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Transcript – Episode #2: Writing the Self
Anthea Williams:

Thank you for tuning into your second Activated Arts show. I'm your host, Anthea Williams and I'm calling today's show, Writing the Self. 
This episode I'm talking with two extraordinary writers, Anna Jacobson and Fiona Wright. We are discussing how writer with disability grow to understand their disability and share that understand through their writing processes. First up we're speaking with Fiona Wright. 
Fiona is a write, editor and critic from Western Sydney. Her most recent book of essays, The World Was Whole was published in October 2018 and I highly recommend it. Fiona has a PhD in literature and creative writing from Western Sydney University, and is quite frankly a remarkable woman. You're about to discover what a devotee I am in the following.
Anthea Williams:

Um, okay, so look, I am gonna have a bit of a fan girl moment on this recording because I adore Fiona's writing. You write beautifully, you do creative essays that make me look at the world in a completely new way and I'm so grateful for that. So, thank you for joining me here today on Activated Arts, Fiona.
Fiona Wright:

Thank you so much for having me.
Anthea Williams:

I've read a number of your books and I think they're remarkable and your most recent book is The World Was Whole. Where did you get the idea for this book?
Fiona Wright:

It's a, it's a funny thing, you know, what I thought I was writing when I started is very different to what I realized I was writing when it came to the end of it, which I think happens a lot. And when I started I thought I was writing a book about home and the idea of home, you know, and belonging because I've kind of got a complicated relationship with my childhood home as a lot of people do, and I've kind of been doing a lot of research about suburbs and suburbia as part of a project I was doing for something else and I did grow up in deepest, darkest suburbia as I like to say, you know, and, and wanted to really kind of pull apart this idea that carries such, so many do meanings for, for so many of us and it's something that I've never felt particularly comfortable with.
Fiona Wright:

And then as I was writing, I thought I was writing more about the every day and the everydayness of home and ritual and routine which are things that are very important to me and things I've always been a bit embarrassed about how important they are to me, and I kind of wanted to reclaim those in a way and say, no, these are things that, that do matter and, and that do help us shape who we are and, and understand who we are and shape our lives. 
Um, but, and it wasn't until I got to, you know, the very last essays, the last two essays that, that I was writing when I realized that what was actually sitting underneath both of those ideas and especially as they were unfurling in the book, was that it's really a book about grief, you know, coming to terms with what it means to be chronically ill and, and grieving through that, you know, I think as a, there's a, a great loss that often comes with, with that when you, when you get to that point where you have to understand that this is, this is forever and your life is different than you thought it was going to be.
Fiona Wright:

Really trying to, I, what was sitting underneath all of those questions was sort of me trying to understand what it was that I'd lost, and I wanna put lost in scare quotes there because (laughs) it's kind of, it's not a narrative that I particularly like, but it was very much how I was thinking about things at the time.
Anthea Williams:

Yeah, beautiful. It's, um, it is a really beautiful book and I love the way you parallel the ideas of living in a home or living in suburbia with the idea of living in your body.
Fiona Wright:

Mm. Yeah, I think it was because I, the, the very early material that I was reading about home was really making these alignments between a sort of sense of bodily comfort and your body sort of relaxing into spaces that are your own in your home that, this kind of sense that the spaces shape us in a way and that you know by, you know, using the same spaces over and over again, uh, your body learns how to, you know, walk up the stairs, up and down the stairs in the dark or, you know, when you flop dramatically onto the couch exactly at what height the couch is going to catch it.
Fiona Wright:

And so I had all this bodily stuff tied up in it and, and I couldn't, I couldn't quite relate to that because my own sort of sense of inhabiting my body had been so thoroughly disturbed. You know, when I first got sick I, I remember the phrase I'd used at the time was that my body is betraying me, my body has betrayed me, which is quite a remarkable, I mean, I never, I never stopped to think about that but, but now that I do, I mean, I'm like, that's (laughs), that's, like, pretty intense. You know, but, but it certainly felt like one of the things that I was missing or, or one of the kind of things that had profoundly changed for me was this being at ease in my body and, and not having to consider my body.
Fiona Wright:

And that's, I mean, that's one of the things that I think has been most interesting to me over the last couple of months that, you know, I think a global pandemic is a very interesting, um (laughs), uh, for my experience of at least was that it's a very interesting time to be disabled because so many of the healthy people in my life are suddenly having that moment where you go, "Oh, shit, I can't do everything that I want to do without thinking about it because my body, it's vulnerable, and I've gotta change the way I live in order to accommodate that." And I've been like, "Yeah, I know, no, no, I know, I know. I, I did that, like, 15 years ago," (laughs). But, yes.
Anthea Williams:

