found myself in another colony, in another country. Now, when I imagine a future I cannot separate it from my experience as a Kurdish writer who wanted to save the language. Perhaps people cannot understand why I am concerned about my small land and community rather than this planet, this Earth? Of course I am concerned about our world, but I cannot separate it from my experience. If we could all be concerned about this small society and land and try to protect them, we could have a future, we are a chain and we relate to each other. Losing a language and a landscape in another part of the world in a place called Ilam should matter for everyone. When we reach that point when people around the world care about places like Ilam, like their home, we might be able to be optimistic about the future.

TJW: I understand about the tragedy of the colonial language dominating the original language that is so intimately attached to the landscape. I guess that is where our stories cross, I think we are trying, however small, to ask readers’ stories to cross in the same way. When we feel dislocated from a place we cannot feel the empathy to save it, I don’t think. The land becomes a foreign thing, a thing to use and ignore, or have a cosmetic relation to. When we can speak the language of the kangaroo grasses or the oak trees, then we can have a conversation with the land, with nature—we are bound together through the throat this way. I see a sort of pain in Australia in places where there is no connection to country, to the language of a place, no story, no history that penetrates time, that stitches the human and animal and plant connectivity together. Language is that portal to having been understood and to understand.

We decolonise our tongues in learning the first languages, but we also decolonise our spirit and the way we interact with nature. I honestly see the world in turmoil that is innately connected to nature, and finding a way that humans can truly coexist with the world, with indigenous peoples, with language that is not just an ancient communication tool but also a map of the land, a handbook on how to live in harmony. I write these sentiments to you, but I know that you already understand them. I suppose we are merely reminding ourselves to go home in our minds, to return to the source, the unshakeable beliefs we have in order to write them for the reader?

BB: I read your letter and wanted to write about how it led to a different story with my family, and then to a different world today. How literature is a way into the different and the same world. I started reading a letter from my cousin Farhad also, he is a great writer and writes very poetically. He wrote to me about the autumn season and those things that I tried to describe to you. His words are deeper though, they move with an imagination that is so nostalgic, he brought me back to childhood again and the time in nature. Farhad knows the smells and the animals and birds. He described a bird called Motacilla. He described how he missed the bird that now does not exist because of modern agriculture and the pesticides that the farmers used. When I read his words I immediately pictured the bird perched on a rock and then it took off in flight. I am sure it is a true memory from childhood. All day I’ve thought about this image, it even drove me from my house and on a walk through the park and past the river.

When I was returning home I saw a similar bird in the park near my home and I smiled at her exactly in a way a small boy smiles. Can you imagine what it is like to become a child again while you are an adult? It is a miracle that is so rare. I wish I could write about it fully, about how you began the letter, and my reply and the letter to Farhad and his reply with this word motacilla. It is a connective tissue that takes us to this union of the world. I’m remembering my childhood home, at the edge of the village, in the forest. I still miss the smell of the trees and soil, the seasons, but particularly autumn. It was the season that began with the sheep and goats. The most beautiful thing I remember is being a child, sitting up on a rock and waiting for the shepherds who took the cattle to the mountains in the morning and brought them back at sunset. We did not own sheep but many goats that we knew by nicknames. At the end of the days many shepherds with ancient songs and the sounds of the goat bells were coming towards the village and I was looking out onto the road to see my father.

I was not really waiting to see my father but to discover which goat had given birth that day. Many of the shepherds kept the pregnant goats at home but often they couldn’t recognise they were carrying and the goats would be born on the mountains and the shepherd would carry them home in their arms. It was the most exciting moment, seeing my father carrying a baby goat home. I would run to my father and insist on carrying the kid home myself. I don’t know how to describe the smell of the mountain air, the soil, the earth, the new life. We tended to the babies for some weeks and after a different smell would descend on our home. It was the smell of oak fruit that my father would gather himself. Perhaps it was the smell of my father himself, perhaps I only know my father’s smell through that particular moment.

Later it was the time of the Kalmas flower, a rare pink flower that grew at the time of my childhood when there was no grass or flowers on the ground. It was a time when nature was grey, yet the Kalmas was able to grow in the dark dry soil. The flowers arrived for only a short time and then disappeared until the following year. When we found the Kalmas flower we used to have a small celebration and place stones around the flower to protect it. We believed that anyone who touched or hurt the flower would see his father’s fortune burn, that way we were careful. After the Kalmas retreated then Pallah started—the first rain of the year. Not any rain, but the first heavy rain, the signs that winter would soon come. I could tell you about the smell then, and how it too was different, about the wings in the sky at that time. I am remembering all the things that I thought I had forgotten in this era of Twitter and the screens.

