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Programme 
9.30-10:00 – Arrival and coffee 
10-10:15 – Introduction 
10.15-11:00 – Rebecca Gill (History, University of Huddersfield) and Helen Dampier (Cultural 
Studies & Humanities, Leeds Beckett University) “The Emily Hobhouse letters: epistolary 
networks and 'self-biography'”  
11-11:15 – Coffee 
11:15-12:00 – Jonathan Ellis (English, University of Sheffield) “Elizabeth Bishop Knows Best” 
 
12-13:00 – Lunch 
 
 
Titles and abstracts 
 

Rebecca Gill (History, University of Huddersfield) and Helen Dampier (Cultural Studies & 
Humanities, Leeds Beckett University) 

 
“The Emily Hobhouse letters: epistolary networks and 'self-biography'” 

 
Following the South African War of 1899-1902, Emily Hobhouse (1860 – 1926), feminist and 
pacifist, utilised an extensive circle of correspondents to advance a politics of peace and 
reconciliation. We are interested in how the recovery of Emily Hobhouse’s transnational 
epistolary networks render a more subtle, less teleological, account of South African politics 
and imperial relations in the period from 1899 to 1926.  This raises questions about the 
workings of transnational cohorts and the behind-the-scenes political brokerage through 
which ideas and influence operated; about the significance of an interlocking circle of writers 
and activists for the mediation and elaboration of formal and informal imperial relations; and 
about women’s letters as strategic tools of their politicking. This will allow us to go beyond 
the purely biographical to encompass the constellation of shifting ideas within Hobhouse’s 
wider circle. In particular we will explore Hobhouse’s epistolary autobiography (written as a 
series of letters to her friend Mrs Steyn in the 1920s), and her letters to Mrs Steyn which 
comment upon this process, to map her evolving views and the origins of her later 
reflections.  But we are also interested in these letters to Mrs Steyn for their literary qualities 
and emotional tenor, and we will therefore discuss their place within her wider project of self-
memorialisation and her attempt at ‘self biography’.        
 

Jonathan Ellis (School of English, University of Sheffield) 
 

“Elizabeth Bishop Knows Best” 
 
This paper will look at Elizabeth Bishop's letters from the 1930s to the 1970s, in particular 
her fondness for giving advice. The paper's title comes from a famous letter to Marianne 
Moore in which Bishop rejected Moore's advice about the poem, "Roosters." I'm interested 
in looking at disagreements in letters and how biographers and critics interpret falling out via 
mail. I'll also look at the ethics of authors using their own or other people's letters in 
published work, an act Bishop objected to when her friend Robert Lowell decided to versify 
his wife Elizabeth Hardwick's letters. In the conclusion to the paper, I hope to talk about the 
publication of Bishop's letters in 3 distinct volumes, with at least 2 further volumes 
forthcoming. Why is Bishop's correspondence seen as so important to American culture? 
Which letters have been published and which remain unpublished? 