Yeah, I can completely agree with you.
Fiona Wright:

Mm, mm.
Anthea Williams:

Yeah.
Fiona Wright:

And it's, it's kind of, it's kind of, I mean, this is, this is a terrible thing to say, um, but I found it really reassuring (laughs), um, because, you know, when it happened to me I, I, um, gave myself such a hard time about finding it hard, um, and now watching everybody find it hard it kind of made me go, "Oh, okay, it's hard, it's not just you," (laughs).
Anthea Williams:

Yeah, I think, I think you're absolutely right. I think it's very, very hard. I certainly have, I certainly, I feel like I had that experience within my family. I lived with disability from when I was very young-
Fiona Wright:

Mm, mm.
Anthea Williams:

... and of course it, it's horrible when your family start acquiring disability as well, but at the same time-
Fiona Wright:

Yeah.

Anthea Williams:

... suddenly there was a huge amount more, of more understanding in my family which was remarkable.
Fiona Wright:

Mm, mm.
Anthea Williams:

Yeah, absolutely. So, I s- so I completely understand. I feel like in some ways this book is a companion piece to Small Acts of Disappearance. Would you agree with that? Do you wanna tell us a little bit about-
Fiona Wright:

Yeah.
Anthea Williams:

... those two books coming together?
Fiona Wright:

Yeah, it, I, I do think they, I do think they're of a piece (laughs), the, um, I, I heard someone, one of my writer friends called them a body of work the other day and I was like, "Oh, that's really interesting because that is, that is the kind of metaphor that we use," but it kind of sucks that it's a bodily metaphor (laughs).
Anthea Williams:

Mm.
Fiona Wright:

And so, I've, I've kind of being going with, like, unofficial sequel or possibly even unofficial trilogy with the sort of material that I'm working now. Uh, Small Acts of Disappearance, I, it's, was my first foray into essays really, and I started writing that book becau- um, shortly after my first hospitalization in this eating disorders program, really kind of with the idea that I- I'm not like that, but they will know how to help me put my body back together 'cause I was terribly underweight and kind of falling apart a little bit (laughs).
Fiona Wright:

And then when I got there it was, it was the first time I'd ever spent time with other people with eating disorders and so many of the things they said and so much of the way they were and the particular difficulties they were having were exactly the same as mine and I kind of went, "Oh, shit, okay, this isn't what I thought it was," and it really felt like the rug had been pulled out from under my feet, that I'd had one particular narrative that I'd been living by for years and turns out the whole thing was untrue. So, I was really trying to understand exactly what it was that had happened to me.
Fiona Wright:

But for a long time I didn't think I could write about that either because I h- and I think this is kind of common to a lot of long term illnesses now, that they don't have a beginning, and I was sort of very much in the middle of it and I didn't know when it was going to end, and at that time I still thought it was going to end, the sweet and naïve thing that I was. So, I, I couldn't figure out how you could make a narrative out of that until I decided to just do without it entirely (laughs), and, and write the essays instead.
Fiona Wright:

So, the book kind of thinks through hunger and eating disorders from a kind of personal point of view, um, looking at some of the medical literature, looking at some Australian literature, so books that have hungry women in them-
Anthea Williams:

Mm.
Fiona Wright:

... and, and kind of thinking through some of the hospitalizations I had to, just really trying to draw the threads together and, and understand exactly what it was that assets me, and I think The World Was Whole, I started writing almost immediately afterwards (laughs).
Anthea Williams:

Mm.
Fiona Wright:

And because the essays n- because the essays in both books are personal and always inflected by the experiences in and of the world that I have and because I was still so deep in treatment at the time that I was writing The World Was Whole, I think the kind of, that thread of being in and trying to understand it really kind of carries through.
Anthea Williams:

Do you think the writing process help you understand the illness?
Fiona Wright:

Uh, it did, yeah, it, it really did and a kind of nice side effect of that that I wasn't expecting was that it helped a lot of people in my life understand it as well, and then, like, and it was subtle, it was really subtle the sort of shift in their kind of attitude and behavior but they stopped trying to force me to do things (laughs), really. And my family was kind of suddenly able to talk about the illness in a way that they hadn't before. You know, because I think the ea- eating disorders and anorexia, um, there's still a lot of stigma and shame that kind of circles around them, so nobody really knew how to broach the topic with me, and for a long time I wouldn't have let them anyway. And so I think it did a lot of work around starting that conversation.
Fiona Wright:

