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The English Association

The objects of the English Association are to promote the knowledge and appre-
ciation of the English language and its literatures, and to foster good practice in 
its teaching and learning at all levels.
 The Association pursues these aims by creating opportunities of co-operation 
among all those interested in English; by furthering the recognition of English as 
essential in education; by discussing methods of English teaching; by holding lec-
tures, conferences, and other meetings; by publishing journals, books, and leaflets; 
and by forming local branches.

Publications
The Year’s Work in English Studies. An annual bibliography. Published by Blackwell.
The Year’s Work in Critical and Cultural Theory. An annual bibliography. Published 
by Blackwell.
Essays and Studies. An annual volume of essays by various scholars assembled 
by the collector covering usually a wide range of subjects and authors from the 
medieval to the modern. Published by D. S. Brewer.
English. A journal of the Association, English, is published four times a year by 
the Association.
English 4–11. A journal supporting literacy in the primary classroom, published
three times a year
The Use of English. A journal of the Association, The Use of English, is published 
three times a year by the Association.
Newsletter. Published three times a year giving information about forthcoming 
publications, conferences, and other matters of interest.

Benefits of Membership
Institutional Membership
Full members receive copies of The Year’s Work in English Studies, Essays and 
Studies, English (4 issues) and three Newsletters.
Ordinary Membership covers English (4 issues) and three Newsletters.
Schools Membership includes copies of each issue of English and The Use of 
English, one copy of Essays and Studies, three Newsletters, and preferential booking 
and rates for various conferences held by the Association.
Individual Membership
Individuals take out Basic Membership, which entitles them to buy all regular pub-
lications of the English Association at a discounted price, and attend Association 
gatherings.
For further details write to the Membership Administrator, The English Association, 
The University of Leicester, University Road, Leicester LE1 7RH.
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Abbreviations

Every ecosystem within education is full of acronyms: our niche is no 
different. Citations from the relevant website.

AAH Arts and Humanities 
Alliance

‘an association of learned societies that 
work together to promote the interests of 
the arts and humanities, particularly with 
respect to higher-education and research 
policies at UK and EU level’.

AdvanceHE AdvanceHE ‘AdvanceHE was founded in 2017 
through a merger of the Equality 
Challenge Unit, the Higher Education 
Academy and the Leadership Foundation 
for Higher Education’. 

AHRC Arts and Humanities 
Research Council

The quango that ‘funds world-class, 
independent researchers in a wide range of 
subjects from history, archaeology, digital 
content, philosophy, languages, design, 
heritage, performing arts, and much 
more’: includes English.

Alt-Ac Alternative Academic The movement which, given the shortage 
of academic jobs and the large number of 
people with PhDs, promotes alternative 
careers for those with doctorates. 

ASLS Association for Scottish 
Literary Studies

learned society

AWWE Association for Welsh 
Writing in English

learned society

BA British Academy ‘the UK’s national body for the 
humanities and social sciences – the study 
of peoples, cultures and societies, past, 
present and future’. 

BAAL British Association for 
Applied Linguistics

learned society

BAAS British Association for 
American Studies

learned society

BACLS British Society for 
Contemporary Literary 
Studies

learned society
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BAIS British Association for 
Irish Studies

learned society

BAMS British Association for 
Modernist Studies

learned society

BARS British Association for 
Romantic Studies

learned society

BAVS British Association for 
Victorian Studies

learned society

BCLA British Comparative 
Literature Association

learned society

BS18S British Society for 
Eighteenth-Century 
Studies

learned society

BSA British Shakespeare 
Association

learned society

BSLS British Society for 
Literature and Science

learned society

CEF Common English 
Forum

A lobbying and advocacy group which 
brings together various disciplinary 
organisations.

CWWA Contemporary 
Women’s Writing 
Association

learned society

DfE Department for 
Education

Government department for education 

EA English Association A national body, set up in 1906, which 
aims to ‘further knowledge, understanding 
and enjoyment of the English language 
and its literatures and to foster good 
practice in its teaching and learning’ at 
primary, secondary and higher education 
levels. It runs a range of conferences and 
prizes, and undertakes policy for the 
discipline. It has a primary, secondary and 
Higher education committee.

ECA or 
ECR

Early Career Academic 
or Early Career 
Researcher

Common abbreviation for an academic 
within five years of their PhD. We prefer 
Academic to Researcher because many of 
these early career staff are in demanding 
and often precarious teaching posts.
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EMC English and Media 
Centre

‘an educational charity providing CPD 
and innovative & award-winning teaching 
materials to secondary English & Media 
teachers’. Publisher of emagazine.

