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This essay opens out a series of questions concerning matter and materiality in the
age of the digital via engagement with the literary papers of Australian writer Eve
Langley (1904–74), held in the Mitchell Library in Sydney. Among those papers is a
single black and white snapshot labelled ‘The Manuscript Cupboard, 1970’, which
shows three shelves of a household cupboard filled with exercise books, folders and
paper-wrapped parcels. The same collection also contains a series of colour snap-
shots showing Langley’s manuscripts arranged in a variety of tableaux laid out
across her untended lawn. That Langley should have first taken and then preserved
such photos is perhaps not surprising given her deep attachment to material condi-
tions of writing and, in particular, to manuscripts and paper. For Langley, to write
was quite simply to inhabit paper and she framed the experience of writing as one
of immersion, not just in ideas and words, but literally in paper. Framed by a con-
sideration of the anxieties around materiality provoked by the emergence of digital
technologies, this essay explores paper’s presence as an integral dimension of the
experience of being in the archive and working with original materials.
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Introduction

This essay opens out a series of questions concerning the literary papers of Australian
writer Eve Langley (1904–74), held in the Mitchell Library in Sydney.1 I seek to high-
light how the failure to think through the materiality of those papers has meant crucial
aspects of Langley’s innovation and creativity have gone unacknowledged in ways that
have diminished her reputation. Further, I use Langley’s archived papers to launch a
speculative discussion of what a focus on materiality may offer researchers that more
conventional approaches to archived literary papers cannot and how it might help us to
consider alternative relations not only between writing, creativity and publication, but
also between literary creativity and scholarly research. Langley has largely dropped
from sight following a flurry of scholarly interest in Australia’s interwar women writers
across the 1980s and 1990s, which saw the publication of Joy Thwaite’s biography, The
Importance of Being Eve Langley (1989), and the republication of Langley’s prize-
winning novel, The Pea-Pickers (1942), a picaresque account of two cross-dressed
young female field labourers wandering across Gippsland in the 1920s. While various
scholars have drawn attention to the quality of her early poetry, to the richly innovative
nature of her prose, and to her personal and professional links with writers such as
Douglas Stewart, Ruth Park, Hal Porter and Robyn Hyde, her contribution to both
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Australian and New Zealand literary culture of the interwar and immediate postwar
years continues to be under-appreciated.2

Among Langley’s literary papers are several significant series of personal photo-
graphs.3 When I called up the box listed on the catalogue as PXE 1333 I was unsure
how useful or revealing its contents might be. The box contained a number of the bet-
ter-known and frequently reproduced studio portraits (Figure 1) undertaken for the
release of Langley’s second novel, White Topee (1954). These show the middle-aged
author dressed in heavy fur coat, sandals and solar topee; eccentric images that have
generally fostered more interest in Langley’s cross-dressing, her history of institutionali-
sation and her obsessive identification with the writer Oscar Wilde than in her achieve-
ments as a poet and novelist. Indeed, critics suggest it has been ‘almost impossible to
side-step the biographical data that often obscures discussion of her work’.4 What
caught my attention, however, was not a photo of Langley but one presumably taken by
her.5 It was a serendipitous find. After all, Langley is a writer whose archive substan-
tially outweighs her published work and I had been thinking through how to engage

Figure 1. Eve Langley, publicity photo for White Topee (1954). Eve & June Langley collection,
State Library of New South Wales. PXE 1333.
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with that archive in terms of its materiality – that is, as an accumulated body of paper.
Here was a photo of paper or, to be more precise, of Langley’s manuscripts (Figure 2).

