Letters and Literature, Nov. 2025
Opening remarks
A very warm welcome to the Letters and Literature conference from the Open University library here in the UK. Thank you for joining us as we begin our packed 3-day programme exploring letters and literature. This conference community is bringing together presenters from 15 countries and interests spanning 600 years, with a large audience of participants eager to hear more about those interests. No doubt one of the main reasons I am here is that I’m keenly alive to the maps of connections that letters demonstrate, their relational qualities, and also to interruptions and continuities that seem so much more resonant in a post-Covid world. And so I celebrate these connections as Ellie, Ed and I greet you all.  
I’m Sara Haslam and I’m professor of 20th century literature at the Open University. It has been a great pleasure to work with colleagues on this event since its inception at a research away day in Hampstead, at the historic home of John Keats. I'm here as its director with a particular research interest, as a current editor of letters and as a critic fascinated by postal cultures and their social and creative influence. Since planning for this event began I’ve of course become fixated as a reader: on the great work letters do in Mansfield Park, on how writing a letter allows Beatrice to embrace new emotion in Much Ado About Nothing, - and I’ve always been fascinated by the plot-conjuring letters exchanged between Ford Madox Ford and Elsie Martindale before they eloped in 1894.
We were delighted and astonished by the response to our call for papers, though perhaps we should not have been, given the richness of the theme. In addition, interest has perhaps been spurred by the current precarity of handwriting, of heritage industries, of the letter itself. Equally important, I’ll surmise, is the resurgence of letters editing projects across our timespan. The wonderful flurry of editions that allows, for example, John Kerrigan to see Keats  more clearly as Seamus Heaney’s epistolary exemplar, in word choice, in punctuation, particularly in the habit of embedding poems in his letters (LRB 25 April 2024).
I am very grateful to the whole Letters and Literature programme team, many of whom you will meet as panel chairs across the three days of our conference. Core team colleagues, Ed Hogan and Eleanor Dodd, have been integral to our ability to launch, and we wouldn’t be here without them. The three of us will be in all sessions of the conference. I thank our partners, MK Lit Fest and SHARP, OpenARC and Faculty colleagues, Richard Jones, Nicola Watson, Shaf Towheed and Alex Tickell, for their support, financial and otherwise. Francesca Benatti co-created the conference website, and the Digital Humanities research group kindly hosted it. Anne Wetherilt was postgraduate lead for the event. Emma Sweeney led MK LitFest liaison and Donall MacCathmhaoill spear-headed the communications push. I’m very grateful to them, and to all panel chairs, for their support of this event.
Some reminders before we begin. The Q&A function in Teams should be used for questions (apologies if we don’t manage to get to all of these). Chat is enabled too for more informal exchanges. Mics and cameras are enabled and panel chairs will ask you to turn these off. We’d love to hear from all of you but mic muting is essential to avoid feedback. Chairs may invite you to turn on your mic to voice a question for a speaker. 
A note to say as well that, as with any event of this size, some speakers have been forced to withdraw due to unforeseen circumstances. We will try our best to keep the programme website updated, so do keep an eye on that.
All sessions will be recorded. If you don’t wish to be on camera please keep yours turned off; any questions can also be voiced by your panel chair. It is vital that presentations and panels stick to time. The breaks are short as they are, and we all need to eat so that we can continue to engage!
My last thank you is to our presenters. I’m sure I speak for us all when I say how much I’m looking forward to learning from you and your work during this conference.
Please now sit back with me, and enjoy the fantastic array of research on letters and literature to which we are about to be treated. May what Liz Stanley calls the ‘reciprocity of correspondences’ be our maxim throughout.
Thank you, and I hope you enjoy the conference.