ESSE European Society for 
the Study of English

‘a European federation of national higher 
educational associations for the study 
of English… The aim of the Society is 
to advance the education of the public 
by promoting the European study and 
understanding of English languages, 
literatures in English and cultures of 
English-speaking peoples’.

HEA Higher Education 
Academy

The ‘national body which champions 
teaching excellence. We work with 
governments, ministries, universities and 
individual academics in the UK, and 
around the globe. We provide value to the 
HE sector by focusing on the contribution 
of teaching as part of the wider student 
learning experience.’ The HEA supports 
initiatives in teaching and has a 
Fellowship scheme that academics can 
join. Now part of AdvanceHE.

HEFCE Higher Education 
Funding Council for 
England

Closed in September 2018, this was the 
quango that funded many aspects of 
Higher Education in England.

IES Institute of English 
Studies

Part of the University of London’s School 
of Advanced Study (SAS), the IES is ‘an 
internationally renowned research centre, 
specialising in the history of the book, 
manuscript and print studies and textual 
scholarship’. It is developing a national 
remit to support the discipline.

KEF Knowledge Exchange 
Framework

‘The framework is intended to increase 
efficiency and effectiveness in use of 
public funding for knowledge exchange 
(KE), to further a culture of continuous 
improvement in university KE by 
providing a package of support to keep 
English university knowledge exchange 
operating at world class standard. It aims 
to address the range of different KE 
activities.’ 
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LATE London Association 
for the Teaching of 
English

Formed in 1947, ‘LATE is an active 
branch within the London and 
Hertfordshire region of NATE’. Mainly 
for teachers in Secondary English and in 
English in education. 

MLA Modern Language 
Association of America

Founded in 1883, the Modern Language 
Association of America has works to 
strengthen the study and teaching 
of languages and literatures in the 
USA. It runs a number of journals 
(including its Proceedings, PMLA) 
and conventions, including the annual 
MLA convention. 

NATE National Association 
for the Teaching of 
English

Mainly for Primary and Secondary level 
teachers, NATE promotes ‘standards of 
excellence in the teaching of English from 
Early Years to University… innovative 
and original ideas that have practical 
classroom outcomes’ and ‘support 
teachers’ own professional development’. 
In addition, it runs conferences, 
collaborations and advocacy for the 
discipline.

NAWE Nation Association of 
Writers in Education

NAWE’s mission is to ‘further 
knowledge, understanding and enjoyment 
of Creative Writing’ and to ‘support good 
practice in its teaching and learning at all 
levels’. 

NSS National Student 
Survey

Taking place in the Spring term, 
and focusing on final-year students, 
the National Student Survey ‘gathers 
students’ opinions on the quality of 
their courses’ and so helps to ‘inform 
prospective students’ choices; provide data 
that supports institutions in improving 
the student experience; support public 
accountability’.

OA Open Access Open Access is the movement to make 
academic research free to access online. 
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OfS Office for Students ‘We regulate English higher education 
providers on behalf of all students. Our 
regulatory framework explains how we 
do this, and our strategy describes our 
objectives and priorities.’ Successor to 
HEFCE, and (at the time of writing) 
its powers are still under discussion in 
Parliament. 

OLH Open Library of 
Humanities

‘a charitable organisation dedicated 
to publishing open access scholarship 
with no author-facing article processing 
charges (APCs). We are funded by an 
international consortium of libraries 
who have joined us in our mission to 
make scholarly publishing fairer, more 
accessible, and rigorously preserved for the 
digital future. All of our academic articles 
are subject to rigorous peer review and the 
scholarship we publish showcases some of 
the most dynamic research taking place in 
the humanities disciplines today… Our 
mission is to support and extend open 
access to scholarship in the humanities – 
for free, for everyone, for ever.’

PALA Poetics and Linguistics 
Association

learned society

PGR Postgraduate, Research A postgraduate undertaking a research 
degree (e.g. PhD, MPhil etc). 

PhD+ Phd plus Academics who have got their doctorates, 
but are not yet in full-time employment

PSA Postcolonial Studies 
Association

learned society



QAA Quality Assurance 
Agency for Higher 
Education 

‘an independent, not for profit 
organisation, we check that students 
working towards a UK qualification get 
the higher education they are entitled 
to expect’. Crucially, QAA offers 
‘subject-specific guidance’ in the ‘Subject 
Benchmark Statements’, which ‘set out 
the skills and knowledge that graduates 
are expected to have at the end of specific 
degree courses’. There is one for English 
(2015) and for Creative Writing (2016).