You know, I think the other thing about it that felt really important to me was that I was keenly aware that the reason I was able to stay (laughs) sick, in denial, like, these aren't quite, neither of them are quite the right word, sorry, the reason that I was able to be unwell for so long without really knowing what was going, the reason I was able to think that it was purely a physical thing, you know, without any, you know, psychological going on at all, um, was because all of the depictions I'd ever seen of eating disorders, you know, in books, in the media, weren't about women like me, they were about teenagers, they were about women with controlling families, you know, and, and the kind of body image part that, that these were girls who thought they looked ugly, fat, terrible, whatever, that the kind of weight loss element of it was, was the most important thing.
Fiona Wright:

And none of those things are true, they weren't true for me, and they weren't true for, you know, any of the people I've meet who, you know, across years and years and years now of, of, kind of, now that I do know people with eating disorders it's sort of this, this myth because no one stopped to talk to us (laughs). You know, so I wanted, I, so I really wanted the book to do some work in, kind of, talking about what it's really like.
Anthea Williams:

I think that is a really interesting and really profound thing to say. I love that you just s- you know, of course it's an illness that disproportionately effects women and no one-
Fiona Wright:

Mm.
Anthea Williams:

... talked to women about what was going on for them-
Fiona Wright:

Yeah.
Anthea Williams:

... or listened, uh, and that's remarkable. I've read other books about anorexia, um, and eating disorders because I have friends in my life who've been touched by those-
Fiona Wright:

Yeah.
Anthea Williams:

... illnesses, so it's always been something important for me to understand, but your book was so different so everything else I've read. Um, so, I was really grateful for that. I'm aware I could talk to you about your writing for hours, Fiona, but it would be wonderful to hear some of your work. Fiona has very kindly agreed to read a section from her book, The World Was Whole.
Fiona Wright:

The day after my parents returned from a holiday overseas in late September, I tell my mother that I've been contacting hospitals again. I'm still and really formal when I say this, and she is measured and deliberately calm when she responds. I've been honest these last few months about the fact that I've been struggling. She said she'd noticed yesterday that I didn't look well. I'd noticed that she'd noticed when she hugged me and brushed against the once more protruding nubbles of my spine. I'm sure she noticed that I'd noticed, though neither of us said anything at the time.
Fiona Wright:

I read to her from the information pack that one of the hospitals, located interstate, has sent me where it mentions a humanistic approach that retains dignity because humanism and dignity are two things I've never yet been afforded in any hospital, and my voice breaks, and we both notice. I say, "It doesn't matter that I'd be so far away because being locked in a building 900 kilometers away is not much different to being locked in a building in the next suburb." I say, "An inpatient admission is the one thing that I've not yet tried," I say, "it still feels like a failure," even though I know that isn't true."
Fiona Wright:

Because I feel winter so keenly, I always love this time of year. An ancient wisteria that curls beneath the railway footbridges, bursting to bloom, and the jasmine all along the station barriers looks days away from following suit in full. On warm days, when the air is moving in the right direction, it's all that I can smell from my writing desk beneath the window, and I feel nectar-heavy and golden in my limbs.
Fiona Wright:

The American poet, David Antin writes, "But wherever you are, you are likely to have this idea of what is means for spring to come". Alex and I drive to a writers festival a few hours out of Sydney. We're staying with a friend of his who lives just out of town and is one of those people who loves having other people in his home, who plies us with cheese and expensive wines and elaborate cooked breakfasts every time we stay there. A few days earlier, he'd sent Alex a message asking if there was anything that either of us doesn't eat, and I laughed when Alex told me this, although I touched, later, to realize how detailed he had been in his response, much more than I could ever have brought myself to be.
Fiona Wright:

Across the weekend, ALex's friends keeps apologizing for what he thinks of as the faux pas of the message, and I can't seem to impress on him how minuscule a deal it is to me. He cooks a huge lamb roast for dinner on Saturday night, and it's the first time I've eaten meat in close to 10 weeks. I'm stunned by the thrill it gives me, the rich, red sweetness of the flavor on my tongue. I don't eat lunch on either day of the weekend, but no one else does either, so I feel justified and somehow haughtily imperious about this, even days later.
Fiona Wright:

I had coffee in a courtyard café with Nadia, we do this often on a weekend, although we haven't for a while because I've been away so much these last months, traveling to festivals and events, and it's so lovely to do something so simple, so routine instead. Nadia asks me how I'm doing and I tell her I am fine, but suddenly I'm crying, dabbing beneath my eyes with my shirt sleeves and apologizing, apologizing again. I didn't want this to happen. She hugs me, reminds me to ask her if there's ever anything she can do. I say, "Everyone's gonna get sick of me for being such a mess," and she looks me straight in the my watering eyes and says, "Don't you ever say, don't you dare even think that, that is absolutely not true." But there's a part of me that still doesn't believe her.
Fiona Wright:

