
EVENT TITLE: Migrants Through Time: Novelists Writing Across the
20th/21st Century Divide”

Event Description: In Exit West, Mohsin Hamid posits that "we are all
migrants through time." In this panel, novelists whose work traverses the
border between the 20th and 21st centuries consider what it means to live
and write on both sides of this temporal divide. By examining the legacy of
the AIDS crisis, the transformation of a metropolis, the impact of climate
change, and the shifting landscapes of art and music, we'll explore how the
20th century continues to haunt, shape, and reverberate in our own.

Event Organizer and Moderator:

Tim Horvath

Bio:

Tim Horvath is the author of Understories (Bellevue Literary Press) and
Circulation (sunnyoutside). His stories have appeared in Conjunctions,
AGNI, Harvard Review, and The Best Small Fictions 2021. He lives in New
Hampshire and teaches for Catapult, GrubStreet, and Manchester
Community College, and is a Visiting Writer in the LIU-Brooklyn MFA in
Writing and Publishing.

Event Participants

Marc Fitten

Bio:

Marc Fitten is the author of two novels: Valeria's Last Stand and Elza's
Kitchen. He has been published in half a dozen languages. He's written for
The New York Times and his books and selections have been published by
Bloomsbury, DTV, Flammarion, Neri Pozza and Beacon Press.



Julia Fine

Bio: Julia Fine is the author of The Upstairs House, winner of the Chicago
Review of Books Award for Fiction, and What Should Be Wild, which was
shortlisted for the Bram Stoker Superior First Novel Award. She teaches
writing in Chicago, where she lives with her husband and children.

Rebecca Makkai

Bio:

Rebecca Makkai is the Chicago-based author of the novels The Great
Believers, The Hundred-Year House, and The Borrower, as well as the
short story collection Music for Wartime. The Great Believers was a finalist
for the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award, and received the ALA
Carnegie Medal and the LA Times Book Prize, among other honors.
Makkai is on the MFA faculties of Sierra Nevada College and Northwestern
University, and she is Artistic Director of StoryStudio Chicago.

Pitchaya Sudbanthad

Bio:

Pitchaya Sudbanthad is the author of Bangkok Wakes to Rain, selected as
a notable book of the year by The New York Times and The Washington
Post, as well as Finalist for the Center for Fiction’s First Novel Prize. He
has received fellowships from the New York Foundation for the Arts and
MacDowell, and currently splits time between Bangkok and Brooklyn.



Good afternoon, and welcome to “Migrants Through Time: Novelists Writing
Across the 20th/21st Century Divide.”

Event Agenda: The moderator will begin the event by introducing panelists
and reading short biographies.

Each panelist will read for about 5-7 minutes. Perhaps tell us how this
passage relates to the topic of the panel and why you chose it.

Pitchaya:

I’ll read select parts of the chapter “Crossing” in BWTR. Here, an archivist
and conservator in a future time is dealing with a mishap involving an
artifact. It shows a survivor’s anxiety of being responsible for linkage
between his own time and a city and culture lost as a result of climate
change and migratory displacement likely to have happened then to
billions.

Julia: Not sure 100% what I’ll read, but I’m leaning toward either the
narrator looking at images at the back of her dissertation and realizing that
the woman she’s just met on the stairs looks exactly like Margaret Wise
Brown, or the few pages toward the end of the book talking about how
impossible it is to really know any historical figure, or understand what it’s
like to live in a time outside your own.



Tim: I will read a passage where my protagonist describes his first
encounter with the works of composer Arnold Schoenberg in his college
library. I chose this passage because it highlights how profoundly different
the discovery of new music was before the internet, and how one took
“possession” of it differently because it could be difficult to access. In many
ways, my character feels more at home in this era.

Moderator Questions:

For everyone:

1) When and how did you come to realize that your work needed to live
both in the present and in the previous century? Why not just write
historical fiction, for instance, or set a novel fully in the current day?

