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A career…and a way of life 

Janet Wilson 

It is an intriguing coincidence that when I was invited to write about my career I had 

just commenced an article on academic medievalism in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

examining the shift from medieval studies to medievalism as a discourse and area of 

academic enquiry. This signals a trajectory across two or three generations reflected 

in curriculum changes within the academy in the last decade or so, an ideological, 

disciplinary shift onto which my career can be mapped. 

I began my academic life as a medievalist in the early 1970s and moved away 

from that discipline about half way through my career: I now identify as a 

postcolonialist in the broad sense in which that field is defined. Through the twists 

and turns of my teaching and research, the editing of the Journal of Postcolonial 

Writing (JPW) and more recently of the series with Ibidem Verlag, Studies in World 

Literature, my research activities and publications have embraced its ever-

proliferating categories: decolonisation, globalisation, diaspora studies, feminism and 

gender, race and ethnicity, ecocriticism, world literature and so on. In other words, I 

relaunched from the middle ages into the present moment and the new discipline, as 

it then was, colonial and postcolonial studies, in the mid 1990s. 

To start with, my beginnings in Aotearoa New Zealand. For completing the BA 

in English at Te Herenga Waka Victoria University of Wellington in the late 1960s 

when I was a student, a unit of either linguistics or medieval studies was obligatory. 

Having studied Latin, German, and French at school and briefly, Russian, I enjoyed 

Medieval English with its emphasis on translation and close textual analysis. After 

completing an MA in English I moved to Australia and fell on my feet—the English 

Department at the University of Sydney advertised for a research assistant and I was 
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appointed to work with Gerry Wilkes, Professor of Australian Literature, on the 

Dictionary of Australian Colloquialisms. Although I was not aware of it then this move 

commenced a pattern of moving away from and then returning to Aotearoa New 

Zealand, reflecting my love-hate relationship with the country of my birth.  

While a research assistant, I was awarded a Commonwealth Scholarship to 

undertake an MA specialising in Medieval Studies. The strength of language studies 

at the University of Sydney was evident in the provision of courses in Old Norse, 

Anglo Saxon, and Middle English, and training in textual scholarship. In addition, the 

Department of English at the University Sydney was a lively scholarly community in 

the early 1970s as indeed living in Australia was then with the excitement of the 

Whitlam years, the opening up to China and locally, a thriving culture of film makers 

like Mike Thornhill, poets like Les Murry, novelists and short story writers like Frank 

Moorhouse, Michael Wilding, and Kate Jennings. The intellectual debates, cultural 

dynamics, and international horizons offered by Australia, I found transformative by 

comparison to my earlier life in Aotearoa New Zealand. But in 1974 I was offered a 

one-year teaching post in Medieval English at Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki 

Makaurau University of Auckland so I returned to Aotearoa New Zealand wondering 

if I might make a career in this profession. I completed my MA thesis on Lydgate’s 

‘Temple of Glas’ and taught for five years at the University of Auckland, both Middle 

English and History of the English Language, a familiar combination for medievalists.   

By the end of that period I was aware that I needed to complete a doctorate to 

continue in the profession, so I took the plunge and departed for the University of 

Oxford. The years that followed required a major adjustment. It was a culture shock 

to arrive in the United Kingdom (UK) of the late 1970s where levels of complexity 

ranging from the class system to public transport, were unlike anything I had 
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experienced; by contrast doctoral students worked mainly on their own, unlike today, 

and writing the thesis required implementing a strict regime. I was a student at St. 

Catherine’s, a modern non-denominational college that offered a hospitable, friendly 

environment and I was given opportunities to teach at the undergraduate tutorial 

level. During these postgraduate years from among the various social and university 

circles in Oxford, I engaged increasingly with the community gathered around the 

distinguished New Zealander, Dan Davin and his wife Winnie. Dan was a writer and 

publisher, recently retired as the editor of Clarendon Press, the academic branch of 

Oxford University Press. A doyen of conversation, from the post-war Soho circle of 

Dylan Thomas, Joyce Cary, Louis MacNeice and others (described in his memorable 

memoirs Closing Times), Davin cultivated a circle consisting of colleagues from the 

Press, friends, Oxford academics, and Aotearoa New Zealand writers, artists and 

scholars either visiting or residing. After his death in 1990 and publication of the 

biography by Keith Ovenden, A Fighting Withdrawal: Dan Davin, Writer, Soldier, 

Publisher, I collected the reminiscences of many of these people in a book called 

Intimate Stranger. Dan and Winnie’s Aotearoa New Zealand-transplanted Irishness 

was a source of fascination to me and my friends who were of English or Scottish 

origins, as it introduced us to the Irish diaspora. Later I edited Davin’s stories about 

growing up in Southland called The Gorse Bloom Pale, several written when he was 

enroute as a soldier with the 2nd New Zealand Division to Greece in 1940.  

By the time I had completed my thesis at the University of Oxford, an edition 

of Henrician Reformation sermons by a preacher called Roger Edgeworth, the UK 

was in the grip of Thatcherism, and I was living in Hammersmith in London, at first 

unable to get a suitable job. In 1986 I was fortunate to obtain a one-year 

appointment teaching Medieval English at Trinity College Dublin, and this was 
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followed by a term’s teaching of Anglo Saxon and History of the Language at St. 

Anne’s College, University of Oxford. By then I had accepted an offer from Te Whare 

Wananga a Otago University of Otago as a post doc to work on an electronic 

glossary of Medieval and Tudor English. This became a full-term appointment in 

1989. 

