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Travelling in Forms: The Sonnet in Aotearoa / New Zealand

Dougal McNeill

Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

The sonnet is a very old, and very famous, poetic
form. Its origins are unknown, but examples can be
found from thirteenth-century Italian poetry and
then, from the sixteenth-century Renaissance
onwards, in great bursts of creativity and
development across English-language literatures.
What happens when the sonnet travels? What
might happen when we read a nation’s literature
not through the prism of history but, rather, through
the prompting of form? What might a form teach
us? How, in other words, can we learn in form? And
how might a form be changed and developed in
particular national contexts?

These were some of the questions | spent my
time asking as a Research Fellow in the Centre for
Asia Pacific Studies, Seikei University, through
November last year. CAPS was, once again, a
productive, collegial, generous and generative
place from which to think about literary form and
literary history across the Asia-Pacific region, and |
am grateful to all of the staff, especially the Director,
and my host, Professor Fuhito Endo, for the
opportunity to reconnect with the scholarly life at
Seikei. In the years since my last Fellowship (2018),
| have had a number of departmental and university-
wide administrative and leadership responsibilities at
my home University, and have felt my time taken
away from the core questions of research and
literary scholarship. This latest fellowship, then, was
a chance to become familiar once again with the
primary excitements and drives of the scholarly life:
questions, readings, texts and problems without
beginning or end. An interdisciplinary setting like
CAPS is particularly helpful for thinking with and
about literature. Why do these texts matter, and to
whom? In what ways? Putting literature alongside
politics, society, history and culture is a way of
teaching us to listen differently.

Why do poets chose certain forms? Or, better
yet, perhaps, why do certain forms press themselves

Dougal McNeill &

on poets? What are we to make now, close to two
hundred years on from European contact with and
settlement in the islands of Aotearoa, of European
forms being used and developed in Asia-Pacific
settings? How are old things made new? | am in
the early stages of developing a book-length study
of the sonnet in Aotearoa, reading some of its finest
practitioners closely and with a view to their poems’
insights into how they might in turn form our sense
of this world. CAPS — and Seikei’s superb library —
provided an ideal venue for starting out with the big,
open-ended, in-development questions that will
shape this project. Warmly energetic audiences for
some public talks, ably organised by Professor
Endo, helped give me the confidence that these
questions are worth asking (and a sense that my
current provisional answers need development).
Seikei’s hospitality and intellectual generosity,
and the wider pleasures of walking in Musashino
and rediscovering the delights of Tokyo, from the
Kanda River to Mt Takao, gifted me the privilege of
distance. Looking at New Zealand literature from
afar allows a different angle; talking about it with
learned and giving Japanese colleagues gives my
sense of it a new vitality. For both experiences | am
in CAPS’s debt, and keen to repay this debt through
ongoing relationship, reading and collaboration.
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