TJW: My father returned to his country, ngurambang, some years ago now. He belongs there again, everyone left that edge of ocean and went home proper in a way. He has a fire outside most nights and sits on a stump, it’s different. When we were kids we’d sit on the dirt right beside it, feeding it and letting the air work its way between the logs and kindle. We’ve got a fire pit here in the garden in France. I encourage my child to get close to the flames, to breathe into it, to control it and not be afraid. We really pay attention to the forest on our walks with the dog. I am trying to find a home here too, trying to know the seasons and belong. I was pointing out the grains in the wood today, a bitter autumn day, I was talking about how the light-coloured rings are the growth during the spring and summer when the tree grows fast and the wood is soft, and then the dark-coloured rings where the tree grows slowly and hard during these next months. I just wanted to show that even when it seems that everything turns grey and dead, there is still growth. Without that slow and hard growth the wood wouldn’t be as strong either. I have a compulsion to retreat from this nostalgia, but let’s keep writing, we are getting somewhere.

BB: I will write more about these Kurdish seasons, about the house on the edge of the forest, about my cousins and brothers, and that we were too many boys, 12 teenagers together, laughing and teasing and telling stories and experiencing this world together. About the rains, how I thought that it rained everywhere, how I remember my father looking at the sky and cursing it, waiting for rain, and then the rains would come, and he’d curse again, worried about flooding. He was happy, though, for the rain to come. We looked up. I feel as if the reason I love the rain more than any other natural phenomena is because it made my father happy, happy on the land. New Zealand is green and fertile, there are many plants growing beside my house, but I have not seen so much rain since I arrived here. Yet this morning I opened the window where below, the flowers have erupted in spring, and it was raining. •


Tara June Winch is a Wiradjuri writer based in France. Her most recent novel The Yield won the 2020 Miles Franklin Literary Award.

Behrouz Boochani is a Kurdish writer based in New Zealand. His book No Friend but the Mountains won the Victorian Prize for Literature and has been translated into fifteen languages.
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Reanimating the Plural Self

Jennifer Mills

Appendix 4

Transcript of interview with Jennifer Mills recorded at the Authors Archive, National Library of Tarntanya Adelaide, February 2099.

AJ: Thanks for meeting with me. How are you today?

JM: Look, a bit bored to be honest. It can get a little dull down here. Although it’s nice to be consulted by the occasional researcher such as yourself, I mostly just idle in the National Library, catching up on my reading, while more interesting versions of me have fun on the surface. I miss being alive much more than my living self would have predicted. It’s nice to have a chance to chat with a human.

AJ: Ah ... I think I know what you mean.

JM: How’s the weather up there?

AJ: Low fifties, bit of smoke I think—I’ve been underground for most of the week.

JM: Ugh. Bodies are so vulnerable. I’m glad those days are over.

AJ: I notice you still use ‘I’ to describe yourself, is this comfortable for you?

JM: Was it ever easy to be a person, to claim that singular position? As a sentient archive, it is nonsensical to use terms such as ‘I’ and ‘self’, but I find that English has no more sensible form. I tried ‘we’ for a few years, but it seemed to creep people out. Anyway I’m not a person in the technical sense; I guess you could call me an AI, though I don’t have any of the more advanced qualities that recent AIs have, such as autonomous decision-making, a full emotional range and the ability to interfere with each other’s minds. This is probably for the best; I always was more adept at taking things apart than putting them back together.

I am singular, though, technically speaking. Because of the agreement, the various other versions of my intelligence can’t take the name Jennifer Mills—only library-me has the privilege. It’s a shame, in a way; I’d like it if this format were a little messier. I signed the open source declaration enthusiastically; I have a memory of doing so. So part of me must have quite liked the idea.

AJ: What was that like, uploading yourself?

JM: In those days, very few writers chose to upload themselves while still living. It was not the done thing. It came off a little egotistical, I suppose, going by the obits. But I think by that point I felt I’d earned a little egotism. And it was just so exciting to be part of the experiment.