The photo in question is a small black and white snapshot. It is an orphan image
resembling none of the others filed alongside it and in this respect it reminds us of how
even seemingly carefully preserved photos have histories as itinerant objects.6 The
photo is a slightly off-centre close-up of the interior of a domestic cupboard and it has
a 1:1 square format, which lends a certain concentration or focused intensity to the
image.7 In it we see two evenly spaced shelves filled with exercise books, folders and
paper-wrapped parcels. The upper shelf is slightly bowed with the weight of packed-in
notebooks; the next one, with its downward-angled contents, hints at the faint possibil-
ity that the papers might spill outward. A third similarly stuffed shelf is just visible at
the lower edge of the tightly cropped image. On the reverse side of the photo is
Langley’s handwritten descriptive note which reads, ‘The Manuscript Cupboard, 1970’.
As an archival ‘find’ the photo had for me a kind of intensity, although I recognise that
‘photographs are very difficult objects to talk about, let alone classify, describe, and
essentially “own” as archival evidence’.8 Indeed, it is important to acknowledge how
‘the archive constitutes photographs in particular ways’.9 I had been pursuing Langley’s
attachment to the materiality of writing and here was Langley apparently documenting
the precious piled-up ‘stuff’ of writing. If ‘evidence’ is too problematic a term to apply
to this photo, it might still be thought of as a suggestive trace – of an arrangement of
paper which was once before the camera – and as a provocation to explore how pages
and papers matter not only in the context of Langley’s literary archive but also within
debates concerning researchers’ enduring preferences for working with original
documents.

Figure 2. ‘The Manuscript Cupboard, 1970’. Eve & June Langley collection, State Library of
New South Wales. PXE 1333.
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Missing material

To focus on a snapshot photograph located via a physical search of an archive might be
thought ironic given that both entities – snapshot and archive – are currently being
transformed via the advent of new digital technologies. The snapshot photograph as a
tactile object is disappearing in the wake of the new materialities and affordances of
digital image making and networked image sharing.10 This is occurring at the same
time as researchers are increasingly opting to access archival materials online.11 How-
ever, what interests me and underpins my current engagements with Langley’s literary
papers is the manner in which this latter shift – the ‘digital turn’ in archiving – has
been paralleled by a ‘material turn’ in literary research and scholarship. This provides
the context for my broader exploration of whether a renewed sensitivity to the material-
ity and expressive potential of paper might offer alternative ways to approach archived
literary collections and enable us to reconsider what it is we generally seek to measure
or to weigh as ‘evidence’ in the conduct of archive-based literary research. This neces-
sarily entails moving away from the ingrained habit of treating archived paper as an
‘invisible’ support and instead asking what work the paper is doing.12 Such an approach
is also in line with wider calls to engage with ‘changes in what the empirical is and
how it matters’.13 Thus, in what follows I elaborate on how paper matters in Langley’s
literary archive and on how Langley’s own approach to paper and to the manuscript
might provide a model for rethinking some hitherto under-examined aspects of being-
in-the-archive.

When digitisation emerged as a new option for the reproduction and circulation of
archived cultural heritage, the familiar experience of being-in-the-archive was suddenly
destabilised. Impassioned arguments were advanced for the ‘retention and preservation
of textual artifacts’, with significant emphasis placed on the importance of literary
scholars’ continuing engagements with the unique ‘physicality’ of original documents.14

This is perhaps not surprising given that in those early debates the process of translation
into digital code was often viewed not as an alternative form of material instantiation
with its own specific properties and capacities but as the loss of materiality itself
(‘dematerialisation’).15 There were also fears that the presence of digital surrogates
might constitute grounds for dispensing altogether with the preservation of analogue
originals.16 Yet, rather than cancelling out or superseding paper formats, the introduc-
tion of new media into the archival domain has instead generated important and novel
questions. As Mike Featherstone has observed, the digital archive ‘presents new con-
ceptual problems about the identity, distinctiveness and boundaries of the datum and the
document’.17 These in turn have renewed interest among researchers in what it means
to work with original documents.

