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The Postgraduate Contemporary Women’s Writing Network was pleased to bring 
together 50 postgraduate delegates for our third biennial conference held at the 
University of Hull. Discussion and debate amongst national and international 
attendees centred around various conceptualizations of space and time, ranging 
from national and regional geographies, negotiations of bodily spaces, 
theorizations of time in narrative and feminist revisionary spaces. Encouragingly 
for the future of scholarship in the field were the different kinds of literary texts 
interrogated across the two days; speakers dealt skilfully with experimental 
novels, Welsh-language fiction, poetry and dramatic narratives. These papers 
often appeared alongside, and thus engaged with, new perspectives on the 
esteemed fiction writers whose work seems to form the staple of contemporary 
women’s writing conferences. There were strong showings for Sarah Waters, 
Emma Donoghue and Kamila Shamsie in particular. Overall, there was more 
engagement with notions of ‘space’ than ‘time’, suggesting that there is still a 
strong feeling that women writers are carving out a place in literary studies. 
 
The conference opened with a keynote from Professor Ann Heilmann (University 
of Hull), which addressed representations of 19th century science in 21st century 
women’s writing. Strikingly, this opening brought together representations of the 
body in 19th century medical texts, and reflected on how these contrast with 
postcolonial and feminist writing. Another highlight was Heilmann’s 
comparative discussion of Charles Darwin’s diary entries on the pros and cons of 
marriage with ‘The Balance Sheet’, Ruth Padel’s 21st century poetic rendering of 
that entry from Darwin: A Life in Poems (2009). 
 
The second keynote was from esteemed poet and former Welsh laureate Dr. 
Gwyneth Lewis who addressed aspects of literary tradition and women’s space 
within that structure. Lewis set out a patrilinear model of tradition involving 
tribute to precursory poets through metrical imitation before suggesting that 
such a model is increasingly flawed for women’s writing. Intriguingly, she drew 
on her own work as a writer and on the work of other contemporary women 
whose work she admired. Despite humbly admitting that this was her ‘first ever 
real keynote’, Lewis was very warmly received. 
 
While the quality and range of research was heartening, the difficult academic 
job market obviously weighs heavy on the minds of many postgraduates and 
early career researchers. A popular careers workshop delivered by Professor 
Mark Llewellyn (University of Strathclyde) at the close of the conference 
explained the ins and outs of REF and balancing teaching and research. This 
masterclass certainly left delegates feeling buoyed, and ready for the academic 
year to come. 
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