REF Research Excellence 
Framework

The REF ‘is the system for assessing 
the quality of research in UK higher 
education institutions’ and so determining 
research funding. It is a regular periodic 
exercise (the next one is 2020).

SRS Society for Renaissance 
Studies

learned society

SSML Society for the Study 
of Medieval Languages 
and Literature

learned society

TEF Teaching Excellence 
and Student Outcomes 
Framework

TEF ‘recognises excellent teaching in 
UK higher education providers by rating 
them as gold, silver or bronze. The results 
help prospective students choose where 
to study. The TEF was developed by the 
Department for Education and is carried 
out by the Office for Students. The ratings 
are judged by an independent panel of 
students, academics and other experts.’ 

UE University English The main professional body for University 
departments of English. Formerly the 
Council for College and University 
English (CCUE), it was ‘founded in 1993 
to promote the study of English in higher 
education, and to provide opportunities 
for English lecturers to meet colleagues 
from other institutions and discuss 
matters of shared concern’.
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Exploring Intersections between Creative and 
Critical Writing:  

An Interview with Elleke Boehmer
ELLEKE BOEHMER, DIYA GUPTA AND 

BÁRBARA  GALLEGO LARRARTE

Elleke Boehmer, Professor of World Literature in English at the University of 
Oxford, is both a novelist, and a cultural and literary historian. Her critical 
and creative work published in 2015 focuses on the Indian Ocean cultural 
arena, teasing out its entanglements with empire and other global webs. The 
novel The Shouting in the Dark (Sandstone Press, 2015) crafts a portrait of a 
lonely girlhood and looks at the suppression of women’s voices through its nar-
ration of the inner life of a young woman in the 1970s, set against the politi-
cal chaos of apartheid South Africa. Her cultural history, Indian Arrivals, 
1870–1915: Networks of British Empire (Oxford University Press, 2015), 
considers the English metropole through Indian intellectual eyes, exploring the 
rich textures of contact between Indians and Britons on British soil at the 
height of empire through poetry and travel writing.

Interviewers Diya Gupta and Bárbara Gallego Larrarte are doctoral research-
ers at King’s College London and the University of Oxford respectively. Their 
conversation with Elleke Boehmer at Shared Futures examined the points of 
contact between creative and critical modes of thinking and writing.

Diya Gupta (DG): We’d like to begin this interview by considering how 
rare it is for academics to also be creative writers, particularly novelists – 
and yet you have received acclaim for both! Would you consider the criti-
cal and the creative as oppositional structures of thinking? Or are there 
intersections? Is it like changing hats?

Elleke Boehmer (EB): This is the question with which my work begins, 
or that lies at its nerve centre. I used to give a very different answer to this 
question to the one I give now.

In the past, I used to think that the two kinds of writing came from 
different parts of my experience and consciousness or ‘brain’. In fact, I 
wrote creatively and critically at very different times of the day and of the 
week. The one kind of writing, the creative, seemed to have to be drawn 
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up like water from a deep well, whereas the other kind of writing, the 
critical, often arose in interaction with the writing of others.

But, as time has gone on, I see that in fact the writing comes from the 
same place if sometimes along different channels: from the same perceiv-
ing eye or brain in interaction with different stimuli from the world, and 
of course with memory.

To get me to this much happier – or at least less fractious – space, new 
work in cognitive theory and communication, on literature as commu-
nication, has been very helpful. I’m thinking here of some of the recent 
work of Terence Cave, and also of communication theorists like Deirdre 
Wilson and Dan Sperber.

It has also been helpful that creative writing has found a place on 
university courses in literature, and in research ratings. Whereas before 
creative writing was dismissed as not meeting certain scholarly standards, 
perceptions of what counts as scholarship, and the critical and philosophi-
cal insights that might be delivered by creative writing, have fundamen-
tally changed.

When I began as a lecturer at the University of Leeds in the early 
1990s, for example, creative writing was perceived across the academy as 
something that one did in one’s spare time, as a lesser mode of writing, as 
something not entirely respectable. It certainly didn’t count for the (then) 
RAE. But now that has changed: published creative writing was (justly in 
my view) counted as a kind of exploratory research on its own terms for 
REF 2014. These changes have allowed me to make some peace institu-
tionally with the different modes or roles of writing that run together in 
my brain, or in how I see my brain.