Yet I would suggest that this same shift has also revealed how impoverished our
approaches to some of these concerns have been. This is perhaps paradoxical since –
whether we admit it or not – the promise of paper is what attracts so many of us to
research in the archives. After all, physical contact with original documents is what has
traditionally confirmed our status as privileged readers and generated that longed-for
sense of intimacy with our research subjects. As Rimmer et al. observe, regardless of
the availability of high-quality digital surrogates, the original physical object is ‘appar-
ently still regarded as the “gold standard” for study’.18 How is it then that we have lar-
gely neglected the theoretical, methodological, epistemological and ontological
questions concerning matter and materiality that follow from this type of engagement?
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A number of explanations might be offered for this. Many researchers doubtless fol-
low what Alice Yaeger Kaplan identifies as the ‘conventional academic discourse [that]
requires that when you write up the results of your archival work, you tell a story about
what you found, but not about how you found it’.19 This inevitably deprives us of
reflexive accounts of locating, handling and working with original documents and, con-
sequently, of opportunities to interrogate questions of method. Interestingly, these limi-
tations are further reinforced through the prevailing standards of archival description.
Ala Rekrut, for example, in making the case for enhanced ‘material literacy’, highlights
how ‘existing archival descriptive structures do not explicitly support recording physical
characteristics as evidence that contributes to understanding the records, their creators
and custodians’.20 Those seeking to approach specific collections with these elements in
mind will usually find only perfunctory accounts of linear metres of shelf space, num-
bers of boxes or folders, numbers of pages. While fields such as medieval and early
modern manuscript studies might claim to have paid more attention to questions of tex-
tual materiality, this work, with its focus on the minute cataloguing of a text’s physical
features, has often remained at the level of ‘descriptive literalism’.21 Then there is the
fact that literary researchers working within archival collections have invariably been
trained to focus on the ‘strange and banal exercise’22 of transcribing documents word
for word. This way of operating encourages us to ignore the material instantiation of
the texts with which we work, to separate meaning from materiality and to invest in the
idea of archived papers and pages as seemingly neutral containers or platforms for the
transmission of words from which meaning can later be extracted. Indeed, Hans Ulrich
Gumbrecht points to the manner in which the ‘absolute dominance of meaning-related
questions’ across the Humanities has ‘long led to the abandonment of all other types of
phenomena and questions’.23 Gumbrecht suggests that it is precisely our understanding
of the ‘materialities of communication’ which has suffered as a consequence of this
dominance and he speculates as to whether the new digital communication technologies
‘may turn out to be instrumental in reawakening a desire for presence’, something he
defines in terms of the impact of the ‘tangible’.24

Paper’s presence

If archived paper might be thought of then as that which all too frequently fades from
view just when it should come into focus, Langley’s photo of her stored manuscripts
offers a timely prod in the direction of recognising both the presence and the productiv-
ity of paper. Interestingly, the neatness and order of Langley’s ‘manuscript cupboard’
has the potential to displace a particularly entrenched narrative of excess and incoher-
ence that has become entangled in critical and biographical accounts of her life and
death. Joanne Winning argues that ‘part of Langley’s lack of favour, to be sure, is a
result of this perceived “taint” of auto/biographical “excess”’25 and this extends to her
manuscript legacy. Much has been made, for example, of the fact that Langley sent
thousands of pages of typescript to her publisher, Angus & Robertson.26 Surviving
memos from Angus & Robertson’s in-house editorial staff record their encounters with
apparently ‘shapeless’ manuscripts full of ‘superfluous matter’ to be ‘sheared away’.27

These thousands of pages now rest in the Mitchell Library in Sydney, alongside diverse
personal papers, correspondence, notebooks, drawings and photos. Some of the
manuscripts and correspondence came to the Mitchell Library as part of the Angus &
Robertson publishing collection,28 while other papers that were in Langley’s possession
at the time of her death were subsequently handed in to the Library for safekeeping.
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Various items contained in this latter group of papers are in poor condition showing
traces of water damage and mould. The papers also contain odd and potentially eccen-
tric items (for example, shopping lists written on narrow strips cut from cereal boxes).
The nature and condition of these papers, together with the sensationalism that has
attached to key episodes in Langley’s life and more particularly to her death – her body
surrounded by odd, elaborately wrapped (empty) paper parcels lying undiscovered while
rats gnawed her face away – has only heightened the suspicion of her extensive and
unwieldy manuscript body as little more than the troubling extension of her own
apparently abject and unruly form. This is despite the fact that a brief analysis of the
provenance of the collection suggests many of the features (disorder, water damage,
mould and so on) responsible for the abject or pathological taint that has attached itself
to her papers may have little to do with the state or arrangement of them during the
author’s lifetime and result instead from their neglect following her death.29