Pitchaya:

I’ve never quite been sold on ideals of compression or tonal consistency,
and so it’s natural for me to let my mind expand stories into larger narrative
terrain and across times. It comes in handy when attempting an imaginative
portrayal of a city where an individual moral adventure or single slice of
history doesn’t feel enough. I didn’t want to miss out on the expanse of
larger rhythms and movements.

Julia:

I wanted to write about a real-life recent historical figure, and I wasn’t sure
how I could do it without effectively writing a biopic. I couldn’t just totally
recreate her, in the way that, say Lauren Groff did Marie d’France in Matrix,
because she’d lived too recently and there was too much documentation.
My answer was to write about a present day character interacting with
Margaret Wise Brown on an intellectual, emotional, and ultimately
supernatural level. This let me explore what I wanted without feeling like I
was playing fast and loose with real people’s lives, and allowed the brief



purely historical sections to resonate with what was happening in the
protagonist’s life–instead of presenting “facts” I was sharing my own
interpretation filtered through a fictional character,

2) It’s been argued that we experience time differently now than we did
before the pervasiveness of the internet and social media. Does time
operate differently in different sections of your book based on the time
period that you’re focusing on, and if so, how?

3) I feel as though as writers we occasionally put things in novels for
ourselves as much as for the reader—at least I do this. And I’m wondering
if there’s some 20th century reference—an object, a reference to a tv show
or a piece of music or an obscure fact—that you’re particularly pleased
about having found a place for in your novel, even if just a fleeting mention.
Conversely, you could approach this from the angle of that one thing you
were dying to put in and couldn’t find a place for and so it had to be cut.
Please resuscitate it and hold it up for us to celebrate.

4) Questions for each panelist:

-For Julia, arguably the boundary between the 20th and 21st centuries is the
most blurred of anyone’s on this panel in your work, where it actually
sometimes feels as if they are coexisting or where we don’t know exactly
when we are. Can you say something about this blurring or disorientation
effect—how it came about, how much fun it was to do, what challenges it
presented, and what you might recommend to anyone attempting
something roughly analogous?



-For Rebecca, in writing about the nascent AIDS crisis, you very much had
to bracket out huge reservoirs of knowledge that we take for granted today.
What was it like trying to dip into that volatile time when the unknowns were
so monumental for your characters? And even though your book doesn’t
incorporate Covid, obviously, I wonder if Covid has surfaced any déjà
vu-like parallels that you might have noticed more acutely because of
having lived in the world of this book, even in terms of people just trying to
get a handle on their own risk factors and vulnerability, or how people
speak about/conceptualize/avoid confronting the crisis.

I suppose this is partly a question about the larger issue of unknowing, and
how we as writers unknow strategically, or partly know, or withhold what we
know from our characters and thus inhabit unknowing. I think of how
sometimes when you’re driving and you see a huge traffic jam on the other
side of the highway, and then eventually you see people approaching it in
the opposite direction and think about what they don’t know about what lies
ahead.

-For Pitchaya, your own novel goes deeper than the 20th century and goes
beyond our present-day. I wonder what sorts of particular novelistic
challenges that longer time-span presented, and also how it allowed you to
see patterns and links across your novel, perhaps between characters who
have never met but who are experiencing the deep echoes of previous
lives, events, and trends.

-For Marc, can you speak to how your work echoes over the 20th/21st

century divides? And with a work-in-progress, how are you currently
grappling with these issues?

-I will speak about how one of the challenges with my novel is figuring out
what it would have been like to be a composer coming of age in the late



20th century while I’ve simultaneously done research through conversations
with composers today. What would it have been like to not be able to hear
vast swathes of music unless the library happened to own the records? Or
to find oneself in the thick of debates and battles and rivalries that aren’t
really pertinent anymore or that have evolved and therefore seem slightly
frivolous in hindsight?

10-15 minutes at the end for Audience Q & A