DG: It’s interesting that you refer to these connections, as our recent 
reading of the two books, Indian Arrivals and The Shouting in the Dark, 
threw up a number of parallels between them. This suggested to us that 
you were probably working on the books at the same time, though the 
links are also quite subtle. For example, there’s the idea of arrival that, of 
course, Indian Arrivals, is about. But also, has Ella – the main character 
whose perspective we inhabit – ‘arrived’ in the novel? Would you describe 
The Shouting in the Dark as a coming-of-age novel?

EB: Thank you for noticing this. It’s a link that I hadn’t yet spotted, and 
there definitely are others, though I should say they weren’t always at the 
surface of my awareness as I was writing. They appeared largely in retro-
spect. But, yes, that is definitely a link between the two books – the idea 
of arrival – and the link speaks to those ways in which writing, whether 
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creative or critical, autobiographical or historical, as here, moves and flows 
along related channels. There is, in this sense, at least as I experience it, 
no ‘left brain, right brain’ divide.

As to the idea of arrival, this was something that was very fruitful to 
explore, and I probably did so in both books in interaction with V. S. 
Naipaul’s own memoir narrative The Enigma of Arrival (Picador, 1987). In 
particular, I responded to the idea that he investigates of cultural arrival 
– that is, those cases where the physical touching down in a new place is 
preceded by anticipated arrivals in the mind. Therefore, coming to the old 
cultural metropolis, London in this case, or arriving in a place that has 
been papered over with myth and story, like South Africa in the colonial 
imagination, can be seen as arrival for the first time yet knowing the place 
from before.

This is an experience that nearly all the educated travelling Indians I 
look at in Indian Arrivals had, travelling through the Suez Canal from 
1879, or arriving in Europe and then London at the end of the nineteenth 
century. But it is also an experience that Ella and her mother in The 
Shouting in the Dark have as they travel between Europe and Africa. The 
moment of touch-down has been so heavily anticipated that it is always a 
second-hand, déjà-vu experience.

So yes, in that sense I’d agree with you that The Shouting in the Dark is 
a coming-of-age novel. It is about Ella arriving in her anticipated future, 
and claiming a place for herself in the world, in Southern Africa in par-
ticular. But it is also a family drama with all the tensions and stand-offs 
pertaining to that form. And it is a book about writing and the formation 
of a writer, as is captured in this extract in which Ella discovers the power 
of writing –

Ella pulls out the drawing pad the air stewardess serving dinner gave her. 
The pad comes along with a pencil cunningly tucked into the spiral binding 
of the pad. On the first page she writes in English:
 Either we fall out of the sky or we don’t. Either way, no amount of 
crying will help.
 She reads what she has written. She likes it: it makes sense and sounds 
wise. She has a picture of their plane up high in the sky, above the clouds, 
as if balanced on a pinnacle of thin air.
 Something about this thought gives her perspective.
 She writes a few more things.
 Up in the air, she writes. Middle of a storm. Inside a bubble.
 The effect is wonderful. Anything she writes down, whatever it is, one 
word after another, turns things quiet. What was noisy evens out, looks 
suddenly level and smooth. Mam lying there like a beast, she writes, 
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a dumb beast. The disgust she felt at seeing her restrained ebbs away. 
Writing, she is both separate from herself and steady within herself. There, 
over on that side of herself, the part of her that is being written about still 
feels what, a moment ago, the rest of her was feeling. Here, over on this 
side, she is writing what happens. Here everything is at a distance but 
everything at the same time is under her control.
 She so much likes the effect of the writing that for the next couple of 
hours she goes on putting down words with her pencil, words like zoo and 
beast and hate. Until long after the overhead lights have been switched off, 
she makes up sentences. I hate to see her lying there like a zoo beast. She 
wonders about the word hate. It comes without thinking about it. Maybe 
she doesn’t mean it. But as she puts down the letters h-a-t-e it gives relief. 
(pp. 102–03)

DG: That is such an evocative piece of writing! Is the extract based on 
your own experiences of the pleasure of crafting words?

EB: Yes, as I have probably anticipated, I approach writing very much 
as a craft, as something that involves making, shaping, piecing together 
and then, of course, re-shaping and revising. As in that passage, writing is 
so fascinating because it at one and the same time involves being in the 
ruck of the craft, as I see it, and yet removed from it, occupying the role 
of the creator who stands back, surveys what they have done, and then 
steps back in, to mould and refine the meanings made. As for Ella in the 
passage, writing involves both a poise and a stilling. Yet that poise or 
balance is full of energy pressing in on all sides. The challenge is how to 
control it, but also to be subject to it.