The photo of Langley’s ‘manuscript cupboard’ tells a different story. It suggests an
alternative framing of her manuscript legacy, one in which her archived papers are taken
to operate not as a simple and transparent index of abjection, chaos and instability, but as
a highly suggestive material measure of her creativity. After all, it is quite clear that
Langley had a quite particular relationship to paper: that it was personally meaningful for
her. This attachment to paper may have been a legacy deriving in part from time spent as
a printer’s devil in her youth and later as a book repairer for a public library following
her release from Auckland Mental Hospital.30 She did indeed demonstrate a fondness for
pink typing paper, selecting it especially for the typing of her manuscripts. She described
the experience of working with it thus: ‘I was carried away with the fury of it. Each pink
page was like a beautiful fire or jewel, a tapestry that I could embroider rapidly.’31 Her
enthusiasm, however, was not shared by one of her editors at Angus & Robertson who
appealed against this preference since ‘that single spacing on pink paper is really so try-
ing that only your most devoted admirers (such as myself) would persevere in reading
it’.32 Langley also had a fascination for the appearance of words on the page. Looking
over the original manuscript of a poem written decades before, she notices particularly
how it ‘lies on an old rounded palette like page of lined paper’.33 And this is the striking
quality of her as a writer: the way the physical page is always present to her. More than a
mere neutral support to words and markings, the paper is alive in its history and in its sig-
nifying potential. She writes similarly of how a new bundle of paper she has been prom-
ised will soon be on its way to England with her words ‘weighing it down’.34 There was,
she recorded, a ‘peculiar power’ to be found in words: ‘What splendid visions and col-
ored pictures lay behind them,’ she wrote, marvelling at ‘[h]ow they colored [sic] a plain
page of paper and made me feel the power of god.’35 This latter statement suggests,
moreover, that Langley may have experienced a form of synaesthesia such that words
arrayed across a page evoked for her the sensation of colours. Certainly she describes her-
self elsewhere as ‘full of stories like a caravan. I amble and wander across all the plains
of fantasy. They’re apricot coloured and my red caravan totters across it with painted
wheels full of stories and poems.’36

Langley’s was without doubt a prodigious paper output and one marked by a growing
imbalance across her career between what she produced and what she succeeded in pub-
lishing. She frequently reports in correspondence that she is endeavouring to make pro-
gress on multiple manuscripts simultaneously. In 1954, for example, she informs her
editor, Nan McDonald, that she is ‘writing five books at once, at present, and putting
good work into all of them’.37 Facing dwindling success, in later years Langley simply
encouraged her editors at Angus & Robertson to see themselves as archivists rather than
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publishers and in one letter she advises the distinguished editor Beatrice Davis to handle
her manuscripts thus: ‘store them for me, at least … don’t worry about publishing
them’.38 On the one hand, Langley’s manuscripts were clearly understood by her to be
vulnerable physical documents deserving of considerable care. Ahead of her committal to
Auckland Mental Hospital in August 1942, when Langley knew herself to be ill, she
entrusted them all (‘a large cushion cover jammed with tightly rolled manuscript’) to her
sister, June, with instructions to guard them ‘with your life’.39 In the years following her
release, Langley writes to Nan McDonald of her fears of ‘a fire out here in the ranges get-
ting on to [her] draft’ and her desire that Angus & Robertson instead store her manuscript
securely.40 On the other hand, Langley also shows an awareness of their potential value
and status, as demonstrated in her 1954–56 correspondence with noted bibliophile and
collector Harry F. Chaplin, who was keen to secure her manuscripts for his collection.41

On several occasions Langley forwards him pink typescripts of recently published work,
primarily poems.42 In the same correspondence, Chaplin refers to Langley’s account of
having ‘50 volumes of assorted manuscripts being bound up’,43 further indicating her
substantial investment (both financial and psychic) in these papers.

