Introduction: Liminality & ‘Liv[ing] within the all of it’

The voice of an abandoned town in Cyprus, the growing silence between a loving couple, the uncertain space before death. Despite vast differences across geopolitical space and time, the pieces in this edition of Litterae Mentis all share a concern for recording and envoicing forms of writerly displacement. As Emily (Hsiang-Yen) Su explains in the introduction to her essay on Taiwanese indie music, ‘Liminality, stemming from the Latin word limen (which directly translates to ‘threshold’), [suggests] of rites of passage, indicating a sense of boundary-crossing, transition, and in-betweenness.’[footnoteRef:1] Exploiting the spatial, psychological and political states of the liminal, this collection addresses Homi Bhabha’s definition of liminality as interstitial. It is through inhabiting these in-between ‘domains of difference’, as Bhabha argues, where ‘regulated boundaries of social discourse’ can and should be renegotiated.[footnoteRef:2] But as the nineteenth century American poet Emily Dickinson explores in ‘One Need Not be a Chamber – to be Haunted,’ liminality can occur not only in social space, but also within the ontological subject:  [1:  Victor Turner, ‘Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow, and Ritual: An Essay in Comparative Symbology’, Rice Institute Pamphlet – Rice University Studies, 60.3 (1974), 53-92 (p. 57)]  [2:  Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), p2. ] 


Ourself—behind Ourself—Concealed—
Should startle—most—
Assassin—hid in Our Apartment—
Be Horror’s least—[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Emily Dickinson, The Poems of Emily Dickinson Variorum Edition, ed. R. W. Franklin, 3 vols (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1998), p49. ] 


The pieces within this collection confront this sense of being on the edge – at the cusp of human understanding, offering a distinctive outsiderly perspective. In fact, the figure of the outsider reappears throughout the pieces, wandering on the boundaries between worlds, offering a singular outlook. And yet, despite the outsiderly experience articulated in these writings, there always exists a profound ‘liv[ing] within’. As we witness through these texts, and as Ta-Nehisi Coates explains, despite the violence and trauma of the present, ‘this is your world…  this is your body, and you must find a way to live within the all of it.’[footnoteRef:4] Living within and without, from the ‘world-weary’ youth in Taiwan achieving agency through challenging authoritarian structures in music, to young women seeking solace from the dangers of the world within each other, the following pieces offer a record against cruelty and injustice.    [4:  Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me (New York: One World, 2015) p25.
] 


This edition brings together intersectional conceptions of liminality, that cross-pollinate in unusual and unexpected ways. In ‘Smoking in the Foyer,’ a short story by Quinn Grzywinski, an empty car park is the threshold between life and death, as the characters attempt to give voice to their lived experiences. The liminality of untold narratives – the unsaid and the unuttered – is captured in Fergus James Riordan’s script Being Here. As an exploration of ‘the male experience of abortion’ Riordan writes into the lacunae of unshared experiences. A portrait of a couple in crisis, he renders ‘silhouettes in silence’ and gently picks apart cracks and gaps in the relationship. In contrast, in her academic paper on ‘Liminality through Taiwanese Indie Music,’ Su takes a wholly different approach to the question of liminality, embracing it as a productive site for creativity. As a liminal nation state, Taiwan provides a useful case study for youth culture, as Su examines how indie music can provide space for socio-political dissent. As Su argues, by summoning ‘narratives of difference and in-betweenness’ contemporary Taiwanese indie music, ‘indicates an appreciation for difference, variety, and ambiguity in the interstices.’ In June Sixth by Lauretta Alonge, difference and liminality are celebrated too, as we experience the ‘exhalation’ of a ‘tribe’ of diverse London friends. In this script, Alonge meticulously unpacks the rivalries and solidarity between women of colour in contemporary Britain. 

In Salamis Aysegul Sentug Tugyan’s ‘Under a Crow’s Nest’ the poem is addressed to ‘people behind the fence’ and stands as a testament to post-anthropocentrism, as a disembodied voice gives utterance to uninhabited space. Set in the inaccessible militarized zone of Varosha, a region of Cyrprus left unoccupied after the Turkish war, the lyrics are haunted by grief, as ‘the ghost’ of the abandoned town probes the reader: can forgotten places speak? Will they be heard? A similar sentiment can be traced in Cristina Alvarez’s short story, ‘The Hole,’ which explores the ‘shadow’ of lost cultural knowledge, materialised through a decaying ancient building – the Toki Eder. The story opens up questions of memorialisation and erasure. How we can hold onto a past that is slipping away? 

Whilst the global settings within this collection can appear disparate, from London to Venezula, from Taiwan to Cyprus, as Angela Davis writes: ‘Our histories never unfold in isolation. We cannot truly tell what we consider to be our own histories without knowing the other stories. And often we discover that those other stories are actually our own stories.’[footnoteRef:5] This sense of intersubjectivity can be found throughout this edition, as through the act of writing, liminal spaces and liminal bodies are opened up into productive dialogue with one another. As David Herd claims in Writing Against Expulsion in the Post-War World: Making Space for the Human, the sharing of stories can act as collective resistance to the politics of the non-place.[footnoteRef:6] As this edition makes clear, the spaces between are where narratives can thrive. Thus, to face into liminality – into the boundaries and limits of understanding – is the role of the writer. As Toni Morrison makes clear, ‘There is no time for despair, no place for self-pity, no need for silence, no room for fear. We speak, we write, we do language. That is how civilisations heal.’[footnoteRef:7] Let the writing included in this edition of Litterea Mentis act as tonic and provocation, as the writers included within explore various iterations of liminality. [5:  Angela Y. Davis, Freedom Is a Constant Struggle: Ferguson, Palestine and the Foundations of a Movement (Chicago: Haymarkets Books, 2016) p17. ]  [6:  David Herd, Writing Against Expulsion in the Post-War World: Making Space for the Human (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023) p3. ]  [7:  Toni Morrison, “No Place for Self-Pity, No Room for Fear,” The Nation, April 6, 2016, https://www.thenation.com/article/archive/no-place-self-pity-no-room-fear/.
] 
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