Perhaps this is where the juncture of the creative and the critical again 
invites attention. Writing as a critic or scholar, you do always have the 
voices of the tradition, or of other writers or critics resonating somewhere 
around the space in which you are writing. And yet you have to find a 
way of stilling those voices, or making a provisional truce with them, so 
that their potential judgement or critique doesn’t overwhelm your own 
words and perspective. It’s for this reason that revision and re-shaping is 
so important, to create a balance between the voices of tradition, and the 
new perceptions and experience you are trying to forge.

Bárbara Gallego Larrarte (BGL): Yes, and it seems that in both Indian 
Arrivals and in the novel the experience of crafting words, of constructing 
a narrative, often has the important function of working to counteract 
forms of oppression. You have argued elsewhere that the colonial process 
is not only characterised by exerting political and economic power, but 
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that it also involves wielding ‘imaginative command’.1 When you focused 
on colonised perspectives in Indian Arrivals, did you discover counter-
narratives different to those formed out of colonial power?

EB: Well, the counter-narratives of the late nineteenth century would 
probably have been more muted than those of the independence era. 
And yet sometimes, for a colonised writer to tell their own story was to 
produce a powerful counter-narrative. So that is a further parallel between 
the books, the recognition that telling your story to some extent resists 
and overturns the stereotypes that may be imposed upon you.

BGL: It also struck me that the novel has a distinct feminist reading. Ella 
seems to be trying to challenge the narrative of gender imposed on her, in 
large part by her father. He cautions her, for example, saying that ‘Cheek 
is very ugly in a girl’ (p. 37), or that she should prepare to ‘slip backwards’ 
as the boys take over, for ‘It’s what nature dictates. Women begin to 
concentrate on the things that come more naturally. The boys, the men, 
succeed instead’ (p. 193). Writing is described as a process of empower-
ment. There is that poignant scene when Ella gets one of her poems pub-
lished, and we read how ‘The pleasure of seeing her very own words in 
print grabs her by the collarbones and pulls her upright’ (p. 230). I found 
that description powerfully vivid, and I wonder if you see Ella’s use of 
writing partly as a feminist act? In a previous interview you talked about 
the novel as ‘crafting rage’.2 Is this a distinctly gendered rage?

EB: Yes, gendered rage, it powers Ella’s story, it drives her forward, this 
sense that it is wrong to be counted as lesser because of being different 
from boys. But this rage is important in another respect too, as it leads 
Ella to form common cause with others she sees as unjustly overlooked, in 
particular her parents’ garden worker Phineas whom she falls in love with.

DG: Yet another parallel is that both the novel and the critical work are 
sea-facing. Indian Arrivals starts with Toru Dutt’s poem about a beach –

Near Hastings, on the shingle beach,
 We loitered at the time

 1 Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 5.
 2 ‘Feminism 4.0 – Debate with Naomi Wolf, Elleke Boehmer and more’, 
<https://vimeo.com/141465995> [accessed 7 August 2017]
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When ripens on the wall the peach,
 The autumn’s lovely prime.
Far off, – the sea and sky seemed blent,
 The day was wholly done,
The distant town its murmurs sent
 Strangers, – we were alone.3

And Ella’s first published poem, in Dutch, features herself on a beach, 
with the waves washing away her footprints. What about this image of 
the beach interests you?

EB: Again, thanks for pointing to the link, another one that isn’t by 
design, or that I hadn’t thought about consciously before, though it 
speaks to those interconnections of writing or writings we were already 
discussing. The beach interests me a lot, and that’s obviously coming 
through here – the beach as interstitial zone, neither land nor sea, neither 
us nor them. The beach was one of the primary contact zones of empire, 
a place full of potential, for both positive exchange and trade, and yet also 
for violent encounter. The home beach or harbour was the place from 
where the coloniser-to-be set sail, directed to the wide horizon, with all 
the promise and the fear of the unknown that that represented.

Something of these associations are also, I guess, sparked in Ella’s 
poem, and in those scenes where her father looks out to sea, and relives 
his days in the merchant marine, Ella standing nearby him.

But there’s another interstitial place in the novel that’s perhaps even 
more important at least for the unfolding of the story, and that is the 
verandah, the place where the father is most often seen: this too is a place 
of encounter, of memory, of exchange and story; of being neither inside 
nor outside, neither dark nor light.