At this time of year, I eat my lunch in my tiny back courtyard, sitting on the white tiles that cover the ground, my back against one of the large pots against the wall. We're growing eggplants this year, small and round and heavy with seeds, strawberries, bok choy that seem to double in size overnight, we'll put tomatoes in too soon. I roll up my jeans so that the sun can sink into my shins and I feel like a lizard, my skin still s- scaly from the last season's dry air, my blood still cold.
Anthea Williams:

Yeah, brilliant, brilliant. Yeah, you talked about the pleasure of reading and those shocks of recognition-
Fiona Wright:

Mm, mm-hmm (affirmative).
Anthea Williams:

... you get when you read and that was certainly and experience that I had when I was reading your work, so I'm really grateful for that. And thank you for joining us here today, Fiona.
Fiona Wright:

Thank you.
Anthea Williams:

Fiona Wright's books of essays and poetry can be found at most good bookshops or on fionawright.net. For those just tuning in, this is Anthea Williams, host of Activated Arts for 2RPH. Today, we are talking with artists about how their experiences of writing supports their understanding of disability. My next guest is Anna Jacobson. Anna Jacobson is a writer, poet, video and visual artists and she is currently a PhD candidate at QUT where she is specializing in memoir mad studies and narrative medicine. Anna, thank you so much for joining us on Activated Arts.
Anna Jacobson:

Thank you so much for having me here, Anthea. It's wonderful.
Anthea Williams:

So, you clearly, and from the introduction I gave you, you're a polymath, uh, but the project you've done most recently is Writing Place, and I wondered if you could tell me a little bit about that project and how it worked.
Anna Jacobson:

Uh, yes, I'd love to. There was a cal lout for entries to Arts Access Australia, and I decided to submit my poem called Code Cracker and I was fortunate to be shortlisted and best of all, the shortlist of writers all received the opportunity to attend the Meeting Place forum with a complimentary ticket, and I was really excited to attend because Meeting Place is all about bringing artists with disability together for discussions, panels and debates surrounding arts and disability. And the talks were incredible, there was this incredible, inclusive feeling to the forum, and the way the world could be if it was more accessible and empathetic towards disability. So, that was a really wonderful experience s- to be included in.
Anthea Williams:

It sounds like it was really inspiring.
Anna Jacobson:

Yeah, it was so inspiring, yeah.
Anthea Williams:

So, what were the outcomes of Writing Place?
Anna Jacobson:

Oh, the outcomes was this incredible magazine that shortlisted writers who identified with having a disability could include their stories and poems, and it was just really wonderful to be able to rad the other works as well and connect with what they wrote.
Anthea Williams:

One thing that's really lovely about Writing Place is there is a magazine that is free to download. So, I'll give details at the end of the interview. Can I ask, um, how has your, how has your writing process helped you understand your own disability?
Anna Jacobson:

Writing is how I understand, process and make sense of things and because I had short term memory loss after my ECT and severity of my, um, psychosis experience, on a more practical level, what I wrote in my diaries from that point on was extremely important in helping me remember and ground me each day. 
So, I would write simple things like, "Today I wrote my get well cards," and I would read the entry the next day and have no recollection of the get well cards but there they were all lined up on my desk and I'd read them again as though for the first time, and in my diary I'd make multiple entries about the scar on my ring finger which I kept rediscovering and I knew it hadn't been there in what I call my part one self before the psychosis, and I kept asking my mom and writing down her answer, and it was interesting going back over this writing, seeing these repetitions.
Anna Jacobson:

But apart from these daily note takings, I began to write thing in my diary that were, like, poetic vignette's. Writing poetry just helps me understand and process events surrounding my illness by letting me play with imagery and metaphors, but in my current project, I'm, I'm doing a PhD writing my memoir for the first time in a l- uh, long form work for the first time and it's interesting because how do you write a memoir about not remembering because I couldn't the time during my psychosis in hospitalization? 
So, long form creative non-fiction I find is very different to poetry, but it enables me to weave my different selves, part one before the psychosis, part two, the waking, and by braiding these selves through the writing, it's like I'm becoming whole again. So, I just love that different forms of writing can give these different, different avenues and possibilities.
Anthea Williams:

Yeah, brilliant. You explain that so, so beautifully and so clearly.
Anna Jacobson:

Aw, thank you.
Anthea Williams:

Mm. So, you're also a visual artist-
Anna Jacobson:

Yeah.
Anthea Williams:

... and I'd love to hear a little bit about the intersection between your visual arts practice and your writing.
Anna Jacobson:

Cool. Uh, I love the intersection between art and writing. Before my psychosis, I had studied, um, a photography degree at the Queensland College of Art, so I told stories visually through images and I liked to document everything so I could express my stories through this visual way, and after, in, in this part two self, writing and poetry just became my new form of expression, but I found photography and art still snuck through the cracks and continued to form part of my practice. 
So, one example is I, I wrote this poem called Separation Ceremony, and I honestly don't remember what came first, the image I created or the poem, and the image is a portrait of me with my head as a spice box which is used in the Havdalah ceremony. Um, this ceremony sy- is symbolic, it separates the Jewish Sabbath from the rest of the week by smelling spices from the spice box, and I stared expressing my experiences with mental illness through art more and more.
Anthea Williams:

I'm right in thinking that Separation Ceremony is part of your Amnesia Findings collection, aren't I? I'd love to hear more about that.
Anna Jacobson:

Oh, yes. So, Amnesia Findings is my, um, debut, full-length, um, illustrated poetry collection and it knits together memory, explorations of my Jewish culture and family, and also themes of mental illness, and the collection is in four parts. 
So, there's Amnesia Findings, then the Separation Ceremony, Creatures in My Attic and Crunchy, No Bruises. And Amnesia Findings takes it's name after the first poem in the collection, so many of these poems are my findings as I reassemble my sense of self after a period of severe mental illness and associated memory loss.
Anna Jacobson:

And it was really important to me because I use the active writing to own and reclaim my experience and work through ideas, and a couple of the found poems in my collection, um, draw on extracts from, of my hospital file and my writing process also draws on everyday observations from my life, even my dreams. So, it's, as my first full-length collection it, it holds a very special place in my heart.
Anthea Williams:

Well, that is a brilliant segway, because I believe you are willing to read your poem, Separation Ceremony, for us.
Anna Jacobson:

Oh, yes, I'd love to. Separation Ceremony. In this separation ceremony, we are not separating the Sabbath from the rest of the week. We are separating my self from myself. I am not aware of the spice box on my head letting voices in. Though I can smell its scent from generations ago, cinnamon, cloves, myrtle twigs.
Anna Jacobson:

After six weeks, the spice box retracts like a mechanical spider, curls up in my mind. Silver filigree imprints my skin like a pillow creasing a face after coma. These marks fade over months. The spice box in my mind has a locked door. No spices can come in or out. If or when it opens, I do not know if the memories will come or if new ones will be created or retained. But I know I will recognize its smell. Cinnamon, cloves, myrtle twigs, the scent of old silver.
Anthea Williams:

Anna, thank you so much for reading your poems and thank you so much for joining us today.
Anna Jacobson:

Thank you so much, Anthea, it's been a really beautiful experience.
Anthea Williams:

(laughs). That's lovely to hear.
Anna Jacobson:

(laughs).
Anthea Williams:

Thank you. Hey, Liz Martin, how are you this week?
Speaker 4:

Hey, Anthea, I'm fantastic. I'm super excited about an exhibition that's coming up towards the end of November which will be by Jeremy Hawkes, it's called Ingress. It'll be in Lismore at the Lismore Gallery, the 28th of November till the 10th of January, and they're works that he's made during COVID time. Um, his work is so beautiful, intricate, colorful and he's always exploring the body and I think this is one of the hot tips of the week.
Anthea Williams:

Amazing.
Speaker 4:

What are you excited about this week, Anthea?
Anthea Williams:

Well, look there's this awesome organization called Disability Arts Online and they're an international arts organization. Currently, they're working on the Deluge project. So, the Deluge project is five creatives from three countries, Hong Kong, the United Kingdom and Australia and they are all working together in response to isolation and COVID. 
Um, you can go onto their website which is just disabilityarts.online and read the blog to find out how that's going and see the work which is lots of dance video and visual arts and writing and sound. But on the 13th of November, they're going to be streaming a film of the work on Facebook, so that's gonna be at 6:30PM in Australia, 4:30PM in Hong Kong and 10:30AM in the UK. I just think it's so exciting that there's these artists from across the world figuring out ways to connect in this time of isolation.
Speaker 4:

Yeah, Rachel's amazing and the artists she pulls together are usually incredible, so, keen to see that as well.
Anthea Williams:

I think so, I think it's gonna be really exciting. Hey, thanks for chatting to me again this week.
Speaker 4:

Thanks, Anthea, always a pleasure.
Anthea Williams:

Bye.
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