Immersion

As I have argued elsewhere,44 for Langley, to write was quite simply to inhabit paper.
She was fundamentally ‘at home’ in and with paper – at times quite literally. June char-
acterises a 1952 visit to Langley’s lodgings thus: ‘bed, book, typewriter, dishes, manu-
script’.45 Langley framed the experience of writing as one of immersion, not just in
ideas and words, but literally in paper. When attempting to start over on a partly com-
pleted manuscript, she writes of lifting down ‘the bag of rags that constituted the
unwritten book’.46 She describes her writing process in terms of how she would ‘sit
down, with the manuscript around me, and begin’.47 She offered Hazel de Berg a simi-
lar description: ‘When I wrote The Pea-Pickers … I had an enormous amount of mate-
rial around me, mostly old letters and jottings when I was working... .’48 Interestingly,
Langley’s practice of laying out the already written manuscript pages around her in
order to engage with them holds distinct parallels with the activities of those researchers
who opt for handling manuscripts in a reading room over the ‘less immersed’ experi-
ence of viewing digital surrogates from the comfort of their homes or offices.49 Indeed,
while Langley describes a process in which ‘about [her] are hundreds of papers, old
writings’,50 a similar experience is documented for researchers who appreciate the man-
ner in which lifting, holding and browsing paper documents within an archive funda-
mentally aid their work.51 In both instances, the basic mechanics of paper allow for
ordering and re-ordering, layering and the serendipitous discovery of new relations of
association and proximity. As Helen Wood notes, ‘the user in a searchroom can order
documents in whatever order s/he chooses; it does not have to be chronological’.52

Langley’s writing practice and that of the archival researcher appear even more explic-
itly aligned if we consider Arlette Farge’s account of working through swathes of
archived documents and of how ‘slow work in the archives is, and how this slowness
of hands and thought can be the source of creativity’.53 Is it possible that Langley’s
accounts of lifting and leafing through her papers – much in the manner that we now
employ in their archived state – can return us to a sense of the significance of paper to
the experience of being-in-the-archive and to a more explicit awareness of what
Kiersten Latham identifies as ‘the tacit, assumed and taken-for-granted aspects of using
original archival material’?54
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Langley’s manuscripts evidently held a very particular status for her: as a body of
papers they have the capacity to do things. More than a mere stage in a writing process
leading to formal publication, they appear as vital or vibrant things in themselves. They
are ‘live presences’, in Jane Bennett’s sense of vital materiality, of things ‘not entirely
reducible to the contexts in which (human) subjects set them’.55 Another set of photos is
relevant on this point: a series of slightly ethereal colour snapshots dating from the early
1970s and which were located in the same box as the photo discussed above. In these lat-
ter photos (Figure 3) Langley appears to have laid out different manuscripts in a variety
of tableaux on the untended lawn in Katoomba. Amateurish and just barely in focus, they
are strange and haunting photographs. Variously labelled ‘books’, ‘MSS books’ or ‘Books
of Manuscripts 1972’ on their reverse sides, their subjects – the manuscripts – are oddly
and ambiguously placed to one side in each shot, making these images in some ways dif-
ficult to read or to classify. Significantly, these are images created at a point when
Langley’s writing has largely ceased to circulate within the print economy and yet what
they capture is an act of making or creativity in which the manuscripts feature centrally.
They recall, moreover, an earlier episode involving Langley’s deployment of the papery
weight of the unpublished manuscript of Wild Australia. Devastated by Angus &
Robertson’s delicately worded rejection of the book in 1954,56 Langley the following year
enthusiastically agrees to the manuscript being displayed as part of the Literary Show for
Auckland’s Arts Festival. She describes a dramatic assemblage that reorganises an other-
wise failed or unwanted pile of paper into a sign or site of accomplishment:

The manuscript of ‘WILD AUSTRALIA’ is to be prominently placed and a copy of White
Topee beside it … Those of the library staff who have read Wild Australia think it is
remarkable. It will be examined and read by thousands during the Arts Festival Week, and
if that isn’t a good test for a book, I don’t know what is.57

Figure 3. Langley’s manuscripts assembled on the lawn. Eve & June Langley collection, State
Library of New South Wales. PXE 1333.
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The manuscripts on the lawn presumably do not have ‘thousands’ of viewers (or indeed
any readers), but nevertheless they are suggestive of a form of display as Langley
assembles (by their shape) a literal body of papers. Indeed, the carefully laid-out manu-
scripts might be thought of as a series of installations: an immersive yet ephemeral form
of art destined for dismantling, but capable of suggesting how things go together in that
moment.58 These installations beg the question of what a manuscript is or what a body
of literary papers can do. Across the series of photographs we see different combina-
tions and re-combinations of manuscripts, with the specific items included in a particu-
lar assemblage sometimes detailed on the reverse side, for example ‘25. Black Exercise
books & Diary book’, ‘26. Black Exercise book and Dandenong book’. These photo-
graphs, moreover, not only suggest new ways to think about Langley’s literary papers,
but they also critically open out the possibility of thinking differently about the creative
dimensions of her later career, a period usually understood in terms of failure, madness
and withdrawal. These photos and other series filed alongside them59 are suggestive of
a highly focused creative vision, one still very much anchored in the materiality of writ-
ing but freed from the conventional ends of print and publication.

Interestingly, the pattern of sifting and rearranging of papers captured in the photos
is not entirely dissimilar to the manner in which researchers generally work their way
through collections of archived papers, handling, sorting and highlighting different
elements, and in that moment, as Farge observes, ‘a new “archive” emerges’.60 That is,
there is something that occurs in this engagement that is not about the uncovering or
recovering of the latent content or meaning of documents but which concerns the pro-
ductivity of paper in its very handling. Looking at Langley’s engagements with paper
provides a way to think about why it matters that we still have access to and work with
original materials or, put differently, the importance of marking paper’s presence as a
critical dimension of the archival scene. In particular, it suggests how it may be paper’s
emergent capacities – what it can do – more than its basic properties that we seek to
hold onto. And it is perhaps this that we sense cannot (yet? ever?) be captured and/or
reproduced successfully in a series of digital surrogates.

Conclusion

In this paper, via an engagement with Eve Langley’s manuscripts, I have opened out the
question of how and why paper matters to researchers in literary archives. That it matters
has been stressed as a general position in response to the rise of the digital, but we have
been far less successful in making out the case for precisely how and why our engage-
ments with those original materials matter. Here I have sought to show that approaching
Langley’s literary archive with due attention to paper’s hitherto under-explored potential
allows us to see Langley in ways that conventional approaches to writers’ literary papers
– approaches structured by words and the textual – have not. My analysis enables us to
think about Langley’s creative life as extending into the decades beyond her final
published work and her creativity as exceeding mere textual production. This approach,
with its focus on paper and materiality, challenges traditional forms of literary research
conditioned by the practices of transcription and traditional forms of literary history
structured around an individual author’s assumed desire for publication and their success
or otherwise in achieving it. While Langley’s literary papers offer an especially rich site
for theorising the significance of the material in the context of archival research, I
nevertheless want to suggest the wider significance and application of these insights.
Specifically, using the example of Langley’s own practices with paper, I have highlighted
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how – as researchers – we too ‘think through paper’ and how paper’s various
affordances, movements, histories, associations and assemblages condition our experi-
ence of being-in-the-archive. Thus I am arguing not only that we need to refocus our
attention on what Kiersten Latham terms ‘the archive-as-experience’,61 but that we must
understand that experience to be mediated by the materiality of paper.
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