DG: To experience such places of encounter, to understand the metro-
pole, reading seems to become essential. You reveal very well in Indian 
Arrivals how the Indian literary imagination is shaped by reading English 
– for example, using Dickens as a literary lens to understand London. 
How, then, is reading an imaginative act? Can reading also be limiting or 
restrictive? In the novel, Ella is frustrated by the reference points available 
in her books: ‘Everywhere you look, there are only English gardens, beau-
tiful English girls with heart-shaped faces finding English love in English 
gardens,’ she says (p. 145).

 3 Toru Dutt, ‘Near Hastings’, from Ancient Ballads and Legends of Hindustan, 
1876/1882 (Allahabad: Kitabistan, 1941).
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EB: For me, as this might suggest, it is important to see reading as an 
active, not a passive activity. Reading involves an active engagement with 
what is being read. Ella in the novel is a reader, but an impatient one; 
she doesn’t find enough to engage with in the reading materials available 
to her. But she does find enough of interest to go on reading, to persist. 
She is also a reciter, a performer, she collages together lines from poetry 
she enjoys, and her own lines. This, too, is a meaning-making process for 
her. Reciters are also readers.

BGL: I would like to talk a bit about the connections between narra-
tive techniques in your creative and critical writing. I was very struck 
by your use of the definite article to refer to Ella’s parents. Reading ‘the 
father’ and ‘the mother’ added a note of strangeness to the narrative – I 
found it very unsettling. It is such an effective distancing technique that 
I wondered if it perhaps afforded the critical distance of the academic to 
the novel writer? Is this further support that the creative and critical are 
closer than we think?

EB: Isn’t it interesting how this question of the creative and the critical 
has formed one of the keynotes of this discussion, a thread to which we’ve 
kept coming back? On the definite article, certainly this represented a 
conscious decision, though its motivations came from the narrative itself, 
and had little to do with critical distance, though the usage did have to do 
with creating distance. I was interested in how the prose itself might hold 
the members of this family at arm’s length. Though one of my editors 
didn’t like it, and tried to persuade me otherwise, I was keen to keep on 
with the device. I wanted the reader to feel the estrangement that Ella 
also feels coming through in the language. It is another example of how 
writing, in this case creative writing, can actively engage the reader.

The definite article also connects to the translational second-language 
flavour I was trying to introduce to the prose. I was keen for the reader 
not only to share that sense of distance from her parents, ‘the mother’ 
and ‘the father’, with Ella, but also her sense of not being at home (of 
unhomed-ness) within English.

BGL: This sense of not being at home within English seems significant, 
not only for the colonial context, but also for your own experience of 
English as your second or adopted language. In the Epilogue to Sharmilla 
and Other Portraits (Jacana, 2010), you highlight how language brings to 
the foreground the condition of the migrant. You describe a feeling of 
‘linguistic outsiderness’, of ‘living in translation, on a borderline’ (p. 175). 
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Could you speak, as a concluding thought, about how this outsider posi-
tion has shaped your writing and how the English language in your work 
is shaped by other cultural awareness?

EB: It probably comes down to what it is to live bilingual, as I’ve tried 
to put it. Living bilingual (or trilingual) means that there is always more 
than one word hovering close by whenever we speak. Everything said 
has its echo in the other language, a different resonance and texture, a 
different aura of reference. Ella in fact experiences the two languages she 
inhabits as two different sensory worlds, one beige and soft, that’s Dutch 
or Netherlands, one angular and purple-coloured, that’s English.

This kind of double awareness provides incredibly fertile ground, I’d 
say, for the making of a story, where every new word represents a new 
possibility, another way of proceeding. It also represents an interesting 
way of creating characters, and managing the reader’s relationship with 
the characters, either setting them at a distance or drawing them close. 
The father’s language usage in the novel is demotic and salty, full of 
booming Dutch expletives, that is both quite bracing to read, or at least 
I hope so, and yet disturbing too. In a way, the Dutch textures of what 
he says allowed me to accentuate the violence of his speech and manner.

Throughout, it was interesting to explore how the story wound through 
different language worlds and to play on the reader’s varying degrees of 
distance from those worlds. After all, none of us really occupy monoglot 
cultures; we always encounter layers and variations of dialect and register, 
or just different kinds of English. One reviewer even asked about a glos-
sary, which I didn’t mind, because it demonstrated that this reader at least 
had felt at certain points estranged from aspects of Ella’s world. In this 
sense shared Ella’s experience of feeling unhomed in English, at least at 
first, while also being increasingly alienated from her parents, even as she 
still understood their language and dreamed in it.
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