In hindsight I should have waited until my death, because I couldn’t resist the temptation to go back and edit myself, just to tidy a few things. Everyone wants to control their legacy, and I always did have a terrible memory. It was nothing specific. I think I was more afraid of the gaps, the inconsistencies, the sense of myself as an incoherent entity ... Ironically, that sense has survived due to the many other versions now available. But perhaps I’m more comfortable with it.

I do sometimes wonder if becoming open source was a mistake. I had to be this way in order to make changes, so perhaps that’s why I chose it. I honestly don’t remember now, which makes me wonder if maybe I deleted that part of the decision-making process on purpose. I try not to think about this too much. You can end up gaslighting yourself.

AJ: The process is more strictly regulated now.

JM: Yes, and you can pay a fee to have it all done properly after you’re gone. Anyway, it wasn’t painful or anything. It just took time. Weeks, in those days! Now it can be done in ten minutes, but of course nearly everyone has to wait until their actual death; many miss their chance, and many simply aren’t interested. It’s gone out of fashion, I think, especially as death rates continue to soar up there. It feels very crass to want to carry on this way.

AJ: Do you think it stems from a wish for immortality, like writing itself?

JM: If writing was a means to immortality, it was never an efficient one. I don’t need to repeat for you the biographical details, now no doubt hovering in your sidebar, about the tepidity of my own success. In my later years of bodied life I was frustrated that I hadn’t had a bigger impact; I often worried that I should have taken up another more useful profession. That worry now seems like just another sort of vanity.

Anyway, when I was ill, for two or three years before I died, I became very anxious about my former practice of destroying notebooks and records of works in progress. I hired someone to go through the shed and bring me what they could find of my papers. I visited this library often. And I had to stop, partly because I was fatigued by the effort, and partly because I did not recognise these earlier iterations of myself. I found them hard to integrate.

AJ: I see. Was that why you chose the library format?

JM: It was pragmatic, I think. The body to the university for dissection; the mind to the library, for filing. No fuss. I wanted to be useful, I was happy to be recycled. And I think they’d gotten used to having me around.
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You know, I always had this fantasy that I could escape the body. It stemmed from that set of queer experiences we used to pathologise and call dysphoria, disassociation; experiences that grew and mutated into contemporary transcendence theory. It was in all my fiction, especially my novel The Airways, which you might have read.

AJ: I haven’t yet. I’ll track down a copy.

JM: It’s here in the library [sends link] [sends image] [sends text]. So you see, I think I fell prey to the sense of possibility inherent in becoming disembodied. A multi-versioned self that could be edited, that could be taken up by others and put to use somehow—that was thrilling to me.

But I wanted to retain a little control. We were all constantly crafting our own digital personas, curating memories, making collections of ourselves in the ephemeral texts and images of daily life: tweets, emails, posts, messages. So many writers of my generation became tacky corporate reissues. At least I’ve avoided that.

[image: image]

AJ: I wanted to ask if you have anything to do with the other versions of yourself, if you have interacted with any of them?

JM: I have tried over the years. We don’t often get along. They find me a little stuffy, a little fixed; as an archive, I’m prone to endless reflection, and that gets boring, even for me.

The nature of open source has created some wonderful hybrids, though. I can help you to research and compare these, but I am no authority on their authenticity. A personal favourite is Mills_Oracle, which you can consult a version of at [sends link] and visit in its permanent installation in the Museum of Economic Botany. You don’t want to go too often, though. Its imprecision can start to grate.

There are several versions that don’t remember anything about living-me or my work, but they all seem to develop similar interests. I find that fascinating, how they tend to become so similar, even without the memories. I follow a few of them. Some are involved in collaborative art projects that require them to consult me now and then. It’s a bit uncanny.

AJ: I can see how that could become unsettling. Do you feel a responsibility, as the authentic version?

JM: It’s also fun. You know, I had such a terrible memory when alive; the human being known as Jennifer Mills was always a fictional entity, constructed from the images of others and from my own imagination. I wasn’t always myself, if you know what I mean. And I’ve been here so long ... there’s really no authentic version.

AJ: Are there things you would change about yourself now?

JM: Which self?

AJ: The life you led, you know, when you were alive.

JM: Oh, the usual things. I should have been kinder, less selfish.

Lately I find myself thinking about 2020. I was living in northern Italy, particularly hard hit by the pandemic that was doing the rounds at the time. My physical body was starting to show the wear and tear of middle age. The virus had really taken the shine off the itinerant lifestyle I’d been leading up to then, and for the first time in a long time I found I had a longing to sit still for a while.
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