  My decade at the University of Otago (1988-1998) ushered in a radical shift in 

my academic orientation and pursuits. Although I taught Medieval English, 

linguistics, and related topics, critical theory opened up new horizons. In 1993 I 

attended a summer school at the Australian National University in Canberra on 

Colonialism and  Postcolonialism, convened by Nicholas Thomas and Dipesh 

Chakrabarty (speakers included Ranajit Guha, Simon During, Patrick Wolfe, and 

Helen Tiffin). During this period by a twist of fate, I was able to hand over some of 

my teaching to a medievalist from Te Herenga Waka Victoria University of 

Wellington, who had once taught me, Ian Jamieson. Having taken early retirement 

and moved to Dunedin he offered to teach in this area. This freed me up to plan and 

teach an MA paper on the novel and critical theory and at the undergraduate level to 

teach New Zealand literature. During these years the Department of English at the 

University of Otago gained the reputation for opening up this field through in-house 

editing of the Journal of New Zealand Literature, and the convening of international 

conferences on writers like Janet Frame, James K. Baxter, Allen Curnow, and his 

contemporaries. I also set up and ran for several years a Centre for New Zealand 

Cultural Studies.   

By the time I moved back to the UK in 1998 I had shifted decisively into the 

contemporary field but was still working within a relatively a narrow compass of 

Aotearoa New Zealand and Australian literature and critical theory. I was initially 
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appointed at the University of Northampton to teach an MA in Linguistics! But during 

my two decades there I also taught inter alia colonialism and postcolonialism, and 

contemporary Australasian cinema. At first my research remained focused on 

Aotearoa New Zealand culture (Māori writing, women writers, contemporary cinema), 

but then turned to issues of migration and relocation, and I wrote a study for the 

Northcote House series ‘Writers and their Work’ of Fleur Adcock, the New Zealand-

born poet who moved to the UK in 1964 and was a long-term friend. Another shift 

happened when I took over editorship of the journal World Literature Written in 

English (founded in the 1960s through the MLA‘s Other Literatures in English), then 

edited and published in Singapore. This was a chance to make over an established 

journal into a venue for new and emerging research on postcolonial theory, literature, 

and film. The journal’s arrival in 2001 led a group of us in the University of 

Northampton’s’ Department of English, lecturers and graduate students, to begin in-

house editing, and production. Our efforts were boosted by two international 

conferences held in 2003 and 2007, the proceedings of which were published in 

successive issues, so establishing a base of contributors and readers. By 2005 

Routledge took over as publisher, and after insisting on a new title, an instantly 

recognisable label that would help establish a global presence, the Journal of 

Postcolonial Writing was born.  

The role of editor over the years has involved working with a range of 

colleagues, postcolonial academics in the UK and Europe, moving our meetings 

online since Covid, and as production and dissemination methods changed, moving 

to online publishing. Long-term commitments have helped build up the solidity and 

impact of JPW: a Northampton graduate, Mel Murry, kept a steady hand at the helm 

as managing editor for over a decade, and my colleague Chris Ringrose moved to 
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become co-editor about the time he retired. Chris’s support and expertise has been 

indispensable as journal production mushroomed from two to six issues a year and 

has required considerable streamlining of our editorial efforts. 

Editing JPW  has demonstrated how postcolonialism has been able to 

‘consume its own biases’ and absorb new  debates as the field has widened to 

include diaspora studies, globalisation, precarity, ecocriticism, and decolonialism. In 

the same way my own career might be said to have involved a degree of self-

transformation, through trans-disciplinary transitions and taking up different roles. 

JPW’s growing recognition coincided with professional milestones in which I was 

involved: the founding of the Postcolonial Studies Association (PSA) and the 

Katherine Mansfield Society (KMS) within a few months of each other in 2008, and 

the New Zealand Studies Network in 2011. As Chair of European Association of 

Commonwealth Language and Literature Studies (EACLALS) from 2008-2011, I co-

edited its triennial conference proceedings as a JPW special issue. In 2017 with 

scholars from India and Europe, I co-founded and currently chair Challenging 

Precarity: A Global Network. Life also played its part: from 2008 I renewed my 

connection to Aotearoa New Zealand, returning each year for longer periods to visit 

and eventually to marry the poet Kevin Ireland. 

My own research reach extended during these years as I took up new 

interests: religious fundamentalism, diaspora writing, Katherine Mansfield and literary 

modernism, law, literature, and citizenship, diaspora and the law, refugee writing, 

precarity and vulnerability, postcolonial ethics and aesthetics. The study of Aotearoa 

New Zealand literary culture remains a core though, and the writers who have left 

the country in search of wider horizons have been a rich source of investigation: 

Katherine Mansfield, the trail blazer, Fleur Adcock, Dan Davin (recently I edited his 
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war stories, The General and the Nightingale), and Janet Frame. Such diversification 

in examining ‘off shore’ writing has contributed to the reframing of my own trajectory, 

by offering different angles and arguments on familiar issues. 

So there it is: a career of sorts, unconventional by most standards because 

shaped by the life I have led, opportunities taken, friendships made, and my own 

search for new narratives, identity and belonging as much as by recognisable 

academic pathways, and milestones. These days in retirement, I live in both northern 

and southern hemispheres dividing the year between Auckland and Oxford, an 

indication of how such polarisations between belonging and not belonging, distance 

and intimacy, nation and alien-nation can become a way of life. 


